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               Abstract 

 

The subject of this paper will be developed from a psychological perspective starting from the most 
widely shared theories in the academic field, which have allowed a greater understanding of the 
complex psychological mechanisms that drive people to choose to adhere to a religion, to forms of 
communal spirituality or to ideologies of various origins. The possible psychological consequences of 
these choices on the individual and society will also be examined. They can manifest on a continuum 
that goes from the promotion of personal development and adaptation to society to the loss of 
confidence and self-esteem, with potentially destructive consequences on the sense of belonging. In 
this context, some food for thought on the psychology of the convert in the dynamics of radicalization 
will be provided. The second part of the paper will illustrate the documents issued by important 
international institutions that address these issues: the prevention and fight against criminal sectarian 
drifts, safeguarding the right to exercise freedom of religion, belief and conscience, international 
terrorism and the difficult task that States have to integrate and protect both the right of citizens to 
security and the right to exercise freedom of religion and belief. 
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1. The psychosociological roots of fanaticism 

In this paper, “fanaticism” means “a religious or non-religious sentiment characterized by rigid 
intolerance towards all those who do not recognize themselves or do not share the transmitted belief” 
(Samir 2017, p. 199) 

To understand what the psychological and social roots of fanaticism may be, it is necessary to take into 
consideration the theories most widely shared in the academic field, which have allowed a greater 
understanding of the complex psychological mechanisms that drive people to choose to adhere to a 
religion, to forms of communal spirituality or to organizations based on ideologies of various origins, in 
an “all-encompassing” way, so much so as to significantly transform their social relationships and, in 
general, their very existence. 

The development of scientific literature on the subject saw a surge in the 1970s and 1980s, when, in the 
United States, mass conversions to minority and alternative religious and spiritual groups occurred, 
often defined, in a criminological sense, as “sects”. The affiliations of many young people to this type of 
organization raised a series of social and political problems, related to freedom of religion, belief and 
conscience, and deeply involved both the legal world and that of mental health professionals, without 
forgetting the significant contribution provided by sociologists and historians of religion. The alarm 
over mass conversions attracted the attention of the media and the concerned families (Wright and 
Ebaugh 1993) and caused, due to their problematic nature and their relations with broader social 
processes, the rebirth of studies and research on the general phenomenon of conversion, which had 
mostly been abandoned in previous years. 

In that period, and in the following decades, to explain the phenomenon of conversion to groups that 
were distinguished by doctrines and practices from the majority culture, a certain number of scholars 
used the notion of "brainwashing", according to which the transformation of the self and the conversion 
to a new belief would be imposed in a coercive way, so as to violate the person’s free will. Based on this 
theory, in parallel with mass conversions, the practice of “deprogramming” spread: people appointed 
by the families of young converts, together with former members and exponents of anti-cult 
movements, kidnapped and attempted to “deprogram” the followers by practicing a form of reverse 
“brainwashing” on them (Di Marzio 2012). 

To briefly indicate the direction of the different psychological models developed to interpret the 
phenomenon of conversion, it can be said that they are placed in a continuum at whose extremes are 
found the concepts of "freedom of choice" (intrinsic model) and "coercive persuasion" or "brainwashing" 
(extrinsic model), with many intermediate positions. The "extrinsic" model considers the convert as 
"passive", while the "intrinsic" model, emphasizing the figure of the religious seeker, is fundamentally 
active (Di Marzio 2014).  

Since then, field research has multiplied, in an attempt to understand whether, and to what extent, the 
"extrinsic" model of conversion really had the scientific basis it claimed or could, in any case, be 
considered empirically founded. In the United States, the debate on this point was further intensified 
by the presence, in the courts, of experts hired by the parents' lawyers who used the theory of 
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brainwashing as a basis for accusing religious and spiritual groups of having induced the conversion of 
their children. During one of these trials, in 1983, the American Psychological Association (APA) decided 
to take a position on the issue and entrusted a task force called DIMPAC (Deceptive and Indirect 
Methods of Persuasion and Control), chaired by Margaret Singer and other scholars, with the drafting 
of a report that would provide the essential basic information on the theories they supported. This 
report was essential for formulating an evaluation of the scientific status of the theory. On May 11, 1987, 
the Board of Social and Ethical Responsibility for Psychology (BSERP) office, on behalf of the APA, 
published a Memorandum rejecting the “final report of the task force” because it “lacks the scientific 
rigor and balanced critical approach necessary for APA approval.” With the 1987 Memorandum, the 
APA intended, on the one hand, to declare the brainwashing theory in the version typically presented 
by Margaret Singer (Singer and Lalich 1995) and the anti-cult movement as “lacking scientific rigor,” 
and on the other hand, to leave the door open to other theories of persuasion and manipulation other 
than that of Margaret Singer (APA, Memo, 11/05/1987). Following this and other pronouncements by 
professional associations that are of the same position, for some decades, the scientific literature on the 
phenomenon has decidedly and officially expressed itself critically towards the different formulations 
of the “brainwashing” theory, and, in general, of the “extrinsic” or “coercive” interpretative model, since 
it is devoid of empirical foundation, and is therefore unscientific. 

Decades after this pronouncement, research in the sector made further progress and currently a wide 
range of studies has ascertained the non-existence of an inexplicable or omnipotent psychotechnology 
that would make individual preferences irrelevant when a person affiliates with a certain religion, 
minority or majority, or joins a political group that advocates a certain ideology (Introvigne 2002). 
Research aimed at studying the type of people who join “unconventional” spiritual and secular 
movements, or who are attracted to such groups, seems to indicate that potential followers are not 
chosen at random from the population, but show certain personal qualities and interests that 
predispose them to that particular type of disaffiliation (Di Marzio 2010; 2016;2023;2024). 

Also, since the mid-1990s, psychologists’ approach to the study of conversion has changed, overcoming 
a vision of religious faith as the predisposing factor to psychological disorders (see Lukoff, Lu and Turner 
1997): currently, many of them look at religion as an independent variable that can have both positive 
and negative effects on the personality (Aletti 2010; Hood, Hill and Spilka 2009). The most widely 
shared interpretative line is the one that sees affiliation and disaffiliation to/from this type of group as 
a process of active and conscious research, during which the individual chooses the movement that 
seems to best respond to his or her needs and requirements. This perspective, however, does not 
preclude the existence of influences, even undue ones, both from the leader and the religious group to 
which the person is affiliated, and from the antagonistic social groups active in the social context in 
which the religious choice occurs. 

Furthermore, in the last decade, in the field of psychological studies on affiliation, the figure of the 
religious seeker has emerged (Streib 2014; Wright 2014). The religious seeker is a research subject who 
is fundamentally active both in adhering to New Religious Movements and, in general, to new forms of 
spirituality or aggregations characterized by ideological activism of various origins, which seem able to 
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satisfy his/her needs and provide answers that are not available in traditional churches or “traditional” 
social groups, such as, for example, political parties. 

In conclusion, the complexity of the phenomenon that we intend to study requires a dynamic, flexible 
and multidisciplinary approach that does not exclude contributions, theoretical and methodological, of 
different orientations. 

 

2. Exploratory investigation of affiliation and disaffiliation in light of a holistic and 
interdisciplinary model 

To understand this phenomenon – and the controversies that are related to it – it may be useful to 
explore, from a psychological point of view, the experiences of people affiliated and disaffiliated to/from 
minority religious and spiritual groups. Since some of these organizations are sometimes included 
among “cults” (a term used in a criminological sense by the media), even the decision to affiliate or 
disaffiliate to/from one of them can be interpreted in a negative sense, differently from how the same 
phenomenon is generally considered when considering mainline religious organizations. The term 
“sect” has long been abandoned by scholars because it is generic, stigmatizing and discriminatory, 
while the media, anti-cult movements and hostile former members continue to use it. Scholars prefer 
to use definitions such as “new religious movements”, “alternative religious and spiritual movements”, 
etc. In these groups, individuals experience significant changes in their existence, from a cognitive and 
emotional point of view, which can also affect relationships with other reference groups. The evaluation 
of the outcomes – positive and negative – of these transformations, from a psychological point of view, 
is very complex. 

The exploratory investigation that I conducted on 34 people affiliated and disaffiliated to/from seven 
different groups (Istituto Buddista Italiano Soka Gakkai, Hare Krishna, Damanhur, Church of 
Scientology, Jehovah's Witnesses, Associazione Archeosofica (Di Marzio 2023) and practitioners of the 
Atman Yoga School (Di Marzio 2024)) allowed me to examine the experience and the decision-making 
process that, for these people, had ended with their affiliation or disaffiliation. 

Thanks to the survey of the scientific literature on the subject, it was possible to frame, systematize and 
interpret the experiences collected by placing the results in a consolidated and widely shared scientific 
context that falls within the general perspective of the psychology of religion, the branch of psychology 
that aims to observe the psychic act in its concrete intentional exercise (Milanesi and Aletti 1973), thus 
safeguarding the psychologist's neutrality when proposing data and psychological interpretations of 
religious conduct (Vergote 1993; tr. it. 2010). 

The model chosen to carry out the critical and comparative examination of the interviews is the one 
developed by Lewis Rambo in collaboration with other scholars (Rambo 1993; Rambo and Baumann 
2012; Rambo and Haar Farris 2012; Rambo and Farhadian 2014), which is a useful reference paradigm 
for examining and comparing the experiences collected. Like many other researchers of those minority 
religious groups considered “controversial”, Rambo was interested in understanding the reasons for the 



   
 

 5 

extraordinary success of their proselytism, especially among young people. Differently from the position 
of those who attributed such success to undue persuasion techniques and forms of deceptive 
proselytism (Singer and Lalich 1995), Rambo’s approach (1993) avoids simplistic explanations and 
values the complexity of the dynamics involved in the phenomenon. 

His model addresses the study of religious or spiritual choice within an interpretative paradigm that is 
structured in seven stages: context, crisis, quest, encounter, interaction, commitment, consequences: 

- Context: one cannot adequately speak about a person's psyche without first contextualizing 
it. The matrix in which a religious and spiritual transformation occurs includes four dimensions: 
personal, social, cultural and the religious environment (Rambo 1993, 20-43; Rambo and Bauman 2012, 
882-883). 

- Crisis: scholars generally agree that a conversion is preceded by a crisis. Such crises create 
disorientation, but also opportunities for personal transformation, mobilization of energies, and 
revitalization of myths, rituals, and symbols (Rambo 1993, 44-55; Rambo and Bauman 2012, 883-884). 

- Quest: it is a process by which one seeks to give meaning and purpose to one's life. While the 
classic literature of the psychology of religion described converts as passive people, psychologists and 
sociologists have recently begun to consider people as active protagonists in the creation of meaning 
and in the choice between different possible religious options. People are also motivated by a wide 
variety of factors, which can change over time (Rambo 1993, 56-65; Rambo and Bauman 2012, 884-885). 

- Encounter: This involves contact between the potential convert and the “recruiter,” or 
missionary, who is in charge of the proselytizing process. Just as followers need leaders, leaders need 
followers. Rambo identifies four main components in the missionary’s strategy: the level of emphasis 
placed on proselytizing (degree of proselytism), the strategic style (strategic style), the method of contact 
(mode of contact), and the potential benefits for the convert (potential benefits) (Rambo 1993, 66-101; 
Rambo and Bauman 2012, 885-887). 

- Interaction: If people continue to remain in the group after the encounter, the interaction 
intensifies. In this stage the potential convert learns more about the teachings, lifestyle and 
expectations of the group, which offers various formal and informal opportunities to fully involve people 
(Rambo 1993, 102; Rambo and Bauman 2012, 887). 

- Commitment: in the previous stage the individual makes the story of the new group his or her 
own, while in the commitment stage the latter is further internalized by the convert, who lives an 
experience of biographical reconstruction. Although attribution theory (Spilka, Shaver and Kirkpatrick 
1985) can explain the convert's passage to the new life, every aspect of ordinary existence can be seen 
as a subtle process of reorganization of one's biography. Even in religious and spiritual conversion it is 
often required, implicitly or explicitly, to interpret life through new metaphors, images and stories 
(Rambo 1993, 124; Rambo and Bauman 2012, 888-889). 

- Consequences: The consequences of conversion are determined, in part, by the nature, 
intensity and duration of the conversion process. Many contemporary scholars believe that an authentic 
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conversion is a process of constant transformation. The initial change, although important, is only the 
first step in a long process that may also include subsequent affiliations and disaffiliations. 

Based on this extremely synthetic examination of the stages of the Rambo et al. model, it is clear how 
the conversion process – for the authors – is a complex puzzle in which numerous factors interact: 
people, institutions, events, ideas, experiences, which all relate to each other within a field of forces in 
which social and cultural dynamics assume significant importance. 

The data I have collected from the critical and comparative examination of the interviews with my 34 
subjects, even considering all the limitations of an exploratory investigation, examined and interpreted 
in light of this model and others, allow me to advance the thesis on what could be the most appropriate 
methodology to address the phenomenon: the decision to join, stay or leave a group is a complex 
process that must be studied with a global, heuristic and multidisciplinary approach, thanks to which it 
is possible to evaluate the subject's choice from a psychological point of view, as a complex and free act, 
to the extent that any human choice can be. 

In this sense, there is no individual choice that is not influenced by internal and external factors; 
research in this field can – if it meets the criteria of scientific methodology – identify which factors are 
at play and to what extent the individual's choice contributes or not to promoting his or her individual 
and social development. The task of the psychology of religion is precisely to identify both the liberating 
and limiting elements of growth and free choice in the religious field. The conclusions of the 
comparative and critical examination of the interviews made it possible to verify the validity of Rambo's 
model. Thanks to the data collected through interviews and observation, and despite the diversity of 
the movements to which the subjects were affiliated, it was possible to identify numerous common 
factors and dynamics that influenced the choice of a given group and that correspond to those included 
by Rambo in his model, for each of the seven stages.  

The outcome of this investigation also allowed me to detect the correspondence of the data collected 
with those that emerged in other research and to consolidate the critical position of this work with 
respect to those theories that see the individual as completely "passive" in the face of the charismatic 
power of others, in line with the results of a vast contemporary literature on the phenomenon that 
attributes a generally active and conscious role to the convert (Di Marzio 2023; 2024). 

These considerations, referred to a small group of subjects, do not allow us to exclude other possible 
outcomes of the process of change: instead of individual self-determination and responsibility, in some 
contexts, when the exercise of power within the group is abusive, there is a loss of personal confidence 
and self-esteem. In these cases, it is important to study the relationship that exists between the power 
dynamics present within groups and the individual's capacity for self-determination to verify whether 
joining an organization can damage or promote the psychological well-being of the person and his/her 
attitude towards the social environment in which he/she lives. 

 

 



   
 

 7 

3. Psychology of the convert in the dynamics of radicalization 

In this section, we will refer to the contributions presented during a round table held at the Salesian 
Pontifical University in which fanaticism was examined from different perspectives, including the 
psycho-pedagogical one, in order to understand the motivations that have pushed some individuals 
towards the abyss of violence and to offer some perspectives for overcoming it (Marin and Kuruvachira 
2017). 

A particularly significant contribution in this regard is that of Samir (2017). He defines fanaticism as "a 
religious or non-religious feeling characterized by rigid intolerance towards all those who do not 
recognize or do not share the transmitted belief" (Samir 2017, p. 199) and identifies two key components: 
the subjective sphere and the collective one. 

The personal roots are to be found in personality characteristics: these are frustrated individuals, 
incapable of assuming responsibilities and eager to obey a leader. The social roots are found in the 
disintegration of the social order, the fear of the future and the dissatisfaction of the present. The 
birthplace of the fanatic, for Samir, are mass movements, since it is not just an individual condition but 
“must necessarily have its roots within a sect, faction or movement” (Samir 2017, p. 204).  

This category includes some individuals who have been the protagonists of violent actions and 
massacres. Among them there are three emblematic cases. The first is Anders Behring Breivik, who 
killed 77 people in an attack in Oslo and Utoya in July 2011. His political-religious profile does not fit the 
canons of the "crazy terrorist". His ideas are clear and endowed with a stringent logic, so much so that 
he himself declared that the massacre he committed was "an atrocious but necessary act": he was 
obsessed with the idea that Islam could invade Europe, combined with a dose of anti-Marxism and anti-
Semitism. The second is the Italian Gianluca Casseri, an admirer of Breivik, who cultivated the cult of 
neo-Nazism and denialism. He is the killer who in December 2011 killed two Senegalese in cold blood, 
before turning the gun on himself. The third is Ali Sonboly: in July 2016, he killed 9 people and injured 
27 others in a massacre in a shopping center in Bavaria. He had no connection with ISIS and, while 
carrying out his act, which was filmed, he shouted “I am German” to underline his emotional bond with 
his nation (Samir 2017, pp. 209-210). 

These are just some of the names that the press and the media in general have branded as isolated 
madmen, but digging deeper into the history of each of them, it is possible to find adherence to general 
principles on which an iron, solid and indisputable logic is based. Labeling as madness what in reality 
derives from a fanatical gesture does not allow for a real solution to the problem. One of the first steps 
to understand the thinking of a modern fanatic is not to conceive of him as mad, as mechanisms of 
extreme coherence are triggered in the mind: the fanatic is therefore characterized by inflexibility, the 
lack of compromise with empirical data and, obviously, by the absence of empathy. 

This coherence, according to French demographer Le Bras (2001), is based on the spread of xenophobic 
and racist ideologies that must be linked to a factor that he calls "demographic ideology". The latter 
crystallizes in the form of a "population consciousness" that recalls class consciousness, but, unlike the 
latter, does not rest on objective conditions of exploitation, but is nourished by a history, a genealogy 
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and a narrative of origins that are completely imaginary and fanciful. Thus a distinction is made 
between the native population and the alien one: the former becomes synonymous with stability and 
nation, the latter with instability and multiculturalism. This type of ideology, according to Le Bras, is the 
same that fuels movements and parties such as the British National Party, the Front National and the 
Northern League (Samir 2017, p. 210).  

Bellantoni (2017) examined the variables of fanatic-religious conduct from the point of view of the 
psychology of religion. Religion, defined as that complex of beliefs and acts of worship that expresses 
man's relationship with the sacred and with divinity, is never a solitary and reserved act, but a social 
one. Consequently, religious fanaticism cannot ignore the collective element. He identifies in fanatical-
religious behavior four variables: genetic predispositions, life history and coping, the triggering event 
and personal freedom/responsibility. 

Furthermore, in his model, to understand fanatical-religious behavior, it is necessary to consider the 
entire life span of the individual to verify the outcome of four different evolutionary lines, called 
fundamental existential motivations: 1) basic trust, dating back to the quality of the relationship with the 
caregiver; 2) the development of adequate relational intimacy, which refers to the experience of being 
able to share, in a "safe relational place", one's significant and emotionally relevant experiences; 3) 
support towards the experience of a substantial social consideration (self-esteem); 4) openness to a 
positive search for meaning, capable of giving trust and self-efficacy to a personal life project 
(Bellantoni 2017, 229-230). 

The outcome of these evolutionary lines can determine the development of beliefs, attitudes and 
behaviors of the religious fanatic, which also materialize in violent actions, once the individual comes 
into contact with an environment that supports and motivates him to act.  

Bellantoni also refers to a further important contribution on the subject, that of McGregor et al. (2015). 
According to these authors, the most recent explanatory hypotheses refer to the concept of Aggressive 
Religious Radicalization (ARR), a motivational theory that, drawing on the fields of personality 
psychology, social psychology and neurophysiology, focuses on the theme of goal regulation. In this 
perspective, both personality traits (oppositional, anxious, identity and moral confusion) and the 
advantages and threats perceived by the group to which the fanatic belongs are taken into 
consideration. The perception, by the individual, of external threats that prevent/frustrate the 
regulation of his or her own goals and those of the reference group (subgroup), would contribute to the 
consolidation of the sense of alienation and reactive mechanisms. This would lead to the birth and 
maintenance of motivational drives towards the stabilization of an Aggressive Religious Radicalization 
(ARR), which includes the opportunity for immediate and concrete engagement in active groups fueled 
by conspiracy narratives, infused with cosmic meaning, encouragement to moral violence and sealed 
by unfalsifiable religious certainties. The authors believe that the ARR plays a fundamental defensive 
function, as it helps to mask/compensate for the vulnerability of the individual, otherwise “entangled” 
in an oppressive anguish. 

These would therefore be weak and vulnerable individuals, but who have cultivated latent aggression 
for years. In this context, it is interesting to point out Geminiani's (2017) reflection on the relationship 
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between the violent conduct of terrorists and neurobiological factors. In his opinion, it is not an 
aggression that derives from a brain malfunction but rather a conscious choice of behaviors that have 
the purpose of inducing fear and therefore social destabilization. "The personal history of the attackers, 
their relative young age and their social background suggest, more than motivations of social 
marginalization, the role of psychological processes linked to frustration, needs of belonging and search 
for existential motivations, accompanied by experiences of violence that determine not so much 
dysfunctions of the behavioral control systems, as the fixation of beliefs in a distorted system of values 
with consequent predisposition to commit acts of ferocious and indiscriminate violence. It should be 
emphasized that such beliefs have a significant emotional connotation and this explains the relative 
ease with which they can spread, beyond rational beliefs, through the well-known phenomenon of 
‘emotional contagion’" (Geminiani 2017, p. 35). Regarding this phenomenon, Borgialli indicates the role 
of the psychologist when trying to identify the elements that favor it and the possibilities of containing 
it: "The psychologist also has the task of contributing to the understanding of the way in which Evil 
spreads, because Evil generates evil, just as Good generates good. In particular, Evil can be contagious 
like a viral disease susceptible to spreading in the population if we do not equip ourselves to limit it. 
Emotional contagion is a phenomenon based on the immediate and involuntary transmission of 
emotions, without any cognitive mediation. The most ‘contagious’ emotions are the most primitive and 
least elaborated: fear, anger and aggression. It is well known that aggressive behaviors can spread with 
disturbing rapidity in stadiums, demonstrations, crowds or in any circumstance in which the boundaries 
of the Self are weakened. The Web is also a very powerful vector for the transmission of contagion” 
(Borgialli 2017, p.190). 

 

4. Radicalization and deradicalization: conflict of rights? 

Trying to understand the psychology of the convert who has undertaken a path of subversive 
radicalization is important in order to hypothesize an adequate methodology for the prevention and 
contrast of the phenomenon. 

Interesting, in this regard, is the contribution of Pezzullo (2017). The author argues that it is important 
to avoid facing terrorism in a simplistic way and to advance absolute dichotomous discourses that 
contribute to ideological polarization. It is important, on the contrary, to propose "whenever possible 
more nuanced interpretations of socio-cultural phenomena, attention to social complexities, concerns 
for issues of marginalization and economic and social justice, more integrative models, of dialogue, of 
collaboration between different realities (ethnic groups, territorial contexts, political and ideological 
schemes)". Furthermore, "in prevention at the microsocial level (schools, families, associations), 
attention can be paid to the progressive changes in attitude of individuals or groups, which lead to 
'separating' and 'closing one's mental world' in a simplistic, splitting narrative, in which all the good is 
on one side and all the bad on the other, and in which the person increasingly attributes to him/herself 
a role or active responsibility in the affirmation of the 'only' value system that 'must' be pursued. The 
breaking of previous family or friendship ties, combined with the loss of interpretative nuances and a 
sense of ‘mission to accomplish’ can be warning signals to be taken into due account.” In this context, 
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social psychology can help to understand terrorism, which is a phenomenon that is “deeply 
psychosocial in its aims, methods and paths of construction” (Pezzullo 2017, pp. 80-81). 

The problem of radicalization and deradicalization strategies are inevitably connected with the right to 
self-determination and the exercise of fundamental freedoms. Professor Sabrina Martucci, coordinator 
of the Master's Degree titled Terrorism, prevention of subversive radicalization, security and 
cybersecurity. Policies for interreligious and intercultural integration and deradicalization at the 
University of Bari, underlines the importance of an approach useful for identifying vulnerable subjects 
and promoting their "disengagement from involvement in active militancy and violent ideology. This 
approach involves the possibility of starting anti-radicalization interventions on subjects at risk, or 
deradicalization paths for those who are already radicalized and have developed a certain level of 
adherence to the jihadist cause" (Martucci 2018, p. 3). According to Martucci, “The radicalized person, 
while representing in the imagination of the common man ‘the enemy’, the terrorist, is also the bearer 
of fundamental rights that cannot be coerced, represented more specifically by those rights and 
freedoms (such as, precisely, the non-coercibility of conscience) that, in constitutional democracies, 
operate as a counter-limit, in emergency situations, to the needs of security” (Martucci 2018, p.10). 

In this perspective, an interesting and innovative experiment has been started, thanks to the 
collaboration between the Court of Bari and the University of Aldo Moro, which the author defines as a 
“secular deradicalization action”, an action program implemented following specific guidelines. The 
path starts from the premise that one of the causes of radicalization is "the perverse use of religion and 
not religion as such", as established by the Resolution of the European Parliament of 25 November 2015 
(2015/2063 (INI). Through a dialogic interaction with the radicalized subject, his/her disengagement 
from violent ideology and his/her disengagement from active militancy is encouraged starting from 
"overcoming the distinction between us (Western values) and them (the "Islamists"); from the 
acceptance of the idea that the West is not at war with Islam and that fundamental rights are universally 
shared and concern tolerance, cultural and religious debate, peace, democratic control over the internal 
security policies of the Union" (Martucci 2018, p. 13). 

 

5. The position of authoritative institutions on freedom of religion and belief and 
security 

In the face of some cases of violence linked to religious and spiritual groups of various origins and the 
most recent terrorist attacks that occurred in West, international institutions have intervened to provide 
useful indications and recommendations to address this type of occurrence, which endangers the safety 
of citizens. In this section, only three important pronouncements that address the problem starting from 
different contexts will be considered. 

 

a) Recommendation of the Council of Europe on sects (1412/1999) 
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In the years immediately preceding the approval of Recommendation no. 1412, some criminal episodes 
had occurred within organizations with sectarian characteristics. These episodes had raised concerns 
among citizens and required the intervention of the Council of Europe. After careful analysis of the 
incidents that occurred, listening to victims' associations, scholars in the sector and the religious and 
spiritual communities themselves, the Council of Europe issued a Recommendation to all member 
states in which, without minimising what happened in some States, in a balanced manner and faithful 
to international law on the defence of freedom of religion, belief and conscience, free association and 
the freedom of parents to educate their children religiously, it indicated ten actions that the States 
should undertake.  

In addition to the request to strengthen the prevention of the phenomenon by promptly identifying the 
presence of groups that carry out illegal activities, abusing their members, and the duty of institutions 
to support the victims, in the Recommendation the Council of Europe also asked member states to "not 
use the word 'sect' because it is discriminatory", to "have reliable information on these groups that does 
not come exclusively from the sects themselves or from associations founded to defend the victims of 
sects", "the use of normal criminal and civil law procedures against illegal practices carried out in the 
name of groups of a religious, esoteric or spiritual nature", "encourage an approach to new religious 
groups that promotes understanding, tolerance, dialogue and conflict resolution", to "take firm 
measures against any action that is discriminatory or marginalizes minority groups" (Council of Europe, 
Recommendation No. 1412/1999). 

 

b) Council of the European Union (EU Guidelines on the promotion and protection of Freedom 
of Religion or Belief) (2013) 

 

The Guidelines approved by the Council of the EU and also signed by Italy, state that Freedom of 
Religion or Belief (FoRB) is a universal human right, protected by Article 18 of the International 
Convention on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). With this document, Europe commits to disseminate 
and accept these principles in its policies and establishes standards for foreign relations. The Guidelines 
promote freedom of religion or belief by trying to prevent violations and address situations in which 
these violations occur. They provide the EU with adequate indications to act and take measures against 
those nations that violate freedom of religion and belief. The Guidelines highlight how, from the point 
of view of international law, FoRB has two components: 

- the freedom to have or not to have or adopt a religion or belief (which includes the right to 
change it) based on personal choice; 

- the freedom to manifest one's religion or belief, individually or in community with others, in 
public or in private, in worship, observance of rites, practices and teaching. 

The Council of the European Union reiterates that "freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief 
applies equally to all persons. It is a fundamental freedom that encompasses all religions or beliefs, 
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including those that have not been traditionally practiced in a given country, the beliefs of persons 
belonging to religious minorities, as well as non-theistic and atheistic beliefs. The freedom also includes 
the right to adopt, change or abandon one's religion or belief, exercising one's free will". 

In Europe, freedom of religion or belief is in particular protected by Article 9 of the European 
Convention on Human Rights and Article 10 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 
Union. A very important concept that emerges clearly from the document is that, while the free exercise 
of freedom of religion or belief contributes directly to democracy, development, peace and stability, 
violations of FoRB can exacerbate intolerance and often constitute the first signs of violence and 
conflict. Violations can be committed by both States and other agencies and groups and occur in many 
places, creating suffering everywhere, including in Europe. 

 

c) OSCE Guidelines on Freedom of Religion or Belief and Security (2019) 

 

The need to ensure the security of citizens has led some states to adopt measures and enact laws that 
violate the fundamental principles underlying the right to freedom of religion or belief. The key concept 
of this document is that of “integrated security”: security is to be understood as comprehensive, 
cooperative, equitable, indivisible and based on human rights. The three complementary dimensions 
(political-military, economic and environmental, and human) of the OSCE’s (Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe) comprehensive approach to security are considered to be of equal 
importance (OSCE 2019, pp. 9-11). Furthermore, freedom of religion or belief and security are 
complementary and interdependent rights and one cannot be promoted by constraining the other. 

The document addresses some controversial concepts, including extremism, proselytism, and 
restrictive measures. 

 

- Extremism 

 

Although the OSCE has not provided a definition of violent extremism and radicalization leading to 
terrorism, “radicalization leading to terrorism” has been described as “the dynamic process through 
which an individual comes to accept terrorist violence as a possible, perhaps even legitimate, course of 
action. This may possibly, but not necessarily, lead the individual to support, act in favor of, or engage 
in terrorism”. 

However, in some states, the term “extremism” is problematic in relation to the registration and 
deregistration of religious or faith communities. Indeed, the fear of “extremism” is often used by states 
to justify the need for strict control over the activities of individuals and religious or faith communities 
in the interests of security. The problem is that the term “extremism” is imprecise and lacks a generally 
accepted definition, leaving it open to overly broad and vague interpretations and opening the door to 
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arbitrary application of the law. “Extremism” is often confused with violence, although there is no 
empirical evidence to suggest a causal link or progression from “extremist” thinking to violent acts, or 
that “extremist” thinking underlies the intention to engage in violent behavior that justifies state 
intervention. The phenomenon of violent extremism must therefore be clearly distinguished from the 
concept of “extremism.” Holding “extreme” views does not, in itself, constitute a security threat. 

Furthermore, if measures to prevent and counter “extremism” focus on non-violent activities, there is a 
risk of human rights violations. International standards explicitly state that terms such as “extremism” 
should not be used to suppress legitimate manifestations of religion or belief, or to target individuals or 
religious or faith communities whose beliefs are different or deemed “unusual” (OSCE 2019, p. 32). 

 

- Right to convert and to convert: non-coercive persuasion 

 

The OSCE Guidelines clarify that the right to convert is absolute (not subject to legitimate limitations) 
as it is inherent to the internal freedom to have, not have and change one’s religion or belief. Laws and 
provisions that limit conversion with measures such as having to be previously authorised by state 
officials clash with the absolute nature of the right to the freedom to adopt, leave or change one’s 
religion or belief. 

The Guidelines do not, however, establish a right to convert, which is generally referred to as 
“proselytism”. This term is preferred to that of “non-coercive persuasion” when referring to 
communications or activities aimed at converting other people without using violence, intimidation, 
threats or other illegal forms of pressure. This definition is taken from a document of the United Nations 
General Assembly of 13 August 2012 in which the term “proselytism” is rejected because it is an 
indefinite term, with negative connotations. 

A missionary is a person whose main activity consists in being a witness and in promoting a religion 
among people and communities who profess another religion or no religion, through teaching, prayer 
and other activities. The right includes the freedom to try to convince others of the truth of one’s beliefs 
and their validity in order to improve one’s existence. It is also necessary to understand that missionary 
activity, for many people, is a real religious obligation. 

It is possible that the right to persuade others may be limited when dealing with vulnerable individuals, 
such as young people attending school or mentally disabled people, or when persuasion occurs 
between two people who have a different hierarchical position and one of the two is unable to decline 
the invitation of his/her superior. In any case, however, restrictions to this right by states must meet 
established criteria, be based on legal grounds, have legitimate purposes and be clearly defined, 
proportionate and implemented in a non-discriminatory manner. The state must provide certain and 
verifiable evidence that a given type of conversion has coercive characteristics (OSCE 2019, pp. 65-69). 
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- Restrictive measures 

 

Concerns about organizations that advocate alternative doctrines may lead to restricting their activities 
in the name of security and social stability because they are “insulting to religious feelings” and 
incompatible with traditional values and social norms. As a result, these groups are subjected to 
unacceptable and illegal restrictions even if their activities are peaceful and are victims of negative 
stereotypes that arouse hostility and violence against them. 

Restrictive measures established by states to protect the security of citizens must address criminal or 
illegal conduct, avoiding incriminating the faith or belief of these people, carefully defining the terms 
used in the legal field so as to avoid different interpretations and arbitrary applications. States must not 
sanction communities for crimes committed by individuals or groups, and restrictive measures must be 
non-discriminatory, used as a last resort, and accompanied by guidance to minimize the potential for 
misuse or discretionary abuse by institutional authorities or administrators. 

Freedom of religion or belief necessarily depends on exposure to new ideas and the ability to share and 
receive information. In light of the increasing opportunities for communication that exist today, with 
the changes in response and association that they evoke, states and other stakeholders should strive to 
promote security and social cohesion based on religious or belief pluralism. In discussing state 
responses to the “inevitable consequences of pluralism,” the European Court of Human Rights has 
stated that “the role of authorities in such circumstances is not to remove the source of tension by 
eliminating pluralism, but to ensure that competing groups tolerate one another” (OSCE 2019, p. 68). 

 

 

Conclusion 

Events since September 11, 2001 have forced many scholars to ask fundamental questions about the 
individual and social reasons and processes that result in very serious acts of human evil, particularly 
that which is based, at least in part, on religious motivations. This type of evil manifests itself 
dramatically in the actions of kamikazes, but it also appears in less obvious forms in the acts carried out 
by indoctrinated and manipulated individuals within sectarian and violent groups, who advocate 
religious or non-religious ideologies.  

Many disciplines deal with these phenomena, including the psychology of religion, which applies the 
methods and tools of psychology to religious behavior. One of the most qualified representatives in this 
sector, Prof. Mario Aletti, after the destruction of the Twin Towers, asked himself where the psychologists 
were on September 11th and the metaphorically significant answer was: they were "inside the towers" 
instead of outside: 

“And yet…outside the towers there were two thirds of humanity, that is, psychic subjects, ignored by 
psychology. And not only in distant countries, of other cultures (and religions). In New York itself, on 
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Christmas Day, thirty thousand houseless (read “tramps”) lined up for a bowl of hot soup, testifying to 
their daily, systematic and ignored by scholars ‘discomfort of civilization’. [...] Psychology has perhaps 
neglected to study the psyche of minorities, of those who live ‘outside the towers’, the psychology of the 
oppressed, the hungry, of those who, reduced to conditions of hard survival, have, for that very reason, 
a vision of life, an appreciation of life, their own and others’, that is very different from that of the tenants 
and owners of the towers” (Aletti 2001). 

Alongside this honest “mea culpa”, typical of those who are careful to see in - even the most horrendous 
- reality signs of hope and possible solutions, it would be desirable to have a similar awareness also on 
the part of those who deal with fighting terrorism and religious fanaticism in all its forms, small and 
large. An effective action against these phenomena linked in various ways to the religious behavior of 
individuals should not be limited to police operations that are obviously indispensable, but not 
sufficient. 

A parallel action to this should include the involvement in the fight against terrorism also of qualified 
scholars who are able to stand with detachment in front of the phenomenon because repression must 
go hand in hand with prevention, which cannot be implemented without knowledge of the 
phenomenon and the reasons why it manifests. Psychologists of religion, scholars who are little present 
in the media but very active in the academic field, both nationally and internationally, can and must be 
called into question in this historical moment. The Psychology of Religion, in fact, deals with both the 
religious attitude in its "benevolent" forms and in its unfortunately deviant ones, where it is important 
to be able to understand how those persuasion mechanisms that manage to transform "ordinary" 
people into operators of evil work (Aletti and Rossi 2004). There is more than ever a need for scientific 
studies in this sector to find the right answers to the questions that we all continue to ask ourselves, 
questions that are now very pressing because, today, none of us can say that we "feel safe".  

The phenomenon of fanaticism and violent extremism also requires a collective awareness, supported 
by important international institutions, of the fact that the safety of citizens is not promoted at the 
expense of freedoms and human rights. Safeguarding human rights is an antidote to violence itself, 
together with the contrast of any discriminatory or hostile action towards people and groups, 
completely peaceful and respectful of the law, persecuted and discriminated against or targets of 
artfully orchestrated hate campaigns. Civil society, states and the media have a duty to work tirelessly 
to simultaneously promote freedom of religion or belief and security for all, as these are complementary, 
interdependent, mutually reinforcing goals that can and must be pursued together: “sustainable 
security is impossible without full respect for human rights, as these are essential prerequisites for the 
trust that must underpin the relationship between the state and the people it serves. Without such trust, 
it is difficult for the state to effectively discharge its responsibility to ensure security and to protect and 
maintain a democratic society” (OSCE 2019, pp. 7-8). 
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Sectarianism in Islam 

In studies of sectarianism in Islam, the focus on the division within Islamic religious culture between 
Sunnis and Shiites, although the most important theologically and politically, is today considered a 
difference equal to that of other schools of Islamic law. 

In the past, a far more radical split was, and is considered, that with the Ḥashashiyyīn (the "Assassins" 
of Crusader memory). This deviant sect of Ismailism—a branch of Shiite Islam—sowed terror in the 
Middle East between the 11th and 13th centuries. This group of bloodthirsty fundamentalists, originating 
from Hassan i-Sabbāḥ (d. 1124) and entrenched on Mount Alamut (Iran), professed a rigidly initiatory 
faith, anchored to the "foundations" of early Islam, but actually permeated by esoteric mysticism. 

Today, studies on sectarianism see the intersection of various elements that characterize the 
manifestation of sects over time, and do not dwell on the mere analysis of rigid adherence to a specific 
religious belief or membership in an ethnic group. According to many scholars, the issue must be 
framed within the complexity of the diverse contexts in which these divisions manifest themselves, and 
analyzed while also taking into account the layers of different economic, political, and socio-cultural 
issues.2 To better study Islamic sectarianism, Fanar Haddad has identified four geographical categories: 
subnational, national, international, and transnational.3 This division facilitates study within the context 
of this complex issue and is useful both for analyzing contemporary reality and for understanding the 
relationship between past events and current phenomena. 

To contextualize the study of sectarianism in Islam, it is useful to mention a related topic: dissent, or 
fitna. This Arabic-Islamic term combines the meaning of trial or tribulation, corruption or scandal, 
quarrel, civil or even theological conflict. 

The first internal conflict within the Islamic community dates back to the death of the third Caliph, 
Uṯmān (r. 644-656), accused of nepotism and corruption by a group of opponents. The victim's family 
demanded justice from his successor, Ali (599-661), the Prophet's cousin and son-in-law, accusing him 
of failing to prosecute all those responsible. The initial clash between the two factions was resolved with 
Ali's victory in the Battle of the Camel; but the conflict soon reignited with Muʿawiyah (r. 661-680), 
governor of Damascus—cousin of Uṯmān, the slain caliph—and future founder of the Umayyad dynasty 
(661-750). 

Without going into the details of the subsequent conflicts that between 661 and 750 saw the Umayyad 
dynasts and the descendants of the Prophet's family (and therefore of 'Alī) clash, it is worth remembering 
that 'Alī himself was killed by a rebel from the Kharijites, who initially were his allies but then turned 
their backs on him when he accepted the compromise with Mu'awiya. Upon the succession of the first 
Umayyad caliph, there were revolts and violent repressions, culminating in the siege of Mecca against 
some descendants of the Prophet's family. The conflicts never completely subsided, not even with the 

 
2 Hashemi N. e Postel D. 2017, “Sectarianization: Mapping the New Politics of the Middle East” in The Review of Faith & 
International Affairs 15 (3), pp. 1-13. 
3 Haddad F. 2020, “Sunni-Shi‘a Relations: an Imbalanced Divide” in Understanding Sectarianism: Sunni-shi‘a Relations in 
the Modern Arab World, Haddad F. ed., Oxford University Press, pp. 167-216. 
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rise to power of the dynasty related to the Prophet's family, the Abbasids (750-1258). Consider, for 
example, the fratricidal wars – again over succession – between the heirs of the Abbasid caliph al-Amīn 
(r. 787-813) and al-Ma'mūn (r. 813-833).4 These bitter disputes were motivated by theological 
disagreements, such as the interpretation of certain Quranic passages on the principles for choosing 
the leadership of the Muslim community. 

Over the centuries, and with the succession of Islamic dynasties, other bitter clashes occurred both in 
peripheral areas (often due to economic oppression of the weakest sections of society or minority 
groups) and on the empire's borders. For example, there was the clash in Syria with Ubaydallāh al-
Mahdī (909-934), who fled to North Africa and founded a Shiite Ismaili dynasty, named after the 
prophet's daughter Fatima and wife of Ali. This caliphate, which began in Tunisia and expanded to Sicily 
and Egypt, where Cairo became its capital, proved to be the longest-lasting radical Shiite Ismaili 
movement (10th–12th centuries). 

Clashes and disputes over the legitimacy of succession—which were at the root of the first bitter 
disagreement (fitna) in the 7th century—are still the causes of the rift between Sunnis and Shiites today.5 

However, community cohesion remains a very important element in Islam, and dissent is considered a 
cause of grave harm. A saying of the Prophet states, "My community will never agree on a mistake." This 
saying helps understand an important legal principle: consensus (ijma), useful in interpreting aspects 
of the faith on which the Quran is silent or on which the Prophet did not pronounce anything.6 Anyone 
who dissents or distances himself from the community's vision can be charged with heresy or apostasy 
(kufra). 

In modern times, the charge of disbelief, takfir (from kufra), is a neologism of extremist jihadist ideology. 
Radical and heterodox movements accuse of apostasy (ridda) those rulers who, in their view, deviate 
from the "original" teaching, and consider them corrupt because they violated Islamic principles. A 
tragic consequence of this interpretation was the assassination of Egyptian President Anwar al-Sadat, 
accused of impiety by a group of Islamic terrorists who had split from the Muslim Brotherhood in 1981.7 

Ṭa'ifa is another term used to indicate a faction, or party. This term is often associated with the small 
kingdoms (or Ṭayfas) that governed Muslim Andalusia (1144-1170) in the period preceding the Christian 
Reconquista, which ended in 1492. Following internal conflicts, the Andalusian kingdom experienced a 
political fragmentation that weakened resistance against external forces, as had already occurred in the 
East during the decline of the Abbasid Caliphate. 

Considering the unity of believers a value did not always imply a tendency toward conformism. The 
presence of diverse ethnic and religious communities, fostered by the dhimma system, which 
guaranteed the protection of the People of the Book (Christians and Jews), allowed for the flourishing 
of valuable exchanges between different cultures. Philosophy, poetry, music, and even the minor arts 

 
4 Lo Jacono C., Storia del mondo islamico (VII-XVI sec.). Il Vicino Oriente, Einaudi, 2004. 
5 Ventura A., Lo Jacono C., Allam Kh., Islam, edited by Giovanni Filoramo, ed. Laterza 2007. 
6 On what the Prophet said and in more detail see heading “ijmā” in Campanini M. (editor), Dizionario dell’Islam. Religione, 
legge storia pensiero, BUR Rizzoli 2005. 
7 Corrao F.M., Islam Religion and Politics, LUP 2027. 
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benefited from this richness.8 Indeed, the history of Islam demonstrates that in a multicultural world, 
valuing difference also enriches the community of faith. Conflicts, however, arise, and among the causes 
that generate them is the negative perception of difference. The opposition between a positive and a 
negative perception of difference, which leads to considering it a source of enrichment or a source of 
conflict, according to Daisaku Ikeda, lies in the perception of the heart. The philosopher cites 
Shakyamuni Buddha, who perceived an invisible arrow in the hearts of conflict-oriented people. For 
Ikeda, the "arrow" represents excessive attachment to one's own difference, and he argues that 
overcoming this type of attachment is crucial to creating a culture of peace and thus addressing the 
difficulties in resolving interethnic conflicts between different communities.9 

Returning to history, in the 19th century, the Ottoman Caliphate, in an attempt to save the empire from 
decline, approved a series of reforms to modernize the administrative and economic system. These 
reforms (Tanzimat, 1839-1878) also aimed to eliminate the sectarian divisions established by the Millet 
system (an Ottoman version of the dhimma extended to ethnic minorities) in the empire. Recognition 
of citizenship for all and universal conscription were supposed to promote equality among citizens, but 
instead sparked discontent and autonomist revolts. With the end of the Ottoman Caliphate (1923), 
French and British mandatory governments were established in the Middle East. The new 
administrations inherited the dissolution of the Millet system already decreed by the Sultan. In reality, 
however, the social system divided into ethnic and religious groups remained unchanged, characterized 
as it was by a corpus of centuries-old relationships and customs that had prevailed in the region. 

At the end of the mandatory system, with national liberation, Nasser's pan-Arabism emerged, fostering 
the spread of a political ideal: the unification of the Arab world under a common linguistic and cultural 
denominator. This vision led to the union between Egypt and Syria, which sought to transcend ethnic 
and religious differences. But the program was economically and politically fragile, partly due to 
conflicts within the leadership, and proved unsuccessful. Pan-Arab ideology aimed to overcome 
religious divisions, but these soon resurfaced, both due to the privileged relationships of Christian 
communities with the former mandatory powers and the ties of "secular" governments with religious 
leaders. The rift between Jews and Palestinians following the Balfour Declaration of 1917 and Jewish 
migration had already complicated the rivalries between the various religious factions. The conflicts 
that erupted after the 1948 Israeli attack and the 1967 Arab-Israeli war—with the resulting Palestinian 
diasporas—led to sectarian tendencies that spilled over into terrorist attacks (the 1972 Munich Olympics, 
the 1973 Fiumicino airport attack, etc.). The move toward a peaceful solution with the 1994 Oslo Accords 
saw Fatah's recognition of Israel and its renunciation of violence. But in 2005, conflict within the PLO 
erupted with the split between the movement's two souls, the Islamists of Hamas and Fatah. Since then, 
the launching of Iranian-made Qassam missiles by both Hamas and Hezbollah (from Lebanon) against 
Israel, and the subsequent Israeli invasion of Lebanon (2006), have triggered an escalation that has 
fueled new forms of radicalism and terrorist tendencies. 

Between the end of the pan-Arab dream and the rise of terrorism, it's worth remembering another 
political transition: the Barcelona Accords (1995). These were the result of a long period of political and 

 
8 See heading “Dhimma” in Campanini M. (editor), Dizionario dell’Islam. Religione, legge storia pensiero, BUR Rizzoli 2005. 
9 Ikeda D., Proposta di pace 2000, p. 8, https://www.sgi-italia.org/pdf/ppace/2000.pdf. 
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economic transition that had seen alternating periods of crisis due to Palestinian terrorist attacks with 
phases of growth and the development of tourism in the MENA (Middle East and North Africa) region. 
The initiation of synergy between the two shores of the Mediterranean (later defined in Barcelona) had 
already borne its first effective fruits with the Oslo Accords (1993), also thanks to a period of liberal 
openness that had led to a moderate growth in the region's GDP. Beyond trade, cultural life had 
benefited from this extraordinary situation. 

At various conferences, some Arab intellectuals defended the traditional attitude of openness and 
coexistence with non-Muslim minorities; but, alas, after September 11, events proved the optimists 
wrong.10 The persecution of Christian minorities and Yazidis by the ISIS terrorist group in Iraq and Syria 
demonstrates how a radical and distorted reading of certain Quranic verses, taken out of their original 
context, can be used against defenseless populations. 

The formation of anti-government opposition groups, disguised as religious, is a dramatic constant in 
the MENA region, also because it is strengthened by the existence in Islamic culture of a unitary vision 
of faith and daily life. In this regard, Sheikh Muṣṭafa al-Marāġī, rector of the Egyptian university and 
mosque of al-Azhar (1928-1929 and 1935-1945), clearly and unequivocally stated that the separation of 
church and state is not contemplated among the principles of Islam.11 Other possible causes of 
sectarianism in the region include the difficulty of engaging in dialogue with a radical opposition 
unwilling to discuss the interpretation of the principles of faith, and also the widespread belief that fitna 
(dissent) within the Islamic community is intolerable. As Turkish scholar Cenap Aydin observes, still 
today it is easier to open a dialogue between Muslims and Christians than between Muslims belonging 
to different religious currents and sects.12 According to Syrian philosopher Sadik Jalāl al-Azm (d. 2016), 
the alliance between religious leaders and the authoritarian political power, opposed to dialogue with 
the opposition, is also at the root of these irreparable rifts.13 Obviously, there are exceptions: consider, 
for example, the moderate Islamist party "Justice and Development," which won the 2011 elections in 
Morocco and governed until 2021 thanks to the mediating role of King Mohammed VI; in his capacity 
as Prince of the Faithful, he was able to mediate the confrontation between the opposition and the 
Islamist party, toning down the more radical aspects of some political proposals. 

In Jordan, too, the Muslim Brotherhood was part of the government for a brief and troubled period. But 
this is not always the case. For example, in Algeria, the government suspended elections when it saw 
that the religious party FIS (Islamic Salvation Front) was winning (1991). Popular protests led to a long 
civil war, sparked by the jihadist group GIA (Armed Islamic Group) and repressed by the government, 
with massacres on both sides targeting the defenseless population. 

 
10 Corrao F.M., Maffettone S., “Arab Minorities, Liberalism, and Multiculturalism” in Multiculturalism and Minority Rights in 
the Arab World, E. Poefstl W. Kymlicka (Eds.), Oxford University Press, 2014, pp. 138-172. 
11 Lo Jacono C., “I cosiddetti fondamentalismi islamici”, in Fondamentalismi. Parolechiave (3), Roma Donzelli 1993, p. 35. 
12 Aydin C. “L’Islam e il dialogo interreligioso” in Corrao F.M. e Violante L., L’Islam non è terrorismo, Bologna Il Mulino, 2018, 
pp. 107-119. 
13 Al-Azm S., La tragedia del diavolo. Fede, ragione e potere nel mondo arabo, Roma LUP 2016. 
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So far, we have outlined a constant in Arab-Islamic culture: from the beginning a persistent religious 
and political debate has persisted over who is legitimately entitled to lead the community. This has 
often led the opposition, which remained a minority, to harden its positions to the point of conflict. 

As in other religions, the isolation and radicalization of a group whose members believe they are the 
best interpreters of the principles of the faith hinders dialogue and leads to the exacerbation of 
positions, with dramatic consequences for all. The domino effects throughout the world resulting from 
the assassination of Sadat (1981), Rabin (1995) and other political leaders are well known, generating 
escalations of conflicts in the Middle East and elsewhere up until the attack on the Twin Towers on 
September 11, 2001. 

In conclusion, however, it is worth remembering the important position taken by the highest 
representatives of the Islamic community, less visible to most in the West, with the joint declaration 
denouncing the absolute groundlessness of the religious principles asserted by sectarian groups, on 
which al-Qaeda, ISIS, Boko Haram and others are based. 

Furthermore, it is worth highlighting the countless peacekeeping actions and the incessant efforts to 
promote dialogue that have characterized relations between the three main monotheistic faiths in 
recent decades. Consider, for example, the Document on Human Fraternity for World Peace and Living 
Together signed by Pope Francis with the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar, Ahmad Al-Tayyeb, on February 4, 
2019, during his visit to the United Arab Emirates. This meeting was followed by one with the King of 
Morocco in Rabat, who reaffirmed the importance of dialogue between different religions and launched 
the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly, and Regular Migration (2019). 

Education in mutual understanding fosters dialogue, even if it means undertaking a long, arduous but 
necessary path to building the trust that facilitates peace in human relationships. 
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Introduction 

Religious fundamentalism is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon that manifests itself in different 
historical, social, and political contexts. Although it is often perceived as a return to the origins of faith, 
sociological analyses show that fundamentalism is, in reality, a reaction to modernity. It takes forms 
ranging from cultural resistance to political activism and, in some cases, violence. This essay examines 
the main approaches to the study of religious fundamentalism, starting with the Fundamentalism 
Project by Scott Appleby and Martin Marty, which identified common traits among fundamentalist 
movements in various religious traditions. Olivier Roy, with the concept of “holy ignorance”, offers an 
alternative interpretation, emphasizing the process of deculturalization of religion through which 
fundamentalist movements seek to detach faith from its historical and local roots, making it a global 
and standardized religion (Roy 2009). 

Fundamentalism is not only a religious phenomenon; it also has strong political implications. Some 
movements adopt a strategy of withdrawal from society, building closed communities to preserve the 
purity of faith, as suggested by Rod Dreher in his work The Benedict Option (Dreher 2017). Other 
religious movements, by contrast, actively seek to transform the world, including through the use of 
violence, as analyzed by Mark Juergensmeyer in Terror in the Mind of God (Juergensmeyer 2000). 

Finally, the case of Russian Orthodox fundamentalism offers a concrete example in which these two 
strategies coexist. On the one hand, there are groups within Russian Orthodoxy that reject the modern 
world and isolate themselves to keep their religious identity intact. On the other hand, the Russian 
Orthodox Church, in alliance with the Kremlin, exploits fundamentalism as a political tool to reassert a 
conservative social model and to oppose the secular culture of the West.  

Through these perspectives, this essay will explore the different manifestations of religious 
fundamentalism, highlighting how it is not a simple return to the past but an active and dynamic 
response to the challenges of the contemporary world. 
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The Fundamentalism Project by Appleby & Marty 

One of the first and most influential studies on religious fundamentalism is the Fundamentalism 
Project, coordinated by Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby beginning in the 1980s. This project, 
sponsored by the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, produced six volumes that analyze 
fundamentalism across various world religions.14 For the authors of the project, fundamentalism does 
not simply represent a return to religious “fundamentals”; it is a strategic reaction to modernity, 
secularization, and globalization. The project analyzed fundamentalism as a global phenomenon, 
identifying common characteristics among fundamentalist movements: 

• Literalism: A rigid, literal interpretation of sacred texts, which are considered infallible and not 
subject to reinterpretation. 

• Moral dualism: A dichotomous view of the world, divided between good and evil, with strong 
opposition between the followers of the true faith and the rest of society. 

• Restorationism: The desire to restore a social and moral order considered authentic and pure, 
in opposition to modern values. 

The Fundamentalism Project took a comparative and global approach, applying these categories to 
different religious traditions and demonstrating that fundamentalism is present in all major religions, 
including Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, and Buddhism. The researchers also highlighted that 
fundamentalism is not necessarily anti-modern: many fundamentalist movements use tools of 
modernity, such as media and technology, to spread their message and strengthen their identity. 
Moreover, fundamentalism is distinct from simple traditional religiosity, since it often selectively 
reinvents religious traditions to fit its own vision. 

One of the Fundamentalism Project’s key insights is that fundamentalism is not simply an extreme form 
of traditional religiosity, but a modern phenomenon, often born as a reaction to the social and cultural 
transformations of the 20th century. In fact, many fundamentalist movements reinvent and select 
elements of religious tradition, adapting them to present needs rather than merely reproducing the past 
in a static way. Furthermore, the relationship between fundamentalism and politics varies depending 
on the context: some groups withdraw from society, while others actively seek to transform it, sometimes 
resorting to political pressure or the use of violence. 

 

 

 
14 Marty, Martin E., and R. Scott Appleby, eds. 1994. Fundamentalisms observed. Chicago and London: The University of 

Chicago Press; Marty, Martin E., and R. Scott Appleby, eds. 1996, Fundamentalisms and the State. Chicago and 
London: The University of Chicago Press; Marty, Martin E., and R. Scott Appleby, eds. 1997. Fundamentalisms and 
Society. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press; Marty, Martin E., and R. Scott Appleby, eds. 2004a. 
Accounting for Fundamentalisms. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press; Marty, Martin E., and R. 
Scott Appleby, eds. 2004b. Fundamentalisms Comprehended. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago 
Press 
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Holy Ignorance by Olivier Roy 

Olivier Roy, in his book Holy Ignorance (Roy 2009), analyzes the phenomenon of religious 
fundamentalism in the context of modernity and globalization. He argues that fundamentalist 
movements are not a simple return to the past, but rather a new form of religiosity characterized by a 
clear separation between religion and culture. The concept of “holy ignorance” described by Roy refers 
to the fundamentalists’ desire to “deculturalize” religion, i.e. to free it from any historical, ethnic, or local 
influence. This ignorance is not seen as a weakness, but rather as a positive value: fundamentalist 
believers see in it the possibility of following a pure faith, uncontaminated by the cultural traditions that 
have shaped religions throughout history. 

Whereas in the past religion was deeply tied to local cultures, today fundamentalist movements aim for 
a standardization of faith. The globalization of religion described by Roy leads to an increasing 
homogenization of religious practices. A Salafi Muslim in France, Saudi Arabia, or Indonesia will share 
the same behavioral model and worldview, regardless of the local cultural context. The same is true for 
evangelical Christianity, where worship is made into a spectacle and rendered uniform through digital 
media, thereby spreading an idea of religiosity that transcends geographic and cultural boundaries. 
This trend leads to a global religious market in which individuals can choose their belief system 
regardless of their cultural or family background. 

The consequence of this “disembodiment” of religion is a growth in global proselytism. Unlike 
traditional religions, in which membership is strongly tied to birth and a people’s culture, 
fundamentalist movements promote a religiosity that does not depend on a historical community, but 
only on individual adherence to a system of beliefs. This results in a phenomenon of conversion that 
often takes place outside traditional religious structures and in completely new ways compared to the 
past. 

The form of religious fundamentalism analyzed by Roy stands in contrast to historical religions, which 
over the centuries adapted to local cultures. Whereas the Catholic Church, traditional Islam, or 
Buddhism have always had a strong interaction with the cultural contexts in which they spread, 
fundamentalism rejects this mixing, aiming for a single version of the faith that is valid everywhere. This 
rigidity inevitably leads to tensions with modern society, as fundamentalists see the outside world as 
alien and hostile. 

Olivier Roy demonstrates that contemporary religious fundamentalism is not a simple return to the 
origins of faith, but a new form of radicalized religiosity, fueled by globalization and the crisis of 
traditional identities. “Holy ignorance” is not just a rejection of culture, but a strategy to build a 
disembodied religion, accessible to everyone and based exclusively on dogmatic adherence. This 
perspective helps us understand how fundamentalism is not limited to traditionally religious countries, 
but also spreads in secularized societies, often among individuals who have not received a solid 
religious education. 

Indeed, Roy later extended his studies to the phenomenon of Western Islamist terrorism, examining 
the dynamics of jihadist radicalization in his book Jihad and Death (Roy 2017). In this work, he argues 
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that contemporary jihadism is not a revival of traditional Islam, but rather a generational and nihilistic 
revolt in which radicalized young people adopt jihad as an identity separate from their cultural and 
religious roots. Just as the fundamentalists described in Holy Ignorance seek to deculturalize religion, 
jihadists promote a pure, globalized faith, devoid of historical and national ties. However, unlike other 
fundamentalist movements that aim to preserve or restore a religious order, jihadism centers on death 
and martyrdom, viewing violence as a definitive break both with the West and with the traditional 
Muslim world. In this sense, Jihad and Death reinforces Roy’s general thesis: modern fundamentalism 
is not a return to the past, but a product of globalization, shaped by uprooted identities and existential 
crises. 

 

Fundamentalism and Politics: Retreat or Transformation of the World? 

The relationship between fundamentalism and politics is complex and ambivalent, with movements 
adopting opposite strategies toward modern society. Some groups choose a defensive, separatist 
approach, retreating into isolated communities to preserve their religious identity. Others adopt an 
active and transformative strategy, in some cases resorting to violence to impose their religious vision 
on society. This tension between withdrawal and militancy characterizes many of the internal dynamics 
of fundamentalist movements. 

 

The Benedict Option: Fundamentalism as Withdrawal from Society 

An example of passive, defensive fundamentalism is proposed by Rod Dreher in his book The Benedict 
Option (Dreher 2017). The author argues that conservative Christians should acknowledge defeat in the 
cultural battle against secularization and adopt a strategy of withdrawal from mainstream society. The 
model of reference is that of Saint Benedict of Nursia, who, during the collapse of the Roman Empire, 
founded monastic communities to preserve Christian faith and culture. 

Dreher proposes the creation of cultural enclaves – closed communities where religious values can be 
preserved without the risk of external contamination. This does not mean total isolation, but rather a 
strategic distance from the dominant culture. The author criticizes an “integrated” Christianity that 
seeks compromises with modern society, and he calls on believers to invest in building schools, family 
networks, and autonomous communities. 

This type of fundamentalism has no direct political ambitions and does not seek to transform society, 
but rather to survive it while keeping its principles intact. The Benedict Option is not a revolutionary 
movement, but an attempt to build a cultural ark that protects faith from the erosion of modernity. 
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Religious Terrorism: Fundamentalism as a Tool of Violent Transformation 

If the approach proposed by Dreher represents a passive retreat, other forms of fundamentalism adopt 
a radically opposite strategy, aiming to transform the world through violence. Mark Juergensmeyer, in 
his book Terror in the Mind of God (Juergensmeyer 2000), analyzes religious movements that justify 
terrorism as a tool to realize a divine order on Earth. According to Juergensmeyer, radical 
fundamentalism is based on an apocalyptic and dualistic ideology in which the world is characterized 
by a struggle between good and evil. Extremist groups believe that violence is not only legitimate but 
necessary to accelerate the triumph of good. 

Among the examples analyzed in the book are: 

• Radical Christian groups in the United States, such as armed Christian militias and violent anti-
abortion movements 

• Islamist movements like Al-Qaeda, which see jihad as a tool to destroy the secular order and 
establish a caliphate 

• Militant ultra-Orthodox Jewish groups 

• Hindu and Buddhist extremism, leading to sectarian violence in India and Sri Lanka 

These groups reject not only modernity, but society itself, seeing it as intrinsically corrupt and hostile to 
the will of God. Religious terrorism thus becomes a symbolic and ritual act, a sacrifice that demonstrates 
absolute devotion to the divine cause. Juergensmeyer emphasizes that, although religion is the official 
justification for these acts, violent fundamentalist movements are often also political and social 
responses to marginalization, loss of identity, or the crisis of traditional religious authority. 

The opposition between the “Benedict Option” and violent fundamentalism represents two extreme 
strategies within fundamentalist politics. On the one hand, movements like the one described by Dreher 
see modern society as lost and therefore they seek to preserve faith through isolation. On the other 
hand, the groups analyzed by Juergensmeyer want to rebuild society on the basis of divine law, even by 
coercive means. In both cases, however, religious fundamentalism stands in opposition to modernity 
and the secular order, rejecting any compromise with contemporary values. Whether one opts for 
strategic withdrawal or chooses militant action, the ultimate goal remains the same: to preserve or 
impose an absolute interpretation of religious truth in a world perceived as hostile. 

 

Russian Orthodox Fundamentalism: Between Retreat and Transformation 

A particularly significant case of religious fundamentalism in the contemporary world is that of Russian 
Orthodox Christianity, in which both fundamentalist strategies coexist: on the one hand, withdrawal 
from modernity; on the other, the desire to transform society through politics and state power. The most 
traditionalist wing of Russian Orthodoxy takes refuge in a separatist and defensive stance, rejecting 
theological and liturgical innovations, opposing globalization, and seeking to preserve a “pure” faith 
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immune to Western influences. At the same time, the official Russian Orthodox Church, under the 
leadership of the Patriarchate of Moscow, has adopted the opposite strategy, actively collaborating with 
the Russian government to reassert a political and moral order based on so-called “traditional values”. 

 

Russian Orthodox Fundamentalism as Withdrawal from Modernity 

Within the Russian Orthodox Church, there are movements that follow a logic similar to that described 
by Rod Dreher in The Benedict Option. These groups perceive the modern world as irredeemably 
corrupt and oppose any form of adapting the Orthodox faith to contemporary times. The main 
characteristics of this tendency include: 

• resistance to liturgical and theological changes 

• rejection of modernity as a Western influence 

• anti-ecumenism, leading to cultural and religious isolation 

Some extreme Orthodox groups even adopt a closed communal lifestyle, with a strong emphasis on 
separation from the outside world and on preserving the purity of faith. This form of Orthodox 
fundamentalism is based on the idea that Russia must preserve its unique religious character, keeping 
alive the spiritual heritage of “eternal Orthodoxy” without yielding to compromises with modernity 
(Shnirelman 2019). 

 

Russia as the “Defender of Traditional Values” 

Parallel to the withdrawn and isolationist dimension of Orthodox fundamentalism, there is a political 
and militant strategy aimed at transforming society and reasserting an order based on religion. In 
recent decades, the Moscow Patriarchate and the Russian government have built a strategic alliance to 
position Russia as a bulwark of tradition against a secularized West (Stoeckl 2016). This vision 
developed in a post-Soviet context in which the Russian Orthodox Church regained a central role in 
public life. The alliance with the state is evident in: 

• the promotion of a conservative ideology 

• influence on foreign policy 

• the sacralization of state power 

• the use of religion as a propaganda tool (as recently seen in the context of Russia’s war against 
Ukraine) 

This phenomenon can be interpreted as a case of “conservative aggiornamento,” in which religious 
fundamentalism does not oppose modernity outright, but instead uses it to consolidate power and 
disseminate a political and cultural message on a global scale (Stoeckl and Uzlaner 2022). 
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Russian Orthodox fundamentalism is an example of how the two strategies of fundamentalism—
withdrawal from the world and active transformation of society—can coexist within the same religious 
tradition. This shows that religious fundamentalism is not a monolithic phenomenon, but can take 
different forms depending on the historical and political context. 

 

Conclusion 

Religious fundamentalism manifests in multiple forms and contexts, employing both strategies of 
isolation and of political or social intervention. A sociological reading of the phenomenon demonstrates 
that it is not a simple return to the past, but a reaction to modernity characterized by a selective 
reinterpretation of religious traditions. Through the perspectives offered by the Fundamentalism 
Project, Olivier Roy’s “holy ignorance” theory, and studies on the politicization of religion, it becomes 
clear that fundamentalism is not a static phenomenon, but one that is dynamic and adaptable to 
transformations in the contemporary world. 

The case of Russian Orthodox fundamentalism exemplifies this ambivalence: on the one hand, there 
are movements that choose withdrawal and theological conservatism; on the other, the Russian 
Orthodox Church and the government leverage religion as a tool to reassert a political and cultural 
identity alternative to the West. 

Understanding religious fundamentalism in all its variants is essential for analyzing present-day 
political and cultural dynamics. The interplay between religion, power, and modernity will continue to 
shape the global landscape, making a critical and interdisciplinary approach necessary. 
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