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No part of this publication may be reproduced or copied in any form by any means
without prior written permission of Editor-in-chief of White Black Legal — The
Law Journal. The Editorial Team of White Black Legal holds the copyright to all
articles contributed to this publication. The views expressed in this publication are
purely personal opinions of the authors and do not reflect the views of the Editorial
Team of White Black Legal. Though all efforts are made to ensure the accuracy
and correctness of the information published, White Black Legal shall not be

responsible for any errors caused due to oversight or otherwise.
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RELIGIOUS FUNDAMENTALISM AND ITS
CONNECTION POLITICAL EXTREMISM AND
HUMAN RIGHTS

AUTHORED BY - ADVIK.S

Religious fundamentalism and its intersection with political extremism have emerged as critical
concerns in recent decades, posing significant challenges to human rights and societal stability
worldwide. This complex phenomenon transcends individual faith traditions, manifesting across
various religious contexts with far-reaching implications. Characterized by reactive tendencies,
selective interpretation of religious traditions, and absolutist worldviews, fundamentalist
movements often foster division and conflict.! The rise of such ideologies is frequently linked to
societal tensions, economic disparities, and a growing sense of uncertainty in the modern world.
As these movements gain traction, they can fuel political extremism, erode democratic institutions,
and threaten individual freedoms.? The interplay between religious fundamentalism and human
rights is particularly nuanced, with some manifestations directly opposing universal rights
principles while others potentially serve as motivating forces for social justice.® Understanding
this multifaceted relationship is crucial for addressing the challenges posed by religious extremism

and safeguarding human rights in an increasingly complex global landscape.

In recent decades, the rise of religious fundamentalism and its intersection with political extremism
has become one of the most pressing concerns of our time. As the review notes, this phenomenon
is not limited to any single faith tradition but manifests across various religious contexts. The
editors of the volume identify key characteristics of extremist fundamentalist movements,
including their reactive nature, selective approach to religious traditions, Manichaean worldview,

absolutist dogmatism, elitist self-perception, authoritarian organization, and tendency towards

! See Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 2008)
2 Daniel C. Dennett, Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon (New York: Penguin, 2007)
3 In his Thoughts on Various Subjects (Adelaide: University of Adelaide, 2014), n.p.



charismatic leadership.*

The interplay between religious fundamentalism and political extremism has become an
increasingly pressing concern for societies worldwide. This complex phenomenon demands
careful examination, drawing upon interfaith wisdom and dialogue to navigate the challenges it
presents. As wages stagnate and wealth inequality grows, social tensions provide fertile ground
for extremist ideologies to take root. In this context, we must critically assess the role of religion
in both fomenting conflict and offering pathways to peace and mutual understanding.

The relationship between religion and societal conflict has long been a subject of debate. Critics
point to religion as a source of division and violence, echoing Jonathan Swift's observation that
we often have "just enough religion to make us hate, but not enough to make us love one another."
In the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 attacks, a wave of scholarship emerged challenging the
relevance and validity of religious faith. Authors like Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, and
Christopher Hitchens argued that religion was fundamentally flawed or irrelevant in the modern
world. These perspectives can be seen as intellectual descendants of Freud's view of religion as an

illusion, suggesting that faith has lost credibility in contemporary society.®

However, the assumptions of modernity regarding religion and society are under significant
pressure. The fear of mass immigration in Europe has fueled a politics of rage and paranoia that
appeals to emotion over reason. Religion itself has undergone a transformation, often manifesting
as fundamentalism - a belief system that absolutizes particular truths and pits "true believers"
against perceived outsiders or secularists. This Manichaean worldview leaves little room for

dialogue or respect for differing perspectives.®

Sociologists astutely observed that modernity tends to undermine the certainties that have

historically governed human life. This creates an uncomfortable and potentially intolerable state

% van der Vyver, Johan D. “Religious Fundamentalism And Human Rights.” Journal of International Affairs, vol. 50,
no. 1, 1996, pp. 21-40. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/24357403. Accessed 2 Aug. 2024.

5 Christopher Hitchens, God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything (New York: Twelve, 2007)

6 See Peter L. Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion (New

York: Anchor Books, 1969), chap. 3



for many, leading to the appeal of religious movements claiming to offer absolute certainty. "The
fundamentalist mindset provides a sense of surety in an uncertain world, but it can also justify

violence against those deemed infidels or irredeemable.

Religion thus emerges as a double-edged sword. On one hand, it can serve as a "sacred canopy"
providing meaning and transcendent purpose to adherents. On the other, it can be wielded to
rationalize terror and mass violence against outsiders. The challenge lies in harnessing religion's
potential for fostering peaceful coexistence while guarding against its capacity for division and

conflict.

In the past catholic thinker Hans Kiing offered a powerful insight at a 1989 UNESCO conference,
stating that there can be no peace among nations without peace among religions, and no interfaith
dialogue without each tradition critically examining its fundamental assumptions. This call for
religious pluralism recognizes the realities of modernity, where previously isolated cultures
increasingly interact. It demands mutual learning and informed teaching while cautioning against

triumphalist claims to exclusive theological truth or salvation.®

With the call for religious pluralism, there was an increase in contemporary moment which faced
a wholesale rejection of Enlightenment universalism in favor of exclusivist tribalism that breeds
hatred or indifference toward the Other. This shift coincides with increasingly sophisticated
technological capabilities, creating a dangerous imbalance between technical skills and humanistic
values.® When religious identity yields an "us versus them" mentality, dialogue gives way to
tension and conflict. This dynamic is evident in the portrayal of migrants as threatening outsiders
to be feared and battled against.

One of the most significant manifestations of this trend is the rise of Islamic fundamentalist

terrorism, which Ben-Dor and Weinberg identify as "the single most influential phenomenon of

" Hans Kiing, Christianity: Essence, History, Future, tr. John Bowden (New York: Continuum, 1995).

8 A. James Rudin, The Baptizing of America: The Religious Right’s Plans for the Rest of Us (New York: Thunder’s
Mouth Press, 2006), p. 9

® Quoted in Susannah Heschel, “Praying with Their Feet: Remembering Abraham Joshua Heschel and Martin Luther
King,” Peacework 33 (December, 2006): 29



the first years of the new millennium." It is argued that Islamic fundamentalism possesses unique
attributes that set it apart from other religious movements. These include dynamic activism, a
protest ideology, a totalistic worldview that rejects the separation of religion and state, and a strong

collectivist orientation.

These characteristics, explain why Islam alone among the major monotheistic religions has been
able to expand its influence across national boundaries so effectively. Islamic fundamentalists view
the state as legitimate only insofar as it serves the purposes of the spiritual community, and they
reject the boundaries of secular nation-states. This transnational outlook distinguishes Islamic
fundamentalism from other forms of religious extremism and poses unique challenges to the

international order.

The return of martyrdom and the resurgence of religious violence offers further insights into this
dynamic. It is argued that the politicization of religion has led to a resacralization of politics,
transforming fundamentalism from a purely religious belief system into a political ideology
embodied in mass movements. There is a common thread among various fundamentalist
movements: a conservative discourse on sexuality, procreation, and the status of women. This
observation highlights the social and cultural dimensions of religious fundamentalism, which often

extend beyond purely theological concerns.

With the movements came the failure of liberal, modernist ideals, according to Beit-Hallahmi, has
produced a "dangerous yearning for an idealized pre-modern past." This nostalgic impulse,
combined with the alienation and emptiness often associated with modernity's emphasis on
individual autonomy, has created fertile ground for fundamentalist movements that promise a

return to traditional values and communal solidarity.°

When looked into fascism and religion provides an important historical perspective on the
relationship between political extremism and religious belief. Eatwell challenges the common

notion that fascism represented a "political religion," arguing that many Nazi perpetrators were

10 Gabriel A. Almond, Emmanuel Sivan and Scott Appleby, "Fundamentalism: Genus and Species," in
Fundamentalism Comprehended, ed. Martin E. Marty and Scott Appleby (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1984) pp. 402



more motivated by banal bureaucratic imperatives than by quasi-religious fanaticism. This insight
complicates our understanding of the role of religious or quasi-religious belief in motivating

extremist political action.

An important example can be looked at by observing the United States, the erosion of progressive
values that emerged in the post-World War Il era has manifested in an assault on the separation of
church and state. Rabbi A. James Rudin's work traces the efforts of fundamentalists to break down
this wall, potentially subordinating politics to religion. The concept of "Christocrats™ seeking to
convert America into a theocracy and the "Dominionism™ movement aiming for total evangelical
Protestant control reflect this concerning trend. These phenomena have found significant
acceptance within the Republican Party, with many adherents viewing it as "God's Own Party."

Alongside these religious developments, there has been a broader loss of trust in politicians and
democratic institutions. Assassinations, resignations, impeachments, and the rise of movements
like the Tea Party have bred cynicism, creating fertile ground for grievance politics and a form of
populism that masks unprecedented political and moral corruption. Many in the evangelical
community appear to have prioritized appointing conservative Supreme Court justices over

traditional moral concerns. The influence of money in politics further exacerbates these issues.

However, progressive voices continue to be heard amidst these challenges. The examples of
Abraham Joshua Heschel marching with Martin Luther King Jr. in Selma and Reinhold Niebuhr's
insights on democracy's necessity demonstrate the potential for theological acumen to inform
practical ethical action in the political sphere. These voices remind us of the importance of

exercising democratic rights, such as voting, as fundamental pillars of a functioning democracy.*?

These movements have emerged in response to both secularizing trends and the decline of secular
political religions such as messianic socialism and totalitarian nationalism. The vacuum left by

these fallen ideologies has, in many cases, been filled by fundamentalist movements that offer a

11 Robbins, Thomas. Nova Religion: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions, vol. 8, no. 2, 2004, pp. 106
09. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.1525/nr.2004.8.2.106. Accessed 2 Aug. 2024.

2 Litonjua, M. D. “CONTENDING IDEOLOGIES: LIBERAL DEMOCRACY AND RELIGIOUS
FUNDAMENTALISM.” International Review of Modern Sociology, vol. 33, no. 1, 2007, pp. 21-47. JSTOR,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41421253. Accessed 2 Aug. 2024,



sense of certainty and purpose in an increasingly complex and uncertain world.

The current political climate in the United States and beyond reflects a dangerous convergence of
factors. Economic dislocation, unemployment, growing wealth inequality, and a sense of
abandonment by elites have created conditions ripe for demagogues. The erosion of civility and
the growth of hatred are evident at both national and international levels. The embrace of
authoritarian figures and the emboldening of far-right, anti-democratic movements pose
significant threats to political stability and human rights.

Albert Camus' novel "The Plague™ offers a powerful allegory for understanding these cyclical
threats to democracy and human dignity. Just as the rats in Camus' story eventually reemerge after
a period of apparent victory, so too do the forces of authoritarianism and extremism resurface in
our contemporary world. Leaders who sow fear and discord, exacerbate social tensions, and
demonize immigrants and the press represent a resurgence of these dangerous ideological "rats."”
To combat extremism and fundamentalism, several steps are crucial. First, we must acknowledge
the seriousness of the situation, facing squarely the threats to religious pluralism and individual
freedom. Second, forming broad coalitions to protest injustice and fight for democratic values is
essential. The united response of Jewish groups to the separation of migrant children from their
parents and the interfaith pushback against racist and antisemitic behavior demonstrate the power
of collective action.

It is also important to recognize the role that secular and non-religious individuals play in opposing
extremism, raising questions about the relationship between religious belief and ethical action. The
willingness of diverse groups to come together in the face of intolerance offers a glimmer of hope

in challenging times.

Rebbe Nachman of Bratslav's assertion that "There is nothing so whole as a broken heart™ speaks
to the potential for renewal and resistance in the face of adversity. Knowing the worst of human
nature can inspire us to fight even harder for the best. This struggle demands serious civic

engagement, advocacy for democratic values, and participation in free and fair elections.



RELIGIOUS FUNDAMENTALISM AND HUMAN RIGHTS

The relationship between religious fundamentalism and human rights is multifaceted and often
fraught with tension. Fundamentalism in religious contexts can take on various forms, each with
distinct implications for human rights. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for navigating the

complex intersection of religious belief, societal norms, and universal human rights principles.

At its core, religious fundamentalism represents a strict adherence to perceived religious orthodoxy
or orthopraxis. However, the concept is inherently subjective, with what one person views as
legitimate religious expression potentially being seen by others as extremism. In contemporary
discourse, "fundamentalism™ has acquired a distinctly negative connotation, though precise
definition remains elusive. Scholars have thus proposed examining fundamentalism as a

"generalized tendency" or "habit of mind" that manifests in various specific activities and beliefs.

Several key characteristics tend to be associated with religious fundamentalist movements. These
include professing to uphold religious orthodoxy while often introducing novel ideologies and
practices, claiming authority from a sacred past, self-separation from non-believers, male-
dominated and authoritarian leadership structures, and an uncompromising commitment to
principles believed to be eternal and immutable. Fundamentalism also frequently involves a spirit
of repristination - condemning contemporary norms while glorifying an idealized past. It often
finds support among those experiencing suffering, deprivation, or unfulfilled aspirations, and can

foster xenophobia and intolerance toward competing ideologies.

When we delineates three primary manifestations of religious fundamentalism relevant to human
rights discourse: radical fundamentalism, intransigent fundamentalism, and pro-active
fundamentalism. Each of these forms interacts with human rights principles in distinct ways,

ranging from outright opposition to complex negotiation and even synergy.

Radical fundamentalism represents the most extreme and potentially violent form. It manifests in
actions that directly threaten the rights, interests, and even lives of individuals or groups, both
within and outside the fundamentalist's faith community. Van der VVyver cites numerous examples,

including mass suicides and murders committed by religious cults, politically motivated



assassinations justified on religious grounds, and terrorist attacks carried out in the name of
religious ideology. These acts of radical fundamentalism pose a clear and direct threat to

fundamental human rights, particularly the rights to life, security, and freedom from persecution.

However, cautions against stereotyping entire religious communities based on the actions of
radical fringe elements. He emphasizes that most manifestations of radical religious violence
emanate from extremist minorities rather than mainstream religious doctrine. The challenge lies in
addressing these threats to human rights without unduly restricting religious freedom or targeting

entire faith communities.®

Intransigent fundamentalism, while less overtly violent, presents its own set of challenges to
human rights. This form of fundamentalism is characterized by rigid adherence to traditional
religious interpretations and resistance to contemporary societal values, including those associated
with human rights it is important to note that many established religions base their doctrines on
ancient revelations, interpreted through outdated historical lenses. This can result in teachings and
practices that conflict with modern human rights standards, particularly regarding issues like

gender equality, religious freedom, and minority rights.

In Islamic fundamentalism as a prominent example of this dynamic, though he emphasizes that
such intransigence is not unique to Islam and can be found in various religious traditions. The
challenge posed by intransigent fundamentalism is particularly acute in contexts where religious
law is closely intertwined with state governance. In such cases, religious doctrines that conflict
with international human rights norms can become enshrined in national law, leading to systemic

discrimination and rights violations.'*

This tension between religious doctrine and human rights principles has manifested in international
debates over the universality of human rights. Some religious fundamentalists argue that human
rights norms incompatible with their faith traditions should be rejected or modified. This relativist

position challenges the notion of universal human rights and has become a point of contention in

13 Abdullahi A. An-Na'im, "Religious Minorities Under Islamic Law and the Limits of Cultural Relativism, Human
Rights Quarterly, 9 (1987) p. 1
14 John L. Esposito, The Islamic Threat: Myth or Reality? (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992



global human rights discourse.®

Interestingly, when a parallel is drawn between this religious-based relativism and the approach
taken by the United States in its ratification of international human rights treaties. He argues that
the U.S. practice of attaching numerous reservations and understandings to these treaties,
effectively subordinating them to domestic law, represents a form of secular relativism not

dissimilar in principle to religious-based objections to universal rights standards.

The third category, pro-active fundamentalism, presents a more positive interaction between
religious conviction and human rights. In this context, religious principles are invoked to challenge
discrimination, repression, and injustice. Activists who ground their human rights advocacy in
religious teachings may be labeled as "fundamentalists” by those in power seeking to discredit
them. However, this form of religiously motivated activism can be a powerful force for advancing

human rights.

When the example from South Africa's apartheid era, where religious leaders and institutions
played crucial roles in opposing racial segregation and advocating for democratic transformation.®
While some religious bodies remained politically apathetic or even supportive of apartheid, others
drew on their faith traditions to condemn injustice and promote human rights. This illustrates the

potential for religious conviction to serve as a motivating force for human rights advocacy.'’

It is true that religious institutions have often lagged behind secular movements in embracing
democratic and human rights principles. However, he also notes a growing trend of religious
traditions engaging with and incorporating human rights concepts into their teachings. This
convergence has led some scholars to identify an emerging global "secular faith" centered on

human rights principles, which finds resonance across diverse religious and cultural contexts.

15 peter Leuprecht, "Conflict Prevention and Alternative Forms of Dispute Resolu tion," in Human Rights in the
Twenty-First Century: A Global Challenge, eds., Kathleen E. Mahoney and Paul Mahoney (Dordrecht: Martinus
Nijhoff, 1993) pp. 9

16 See J.D. van der Vyver, "The Function of Legislation as an Instrument for Social Reform," The South African Latv
Journal, 93 (1976) pp

17 John Kelsay and Sumner B. Twiss, eds., Religion and Human Rights (New York: The Project on Religion and
Human Rights, 1994) p. 2



Nevertheless, it is noticed that an inconsistency in how many religious institutions approach human
rights. While quick to invoke religious freedom protections when facing government restrictions,
these same institutions may show little regard for broader human rights principles in their internal
governance or relations with other faiths. This disconnect is often exacerbated by radical and

intransigent forms of fundamentalism.

In conclusion the intricate relationship between religious fundamentalism, political extremism, and
human rights presents a complex challenge in our contemporary global landscape. As examined
in this discourse, the rise of fundamentalist movements across various faith traditions has
significant implications for societal stability, democratic institutions, and individual freedoms. The
multifaceted nature of religious fundamentalism - manifesting as radical, intransigent, or pro-

active forms - necessitates a nuanced approach in addressing its impact on human rights.

While radical fundamentalism poses direct threats to life and security, and intransigent
fundamentalism often conflicts with modern rights norms, it is crucial to avoid broad
generalizations that might unfairly target entire religious communities. Instead, a balanced
perspective recognizes the potential for religiously motivated activism to advance human rights
causes, as exemplified by pro-active fundamentalism. This dynamic interplay underscores the need

for ongoing dialogue between secular human rights frameworks and diverse spiritual traditions.

The challenges posed by the intersection of religious fundamentalism and political extremism are
particularly acute in an era marked by economic uncertainty, social upheaval, and technological
advancement. As societies grapple with the erosion of traditional certainties, the appeal of
absolutist ideologies offering simple answers to complex problems grows. This trend, coupled with
the resacralization of politics and the persistence of structural inequalities, creates fertile ground

for extremist movements that threaten democratic values and human rights.

Moving forward, addressing these issues requires a multifaceted approach. First, it is essential to
acknowledge the seriousness of the situation and its potential consequences for religious pluralism
and individual freedoms. Second, fostering broad coalitions that transcend religious and secular

divides is crucial for effective resistance against extremism and injustice. Third, promoting critical



self-reflection within religious communities can help reconcile traditional beliefs with
contemporary human rights norms. Finally, reinvigorating civic engagement and democratic

participation is vital to counteract the influence of extremist ideologies.

At the end of the day, navigating the complex terrain of religious fundamentalism, political
extremism, and human rights demands a delicate balance. It requires affirming the value of diverse
spiritual traditions while safeguarding the principles of human dignity and equality. By embracing
interfaith dialogue, encouraging religious expressions that uphold human rights, and remaining
vigilant against the encroachment of absolutist ideologies, societies can work towards a more just,
peaceful, and pluralistic future. This ongoing struggle, while challenging, is essential for the

preservation and advancement of human rights in our increasingly interconnected world.



