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Abstract 

 
The purpose of this study was to find out how religious fundamentalism could be 
explained by using the theory of Melanie Klein. Through a literature review the 
answer to the following questions were sought: Who becomes a religious 
fundamentalist? What precipitates someone to become a religious fundamentalist? 
Earlier research has focused a lot of its attention on the sociological, political, or 
theological explanations to fundamentalism, although a growing body of research is 
emerging regarding the psychological explanations to religious fundamentalism. The 
results of this study show that there were certain common traits among religious 
fundamentalists, which can be explained by the ideas of Melanie Klein. The defense 
mechanism of splitting proved to be prevalent as a trait often seen among 
fundamentalists. It is also suggested that lower levels of object relations can be 
connected to religious fundamentalism. However, these findings are contradicted by 
other research proposing that the level of religious training is a better determinant 
than object relations development. The Kleinian theory could not answer the 
questions of this study in total, although, it could present some explanations that need 
further research.  
 

Keywords: Melanie Klein, object relations, religious fundamentalism, defense 
mechanisms, reasons 
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Introduction 
 

Even though religion has been a considerable force in society and individuals 
throughout history, the psychology of religion still resides in the backwater on the 
arena of psychology. Albeit the psychology of religion has not been overlooked 
entirely, it thus far awaits the emergence of being equally accepted as yet another area 
of psychology (Fontana, 2003). Recent years development of religiously motivated 
violence has made religious fundamentalism a ubiquitous term continuously figuring 
in both media and academia.  Consequently, a growing body of research on religious 
fundamentalism from political, sociological, and religious perspectives has emerged.  
However, there is a relatively small amount of research regarding clinical and social 
psychological explanations to religious fundamentalism (Hood, Hill, & Williamson, 
2005). Understanding religious fundamentalist movements from political, religious, 
and sociological perspectives is indeed interesting and pivotal. Nevertheless, 
understanding and investigating if there are individual psychological explanations to 
why people become a part of these movements are equally interesting and important. 
According to Vorster (2007) religious fundamentalism is a reaction against a shift from 
traditional values in society towards a modern secularized agenda. It reacts as an 
aggressive movement against the swiftly changing society of modern day. He puts 
forward the idea that fundamentalism is a reaction to a culture shock within one’s 
own society. These ideas are applicable to most religions and cultures in which 
fundamentalism oppose the changes of modernity.  
 
In order to understand what the term religious fundamentalism mean, one needs to 
define what fundamentalism is. The term fundamentalism stems from a group within 
American Protestantism in the twentieth century, who wanted to discriminate their 
own belief from the liberal development of Christianity in America. People who 
embraced this fundamentalist teaching came to be known as fundamentalists. Since 
then researchers within the field of psychology have attempted to establish definitions 
of fundamentalism that apply to other religions as well (Armstrong, 2000; Beier, 2006; 
Olds, 2008). 
 
Armstrong (2000) presents a description of fundamentalism as: 
 

Embattled forms of spirituality, which have emerged as a response to a 
perceived crisis. They are engaged in a conflict with enemies whose secularist 
policies and beliefs seem inimical to religion itself. Fundamentalists do not 
regard this battle as a conventional political struggle, but experience it as a 
cosmic war between the forces of good and evil. They fear annihilation, and try 
to fortify their beleaguered identity by means of a selective retrieval of certain 
doctrines and practices of the past. (p. xi) 

 
Religious fundamentalists, according to Armstrong’s (2000) description, see themselves 
as fighting a war between good and evil. They see enemies in a secular state trying to 
eradicate the Christian doctrines they hold as eternally important. As Armstrong 
(2000) expounds the history of fundamentalism in her book she explains that by the 
end of the twentieth century: “The fundamentalists had brought faith out of the 
shadows and demonstrated that it could appeal to a huge constituency in modern 
society” (p. 334). 

 
Another definition of fundamentalism is put forth by Antoun (2001), which proposes 
that fundamentalism can be identified by: 
 

The search for purity in an impure world; ‘traditioning’ (making the ancient 
immediately relevant to the contemporary situation); totalism (taking religion 
out of the worship centre and into many domains; e.g. home, school, bank), 
activism (confronting establishments, political or religious, by sometimes 
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violent protests); the struggle between good and evil; and the selective 
modernization and controlled acculturation. (p. xii) 

 
Antoun (2001) argues that all religious fundamentalist groups share the same 
worldview and ethos. The difference lies in the historical and cultural explanations to 
how they have emerged. God and scripture holds a position of exaltedness and 
fundamentalists regard it to be in the center of an individual’s life and existence. They 
also see themselves as minorities fighting against the threat of modernized secularism. 
 
Hood et al. (2005) look at the definition of fundamentalism from another angle, than 
has been done in earlier research. They propose that what is important for 
fundamentalists are the connection of their lives to the sacred text. They put forward 
an intratextual model of interpretation that proposes:  

 
What emerges as absolute truth is whatever is of immediate necessity for 
maintaining the fundamentalist worldview. No sources outside the tradition 
(e.g., other texts based on other authorities) are consulted or even necessary for 
this to occur; the authoritative text is sufficient in and of itself toward this end, 
according to the principle of intratextuality. (Hood et al., 2005, p. 23) 

 
According to Armstrong (2000), the term fundamentalism is problematic, mostly 
because of its negative connotations. It is easy to stigmatize fundamentalism as a 
group of people that are violent. However, most people who are fundamentalists are 
opposed to violence and do not use violence as a weapon to achieve their goals. She 
argues that fundamentalism is just another form of a religious movement and 
development that is here to stay.  
 
Altemeyer and Hunsberger’s (1992) definition of fundamentalism will be utilized in 
this study. It suggests that religious fundamentalism is:  
 

the belief that there is one set of religious teachings that clearly contains the 
fundamental, basic, intrinsic, essential, inerrant truth about humanity and deity; 
that this essential truth is fundamentally opposed by forces of evil which must 
be vigorously fought; that this truth must be followed today according to the 
fundamental, unchangeable practices of the past; and that those who believe 
and follow these fundamental teachings have a special relationship with deity. 
(p. 118)  

 
The question of why certain people become religious fundamentalists is perhaps more 
urgent today than ever before. Therefore, a need to understand the people of religious 
fundamentalist groups has surfaced. To understand this from a psychological 
perspective a number of researchers have employed the Object Relations Theory. This 
theory is concerned with the relational aspects of people and how we relate to 
others/objects. An object is a person, thing, or an idea with which one has a 
relationship. As religion is relational, object relations can be used in seeing God as just 
another object, with whom a person has a relationship (St. Clair, 1994). An important 
contributor to the Object Relations Theory is Melanie Klein (as cited in Olds, 2008). 
She put forward the ideas that the quality of the relationships a child has in infancy 
and early childhood will affect the quality of relationships later in life. According to 
Olds (2008), Klein suggests that a child experience the world as frightening and 
threatening in the first months of life. He/she copes with this threatening reality by 
using different defense mechanisms. The child moves through a phase called paranoid-
schizoid position to the depressive position in its development. It has been suggested 
that the defense mechanisms stemming from Melanie Klein’s theory could have a 
connection with religious fundamentalism (Olds, 2008).   
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The aim of the study 

The aim of this study is to try to find out how religious fundamentalism can be 
explained by using the theory of Melanie Klein (1988).   
 

Questions to be answered. 

• Who becomes a religious fundamentalist? 
• What precipitates someone to become a religious fundamentalist? 
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Object Relations Theory   
 
According to St. Clair (1996) Object Relations dates back to Sigmund Freud and his 
theory of drives and how they are directed toward an object. An object is any person 
or thing that would satisfy a need for the individual. Therefore, the object is any 
person or thing that is significant to the individual; ergo object relations stand for 
interpersonal relations (St. Clair, 1996; Wulff 1993). While Freud (as cited in St. Clair, 
1996) concentrated his theory on the drives of an individual, later object relations 
theorists came to direct their attention to the interpersonal relations of the individual, 
mainly the earliest ones. However, there are contrasting views concerning object 
relations and its components. Several people throughout the history of the theory have 
tried to expound the meaning of it: “Object relations theory is not a systematic school 
of though but rather a living body of ideas and notions” (St. Clair, 1994, p. 9). 

 
In the Object Relations Theory the earliest relationships of an individual and how 
these shape future relationships are studied. Through these early relationships, inner 
psychological structures are established in the forms of internal images of the self and 
others, or objects. Object relations theorists study how these internal images and 
structures are displayed in relationships with others. The important relationships in 
childhood have a lasting influence on the individual’s internal psyche. The inner object 
relations have a major impression on how an individual perceive others and shape 
relationships with others. Accordingly, there is not only an external object with which 
an individual interact, but also a corresponding internal representation. This internal 
representation might be a malformed version of an actual authentic person (St. Clair, 
1996). The inner representation is, therefore, the result of an individual’s interpretation 
of the outer reality, rather than the actual reality itself (Igra, 1987).  
 
In order to further concretize this study it will keep to Melanie Klein’s (1988) ideas of 
object relations. As stated by Olds (2008), Klein is by some considered the founder of 
Object Relations Theory and is, therefore, naturally considered a reasonable choice of 
focus for this study. As Melanie Klein’s theory is extensive and complex, the present 
study attempts to offer a felicitous introduction of the ideas deemed pertinent for the 
purpose of this study. 
 

Melanie Klein 

Wulff (1993) proposes that Melanie Klein, a British psychoanalyst (1882 – 1960), shifted 
the attention of the Freudian drive theory from being a physical force to being a 
psychological force inherently connected to objects in the real world. In doing this, 
Melanie Klein put object relations in the center of emotional life (Greenberg & 
Mitchell, 1983; Wulff, 1993). 
 
According to Fonagy (2007) Klein proposes that mental structures emerged through 
inner objects, e.g. fantasies about people in the infant’s life, and how they change in 
character in unconscious fantasies during the development of the child. These fantasies 
are changed by the interactions with the real world. The inner object-world of the 
infant is used as the principal system of defense of relations. Fonagy (2007) argues that 
Klein, to some extent, agreed with Freud (as cited in Fonagy 2007) that children carry 
an aggressive drive within them. She saw them as having fantasies of a destructive, 
sadistic nature, which cause them to feel guilt and shame. Because of this, the child’s 
self is threatened by annihilation of the aggressive drives. 
 
St. Clair (1996) declare that Klein advances the idea of part objectification in 
suggesting that the infant cannot relate to the whole mother at first, but only to parts 
of her, like her breasts. Gradually, as the child develops, it can internalize and interact 
with whole objects. The internalization of the breast as a good part object is 
important to the ego formation of the child, and in this way the breast acts as a 
“protective and life giving” force. 
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According to Igra (1987) Klein contributed to the psychoanalytic theory with an 
emphasis on the “inner world”, which is always relating and interacting with the 
outside world, but also with her idea that this inner world is “populated”. She 
proposed that the child’s experiences are personified in the inner world of the child. 
Hence, feelings of hunger and colic turn into dangerous threatening objects in the 
child’s inner world. The inner relations of the child are important in the shaping of its 
self-organization. Two concepts are central to the understanding of Klein’s ideas, as 
stated by Igra (1987); projection and introjection. Projection occurs when the child 
places its own feelings onto the object, which might result in a more frightening 
object. In dealing with this new frightening object the defense mechanism of 
introjection can be utilized in a way that the child takes on the object and internalizes 
it in order to try to control it (Igra, 1987). 
 
An important mechanism of defense and communication of the infant is projective 
identification. The infant gets rid of unwanted aspects of his/her self and in fantasy 
projects them onto an outside object. This way the infant can feel like it is in control 
of certain parts of the object and feel like it reduces the amount of anxiety produced 
by the projected parts (Gomez 1997; Igra, 1987).  
 

The Paranoid-Schizoid position. 

Gomez (1997) contends that there are two positions in Melanie Klein’s theory. The 
paranoid-schizoid position is one of them and is dominating in the first months of an 
infant’s life. It is a position where the child tries to make sense of the chaotic feelings 
brought by the anxieties and deprivations of the infant’s world:  
 

In the paranoid-schizoid position there is no neutral zone, only good or bad. 
There is no experience of absence, regret or loss, because absence is simply felt 
as something bad rather than as something good not there, and relief as good 
rather than bad. (Gomez, 1997, p. 37) 

 
One of the main fears a child experiences during this period is the persecutory anxiety. 
It is marked by the fear of being annihilated by persecutory objects. The child 
perceives this threat as objects wanting to overcome the child’s ego, ideal-object and 
his/her self (Segal, 1976; Klein, 1988). 
 

Our central fear in the paranoid-schizoid position is that we will be destroyed 
by a malevolent external force. Klein termed this ‘persecutory anxiety’, and it is 
the hallmark of the paranoid-schizoid position. (Gomez, 1997,p. 37) 

 
An important protective mechanism in dealing with this persecutory anxiety in the 
paranoid-schizoid position is splitting. Parts of the self are kept apart or separated 
from others. Splitting is a way of organizing the world for the child (Gomez, 1997; 
Greenberg & Mitchell, 1983; St. Clair, 1996). The child splits his/her ego and objects 
into good or bad objects. Splitting complex relationships, like the one the child has 
with its mother, into good and bad helps the child in keeping relationships simpler 
(St. Clair, 1996).  
 
The mechanism of splitting is not confined to the earliest part of a person’s life. Some 
parts of what the self develops during the paranoid-schizoid phase are important even 
in adult life. Splitting is important for the infant in order for it to bring peace into the 
chaos that is his/her existence. Furthermore, it gives us the ability to discriminate, 
which is the product of the early differentiation between good and bad. The paranoid-
schizoid position can also be held accountable for the earliest version of empathy, e.g. 
of putting oneself in someone else’s position (Segal, 1976). 
 
Yet another defense mechanism against anxiety is denial. The child might imagine 
her/him being satisfied rather than having to deal with the persecutory anxiety. At this 
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stage, reality and imagination is not separated and is therefore called a stage of 
hallucination (Gomez, 1997). 
 

The depressive position. 
When an infant develops and proceeds from the paranoid-schizoid position to the 
depressive position, it does so when the capacity to relate to whole objects has been 
developed. The integration process is advanced and the infant now has a more realistic 
outlook of the world. As the infant matures he/she gradually leaves the stage of feeling 
omnipotent and in control of everything into a more integrated and mature state 
(Gomez, 1997; Segal 1976; St. Clair, 1996).  Therefore, the infant can now see the 
mother as someone connected to both good and bad experiences. The infant becomes 
aware of his/her ability to both love and hate his/her parent. When the child 
acknowledges this, he/she discovers his/her own ambivalence and fear of losing the 
object, thereby opening up for the possibility of feelings of shame (Fonagy, 2007). The 
infant is also afraid of targeting his/her anger towards others, which results in turning 
it inwards instead. Taking the badness and selfishness of others onto her/him results in 
a more depressive state of being, hence, the depressive position (Gomez, 1997). 
 

Becoming more identified with the good object, the ego becomes more aware 
of its own incapacity to protect itself against internalized persecuting objects 
and feels menaced in its possession of the good internalized object. (St. Clair, 
1996, p. 49) 

 
Dealing with these feelings of shame the defense mechanism of denial and 
omnipotence can come into play (St. Clair, 1996). When the ego of the infant 
develops within a good and supportive environment, he/she will gain strength. 
Further, he/she will lose some of his/her fear of the bad impulses and thereby lose 
some of the need to project the bad impulses outwards. This way the ego keeps 
gaining strength, as it is not drained by the mechanisms of projection. Eventually, the 
self and object integration can be initiated. Thus, in the depressive position, the way 
of thinking alters. The ability to ignore the irrelevant and connect things develops and 
starts forming into what is considered a somewhat mature way of thinking. 
Furthermore, the depressive position is never outgrown; it exists as a part of being 
human (Segal, 1976; Klein, 1988). The mere experience of depressive emotions leads 
to the integration of the self and a better perception of the outer world and a stronger 
correlation between outer and inner situations (Klein, 1988).  
 
 

Method 
 

In order to find relevant articles and literature for this study searches were made with 
Lulea Technological University’s cross-data base search engine, which include 
databases such as Academic Search Elite, ERIC, IBSS, PsycINFO, psycARTICLES, 
and Scopus among others. Further searches were made with Google Scholar. While 
reading and studying the found material, additional articles were discovered in 
reference lists of studies, articles, or books deemed pertinent to this study. The search 
words used were personality, religio, fundamentalis, object relations and psychology. 
In total, eight articles were found, that were considered relevant for this study. The 
majority of the articles used for the results of this study were not older than from 
2000. 

Delimitations 

Since Object Relations Theory is an extensive and complex theory with many 
proponents, only parts of the theory derived from the ideas of Melanie Klein (1988) 
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have been utilized. As some articles and books were just partially applicable to this 
study, only the elements considered germane have been employed.  
 
Moreover, as there are many definitions of fundamentalism, this study is not an 
attempt to define what religious fundamentalism is. In this study it is only referred to 
the existing definitions found in literature. The existing definitions have many ideas in 
common and previous research does not seem to put forth a definitive definition of 
religious fundamentalism.  
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Results and analysis 

An Empirical Exploration of Psychoanalysis and Religion: Spiritual 
Maturity and Object Relations Development (Hall, Brokaw, Edwards, & 
Pike, 2000) 

Building on previous literature regarding the relationship between object relations and 
psychoanalytical perspectives, this study’s hypothesis was that there is a relationship 
between spiritual maturity and level of object relations development. The study refers 
to the work of Rizzuto claiming that object relations can be used to examine “the 
possible origins of the individual’s private representation of God” (p. 303). According 
to this study Rizzuto meant that the God representation of an individual is a 
combination of ones primary introjects. The God representation is also altered and 
reformed all through development as new experiences are added to the individual’s 
life. In this study spiritual maturity was defined as “emphasizing the quality of a 
person’s relationship with God” (p. 304). It aims to change the focus from an 
unvarying inner God representation to a dynamic view of an individual’s actual 
relationship with God. Out of 20 different correlations measured, 19 were significant 
in relating spiritual maturity to the level of object relations development. The results 
of the study propose that a less mature object relation is connected to a pathological 
relationship with God.  
 

The quality of one’s present object relationships (theoretically presumed to stem 
from early interpersonal relationships and concomitant introjects) is re-created in 
relationship with God, and/or one’s relationship with God influences the matrix 
of internalized relationships. (p. 310) 

 
The authors cites Rizzuto again who explains that: “The type of God and religious 
belief a person has, is a precious document of the individual’s psychic vicissitudes 
during development” (p. 310).  

Connections to the theory of Melanie Klein. 

In this study it is suggested that there is a connection between a person’s relationship 
with God and the person’s early relational experiences. A less mature object relation 
could suggest a fixture with an early stage of anxiety and a person’s inability to 
integrate the objects with his/her self. It further suggests that the relationship with 
God is similar to the relationships we have with people, which enforces the connection 
with the developmental ideas of Klein (1988).   
 

Parental Trait Influence on God as an Object Representation (Birky & 
Ball, 2001) 

Drawing on previous studies, that found correlations between single parental 
representations and image of God, the authors of this study attempted to see if there 
are differences between an individual’s single parental representation and image of 
God and an individual’s composite parental representation and image of God. All 
previous research that has been conducted has treated each parent as a single entity, 
although it has been mentioned that research could benefit from a composite parental 
method.  The authors describe Object Relations Theory as if an individual’s idealized 
parent is equivalent to the idealized God object.  This quantitative study predicted 
that the idealized parent would correlate stronger to the God representation than the 
non-idealized parent. It also predicted that the parental composite would be more 
strongly correlated than would either parent separately. The predicted results were 
confirmed by the study and it is stated that the parental composite score was higher 
than an individual parent score. This study, in accordance with previous research, did 
not discover any dissimilarity between the God representation and the father or 
mother representation.  
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Connections to the theory of Melanie Klein. 

The authors of this study showed that the parental representations of an individual and 
the image of God are correlated. In Melanie Klein’s theory (1988) it is suggested that 
our earliest relationships are internalized and thereby affecting our development as 
children. Through various defense mechanisms the child deals with the harsh reality it 
perceives as threatening, persecutory anxiety for instance. If the parental internal 
representations are of a negative nature, according to this study, the image of God 
would be of a negative nature as well. Therefore, there seem to be a connection 
between the early phase of object relations in childhood and the image of God as an 
adult.  
 

Meta-Analysis of Correlational Relationships Between Perspectives of 
Truth in Religion and Major Psychological Constructs (McCleary, 
Quillivan, Foster, & Williams, 2011) 

The authors of this meta-analysis examined if there are empirical connections between 
absolute (religious fundamentalism) and conditional (quest) religious views of truth 
and certain psychological constructs. The psychological constructs were 
authoritarianism, ethnocentrism, militarism, and prejudice. The authors expected the 
results to be contrasting between the absolute and conditional religious views. The 
results of the study show that religious fundamentalism correlated with all of the 
psychological constructs, while quest only correlated negatively with two constructs; 
authoritarianism and prejudice. In the conclusion of the study it is stated that 
fundamentalism was connected to an in-group/out-group mentality together with 
prejudice towards groups that had different ethnicity, values, or sexual orientation 
than fundamentalist conventions.  
 

Connections to the theory of Melanie Klein. 

The strongest connection to Melanie Klein’s theory (1988) and this study can be found 
in the in- and out-group connection to religious fundamentalism. It can be seen as 
associated with the mechanism of splitting and dichotomizing the world into good 
and bad. A possible connection between prejudice and projective identification can be 
detected, but needs further research in order to discern the reality of such a 
connection.  
 

Fundamentalism, Psychoanalysis, and Psychoanalytic theories (Summers, 
2006)  

Summers (2006) present a psychoanalytic interpretation of fundamentalism, in which a   
connection between the psychodynamics of fundamentalism, and anxieties and 
adaptive strategies, by using the history and evolvement of psychoanalysis as an 
example is made. The author claims that religious fundamentalism targets the notion 
that its original beliefs have digressed, losing its indigenous purpose. He explains that: 
“Each movement is a reaction against what the adherents regard as modernist efforts 
to secularize the doctrine” (p. 330).  
 
Summers (2006) put forward that religious fundamentalists see practicing religion as it 
was originally intended to be crucial in order to be able to cohere to the right 
methods of the faith. All throughout history, and to this day, religious fundamentalists 
fight “values of reason, openness to evidence and liberty of thought” (p. 332). 
Furthermore, Summers (2006) propose that fundamentalists are like any other people 
in choosing what principles to take in and disregard whatever is deemed useless. In 
doing so, they cannot be seen as holding the religious text as flawless, since they do 
not comply with everything written in it. Therefore fundamentalism is: “The 
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justification of a belief system on the basis of an illusory literal interpretation of a text 
claimed to be infallible” (p. 334). 

 
It is obvious, according to Summers (2006), that fundamentalists do not try to adhere 
to a motive of literal interpretation, rather a necessity to be convinced that the 
doctrine they follow is unerring and cannot be viewed in any other way. To achieve 
this, they see any attempt to suggest another point of view as an attack from an 
enemy trying to harm the purity of their faith. Defectors of this pure faith are seen as 
“all bad” which can be interpreted as the splitting mechanism found in psychoanalytic 
theories. Summers (2006) claim that: “It has been proposed that splitting and the 
purity of “us” versus the evil of “them” is the root of the fundamentalist psychic 
organization” (p. 336). 
 
In this paper it is claimed that splitting, fitting as it may seem, is not as unproblematic 
as it might be suggested in the literature. If splitting was at the core of the 
fundamentalist viewpoint altering views would not be as troublesome as they are. It is 
rather the mere expression of altering viewpoints that is the problem: “Apostates then 
become “all bad” by virtue of their implicit questioning of the inerrancy of the 
dogma” (p. 336). 
 
Summers (2006) do not believe this discounts the mechanism of splitting among 
fundamentalists, but he claims that it is of slightly lesser importance. The central need 
for the fundamentalist is to be convinced of the sureness of the creeds one identifies 
with. Summer (2006) also mentions the concept of the other. He suggests that any 
person who follows the doctrine share a sense of self, a collective self. People not 
following the doctrine, “the other”, are solely identified as nonselfs, someone who is 
not a member of the collective self.  
 
This concept of otherness stems from the idea of a child’s inability to evolve from the 
early narcissistic stage, where the mother is seen as a part of the child. This state of 
being is also referred to as omnipotence. Summers (2006) refers to Winnicott in 
proposing that eventually, the child is forced to recognize the mother as a separate 
individual, because the mother has survived all the destructiveness of the child. The 
only way to achieve mutuality between the child and the mother is for the child to 
evolve from the power relationship of omnipotence.  
 

The fundamentalist insistence on the literal and concrete preclude the possibility 
of mutuality […] Those who fulfill the need for fusion become part of the self, 
and those who resist this encapsulation become “bad” or even evil by virtue of 
their separateness. (p. 340-341) 

 
This paper proceeds to claim that the individual’s self merging with the ideology is the 
purpose of fundamentalism as it eliminates selfhood.   
 

Connections to the theory of Melanie Klein. 

There are quite clear connections between the points in Summer’s (2006) study and 
the ideas of Melanie Klein (1988). The fundamentalist claim to have an unerring and 
infallible system of belief can be connected to the early phase of omnipotence in 
Melanie Klein’s theory (1988). Fundamentalists need to be in control of their system of 
belief, or at least adhere to a system giving the impression it is in control. Any attack 
on the purity of their assumed unerring system of belief is seen as an attack from an 
enemy, much like Melanie Klein’s (1988) idea of persecutory anxiety, where the infant 
fears annihilation. The author of the study mentions splitting as a mechanism of 
defense for fundamentalists, although he does not put as much emphasis on it as has 
been done in previous literature. However, seen from the perspective of Melanie 
Klein, Summer’s (2006) study clearly shows that the splitting process into all-good and 
all-bad seem to be present among religious fundamentalists.  
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Furthermore, Summers (2006) mentions that fundamentalists connect their self to a 
larger self, a collective self. This could be connected to Melanie Klein’s (1988) idea of 
projective identification, where one projects aspects of one’s self onto an outer object 
with which one identifies. The idea the author brings up of otherness, is clearly 
connected to Melanie Klein’s (1988) idea of omnipotence and the child’s feeling of 
power and control. This is a stage in which it is difficult, if not impossible, to achieve 
mutuality.   
 

Why does religion turn violent? A Psychoanalytic Exploration of 
Religious Terrorism (Jones, 2006) 

The author of this paper tried to elaborate on the psychological dynamics involved in 
religiously motivated violence. Jones (2006) did this from a clinical psychological 
perspective and explains that most previous literature hails from social psychology or 
political science. Drawing from previous literature the author suggests that there is a 
clear link between shame, humiliation, and violence. Terrorism could provide an 
environment, where shame and humiliation is fortified and, thereby, creating a risk of 
violent behavior. Jones (2006) proposes that a general belief from commentators of 
fanatically violent religious movements is that it is: 
 

Their apocalyptic vision of a cosmic struggle of the forces of the all-good against 
the forces of the all-evil. Virtually all religious terrorists agree that they are 
locked in an apocalyptic battle with demonic forces, usually, that is, with the 
forces of secularism. (p. 170) 

 
Jones (2006) proceeds to refer to Klein and Fairbairn in suggesting that there are 
apparent psychological connections with this splitting into all-bad and all-good 
parties. Building on this, the author expounds upon the idea of terrorists having links 
to spiritual sacrificial violence to achieve purification. This, according to Jones (2006), 
can be connected with having punitive, wrathful images of God. These are then 
related to “external locus of control, anxiety and depression, and less mature object 
relations” (p. 179). The opposite has been found to be true as well; more good-
natured images of God have been connected to more mature object relations. Jones 
(2006) refers to Altemeyer and Hunsberger in suggesting that: 
 

From a clinical standpoint, what appears most salient in the turn toward violence 
on the part of religion are the themes of shame and humiliation, the apocalyptic 
splitting of the world into all-good/all-evil camps, the wrathful, judgmental 
image of God, the drive for purification, and the authoritarian concern with 
submission and prejudice against outsiders. (p. 180)  

 
Jones (2006) revises his earlier position concerning the idealization and now proposes 
that what is important is that the idealized object is a root of shame and humiliation. 
He looks at religions, where idealized objects are present, but where these objects 
rarely seem to be of a humiliating or persecutory nature, and see no connection to 
violence. However, where the idealized objects are humiliating and punitive the 
adherents of these objects also become violent.  
 
The child’s dichotomy is a product of the splitting mechanism, where the child cannot 
hold two contrasting images of a parent at the same time. The child needs to maintain 
an image of the parent as “good”, which is why he/she takes on the frustrating and 
“bad” parts of the parent onto himself/herself. This way the parents are idealized and 
seen as all-good, while the child takes on the “burden of badness”. He refers to 
another psychologist who suggests that this is a clinical syndrome resulting in a 
“moral defense against the bad object” (p. 186) and suggests: “It is better to be a 
sinner in a world ruled by God than to live in a world ruled by the Devil” (p. 186). 
 
Jones (2006) proceeds with advocating that there are other possibilities than turning 
the badness onto oneself.  Projecting the feelings of badness onto the outside world is 
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one such possibility. If the feelings of badness becomes overwhelming one might have 
to project these onto someone, or something else, and religion could be a cataclysm 
for such a reaction. He ends his paper stating: 
 

Universal religious themes such as purification or the search for the reunion with 
the source of life can become subsumed into unconscious dynamics such as 
splitting and a Manichean dichotomizing of the world into all-good, all-evil 
camps, or into the drive to connect with and appease a humiliating or 
persecuting idealized patriarchal other. The result is the psychological 
preconditions for religiously sponsored terrorism and violence. (p.187) 
 

Connections to the theory of Melanie Klein. 

Jones (2006) refers to earlier literature proposing connections between shame, 
humiliation, and violence. He also mentions how previous literature alludes to the 
mechanism of splitting into all-good and all-bad and that this is common among 
commentators of religious violence. He suggests that punitive images of God are 
related to an external locus of control, anxiety, and depression as well as less mature 
object relations. This can clearly be connected to the persecutory anxiety of Melanie 
Klein’s (1988) theory. A person not properly developed from the paranoid-schizoid 
phase might project the bad aspects of the self onto an outer object, in this case God, 
resulting in a wrathful image of God. It can also be connected with Melanie Klein’s 
(1988) idea of the aggressive drives a child carries within. These drives are of a sadistic 
and destructive nature, according to Klein (Fonagy, 2007), and together with the 
mechanism of splitting and projective identification, in the opinion of Jones (2006), 
this could result in religious fundamentalism and violence.  
 

Psychoanalytic Perspectives on the Religious Experience (Kernberg, 
2000) 

This paper’s objective is to give a psychological approach to mature religiosity, in 
contrast to the philosophical and theological approaches so many others have given. It 
emphasizes the connection between mature religiosity as a product of the ego-ideal 
and superego development and suggests that love is a stronger force than hatred 
within people. Kernberg (2000) argues that the foundation of object relations is about 
love and hatred; it is about the psychoanalytic concept of libido and death drive. He 
proposes that: 
 

The earliest relationships of the infant to its mother consists of moments when 
affects are rather low key and ordinary learning takes place, and other moments 
when affects are intense or extreme and hence result in the internalization of 
affective memory structures, constituted by the representation of self relation to 
the representation of mother under the dominance of the peak affect. (p. 460) 

 
The author suggests that these structures, created during the peak affect moments, are 
taken in as building blocks in the psyche, consequently leading up to the formation of 
the ego, superego, and id. Furthermore, the concept of Melanie Klein’s (1988) 
Paranoid-schizoid position is elaborated on. He mentions the split between the 
internalized objects as being subject to the affects of aggression and frustration, as well 
as the affects being controlled by elation and sensual stimulation. This happens 
because of the infant’s need to maintain the “illusory purity of ideal object relations” 
(p. 460) between itself and its mother. All this is a mechanism to shield the infant 
from the horrible paranoid fantasies of the internalized object relations. However, if 
the child manages to transcend from this paranoid-schizoid position, doing this 
requires an environment of “benign, pleasurable and loving interactions” (p. 461) at 
the same time as the child develops cognitively, he/she can have a more realistic grasp 
on reality.  
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What interests us here is that, in these early processes of integration of affect 
dispositions and internalized object relations, profoundly significant 
developments occur that will constitute both the origin of religiosity, and the 
manifestations of what under a worst-case scenario will constitute the severe 
disposition to hatred, destruction and self-destruction. (p. 461) 
 

Connections to the theory of Melanie Klein. 

Kernberg (2000) mentions that mature religiosity is connected to ones level of ego 
development. This could be a product of the development from the paranoid-schizoid 
position to the depressive position in Melanie Klein’s (1988) theory. Kernberg (2000) 
refers to Klein’s (1988) theory in his study suggesting that the mechanism of splitting 
is of value in understanding how the child interacts and understands the world. This is 
important and Kernberg (2000) proposes that the developments in early childhood are 
directly correlated to the origin of religiosity. Therefore, the level of maturity of the 
child’s development would also be correlated to the child’s religious development.  
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Religious fundamentalism and primitive projective processes (Springett, 
2003) 

The author of this paper uses the theory of Melanie Klein (1988) and describes her idea 
of the primitive mental processes and object relations and how they inform the debate 
on fundamentalism. The author uses a sociological concept of “flawed consumers” 
and connects it with the Kleinian idea of the early formation of people through object 
relations. Springett (2003) further proposes that certain ambivalences among terrorists, 
the example given is the one of Mohamed Atta, who moments before boarding the 
plane destined for World Trade Center drank Vodka (something he was strongly 
opposed to through his religious belief), can be connected to a “refusal of the 
demands of the depressive position by a resort to paranoid-schizoid mechanisms of 
defence against psychotic anxiety” (p. 332).  

 
According to Springett (2003), Klein (1988) holds that the child is constantly on a 
search for “oral gratification”, which has the consequence of bringing with it the fear 
of annihilation. This means that the child turns destructive impulses towards the 
object, which results in a persecutory anxiety to which the response is “splitting, 
idealization [and] denial of inner and outer reality”(p. 332). Even the child’s own 
impulses are split, which means that love and hatred are turned towards two separate 
objects. A central aspect of the paranoid position would be the “depersonalizing 
effect” these projections have on a subject and how it creates an anxiety directed 
towards the very “survival of the self”. 

 
Springett (2003) then mentions Melanie Klein’s concept of projective identification, 
which means that the parts of the self experienced as bad are projected onto an outer 
object. He further proposes that:  
 

The process of splitting, projective identification, idealization and omnipotent 
denial identified by Klein, are deeply implicated in the intrapsychic mechanisms 
characteristic of the discourse of religious fundamentalism. (p. 334) 

 
Fundamentalism is a regressive state of crisis, where one tries to escape the feeling of 
self-annihilation. This regression is marked by the return to an idealized splitting into 
an all-good state, which is separated from the splitting into all-good and all-bad that is 
seen as “alien modernity”. The regression is brought by the internal anxieties caused 
by the feeling of crisis. Springett (2003) proposes that projective identification can be 
witnessed to be at play in larger groups and refers to Jaquet (as cited in Springett 
2003) in stating: 
 

It is this common or shared projective identification which enables … soldiers 
[and member of a religious group, my addition] to identify with each other. In 
the extreme form of projective identification of this kind, the followers become 
totally dependent on the leader, because each has given up part of himself to the 
leader. (p. 337)  

 
For the religious fundamentalist the power of modernization and secularization 
threatens to make God unnecessary, which is where the sense of persecutory anxiety 
originates from. Consequently the individual that has invested a part of her-/himself, 
through projective identification, in this fundamentalist group must, without 
exception, encounter the same fear of annihilation from the outside threats. To 
protect the good internal objects the fundamentalist groups, therefore, promote the 
collective declarations of hatred towards an enemy. Hence, the level of anxiety might 
decide how aggressive the reaction might be from a specific fundamentalist group or 
person.  
 
Springett (2003) concludes that threats against a person’s belief or existence might 
culminate in “the regressive resort to primitive mechanisms of defense against 
persecutory anxieties” (p. 339).  
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Connections to the theory of Melanie Klein. 

As Springett (2003) used Melanie Klein’s (1988) theory himself in his study, clearly 
there are obvious connections. He proposed that ambivalences seen in terrorists could 
be connected to a “resort to a paranoid-schizoid mechanism of defence against 
psychotic anxiety” (p.332). He suggests that the persecutory anxiety of the child 
fosters the response of splitting and denial. All this is done because of the effort to 
protect the self and survive from the imagined annihilation. Springett (2003) puts 
forward that the defense mechanisms of Melanie Klein are directly correlated to 
religious fundamentalism. Fundamentalism, according to him, is a state of regression 
where one moves from the depressive position back to the paranoid-schizoid position. 
Furthermore, he suggests that the mechanism of projective identification can be seen 
to take place in larger groups. This results in members of a certain religious group 
becoming totally dependent on their leader, since they have projected parts of 
themselves onto the leader.  
 
The threats of modernization and secularization fuels the persecutory anxiety of the 
fundamentalists, which means that every person that invested parts of themselves into 
a fundamentalist group, towards which these threats are directed, must also feel the 
same threats towards themselves due to association to the group. He concludes in 
suggesting that the level of anxiety might decide the level of aggression among a 
fundamentalist group. 
 

The Relationships Between Object Relations Development, God Image, 
Spiritual Maturity, and Religious Fundamentalism Among Christians 
(Olds, 2008) 

The purpose of this study was “to incorporate religious fundamentalism into an 
existing framework for understanding spiritual variables from an object relations 
perspective of development” (p. iii). Olds (2008) hypothesized that a negative God 
image, lower levels of spiritual maturity and lower levels of object relations would be 
correlated to religious fundamentalism. The author used a quantitative method with 
85 respondents, in varying ages, in order to test the hypotheses. The results were not 
as expected. Lower levels of object relations were not significant in their relation to 
religious fundamentalism. This finding is in disagreement with previous research. 
Although it is in this study pointed out that no quantitative research has been made 
with respect to this specific question before, only theoretical assumptions have been 
made. The author further suggests that these findings might be because the level of 
object relations does affect the level of religious fundamentalism, but that the level of 
“religious training” is a more important factor.  
 
The author found a difference between older and younger respondents, where the 
younger seemed to display a connection between their level of object relations and 
religious fundamentalism. Further research is suggested in order to figure out if there 
is such a difference and what it consists of. It proposes a theory of the change in 
fundamentalism in recent years and how it affects people growing up now more than 
people in older ages raised to hold a very literal belief. Today, fundamentalism is 
more aggressive and politically driven, which might have an impact on the findings in 
this study.  
 

Connections to the theory of Melanie Klein 

The hypotheses of this study were not confirmed, which interestingly contrasts earlier 
research and studies. Lower levels of object relations were not found to be connected 
to religious fundamentalism. As these findings contrast both the hypotheses and earlier 
assumptions, Olds (2008) suggests that this discrepancy is due to yet another factor. 
She proposes that it is not the level of object relations that is important, but that the 
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level of religious training is a more determining factor. Such a claim obviously need 
further research.  
 
Olds (2008) did find a difference between older and younger respondents. The 
younger respondents did show a correlation between level of object relations and 
religious fundamentalism, however, when the correlation was controlled for age it 
disappeared. This suggests that there has been a shift in the nature of religious 
fundamentalism affecting different ages in varying ways.   
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Discussion 
 

Who becomes a religious fundamentalist? As religious fundamentalism becomes 
increasingly prevalent in today’s world, the importance of understanding the functions 
of it intensifies. However, there are difficulties in defining fundamentalism because of 
its extensive and variant character. What started in the beginning of the twentieth 
century as a protestant concept has changed into a concept concerning, and including, 
all religions. Religion is concerned with people’s ultimate existence, thereby, 
explaining why it has such a big influence on many people (Beier, 2006). Religion and 
fundamentalism both concern people, hence, in the domain of psychology its 
functions and mechanisms should be of interest.  

 
Melanie Klein (1988) tried to explain how we evolve and develop as humans from the 
earliest of stages. She proposed ideas that till this day have a great influence on 
psychoanalysis. Much of the literature referred to in this study can be connected to her 
ideas. A common idea mentioned in the results was Melanie Klein’s (1988) idea of the 
mechanism of splitting. Several articles (McCleary et al., 2011; Summer, 2006; Jones, 
2006; Kernberg, 2000; Springett, 2003) presented in this study claim the connection 
between splitting and religious fundamentalism to be strong. It was suggested that 
people who either never fully developed through the phase of paranoid-schizoid 
position or regress to this position use the mechanism of splitting into all-good and 
all-bad as a way of dealing with their anxiety. The destructive power of anxiety takes 
over and forces the individual to defend her-/himself using the mechanisms at hand. 
Religious fundamentalism has been found to be connected with a dichotomization of 
the world and a systematical structure of all-good and all-bad, which fits well with the 
ideas of Klein (1988). This would suggest that a person having an unsatisfying 
childhood, where he/she did not successfully deal with the threats and anxieties of the 
paranoid-schizoid position are more prone to religious fundamentalist thoughts and 
movements.  

 
Importantly, in one study (Olds, 2008) it is pointed out that most of the ideas brought 
forth in this area of research within psychology are based on theoretical assumptions 
rather than empirical data. In the mentioned study (Olds, 2008) evidence to support 
the earlier theoretical assumptions of a lower level of object relations correlating to 
religious fundamentalism was not found. This speaks against the connection between 
religious fundamentalism and Klein’s (1988) ideas in being a regression or fixture at a 
certain stage of development. Instead, it is proposed that a likely explanation would be 
the level of religious training and Olds (2008) suggests a more social psychological 
explanation to the phenomena of religious fundamentalism. However, one study 
contrasting many others cannot be given too much significance, although, it clearly 
suggests that more empirical research should be done.  

 
It seems answering the question of who becomes a religious fundamentalist building 
on this study would be, at best, speculative. Contrasting research and problems in 
defining fundamentalism, as well as the many theoretical assumptions not tested in 
empirical research, adds up to an area of study that needs much more attention and 
research. Melanie Klein’s (1988) ideas might be fruitful in explaining certain parts of 
who becomes a religious fundamentalist, but on its own it is not sufficient enough to 
cover all areas of religious fundamentalism.  

 
What precipitates someone to become a religious fundamentalist? The mechanisms at 
play in what precipitates someone to become a religious fundamentalist seem to be of 
a varying kind. The results of this study suggest that a less mature object relation 
could be connected to early stages of anxiety and one’s inability to integrate one’s self 
with the outside objects. However, the results on this matter are not unproblematic. 
There have been contrasting findings (Olds, 2008) suggesting that knowledge about 
these matters is questionable. Even so, some interesting notions presented in the 
results can be discussed. 
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There is research proposing that negative internal parental representations are 
connected to a negative God image. Jones (2006) suggests that negative God images 
could be a product of someone not successfully developing through the paranoid-
schizoid phase. Together with Klein’s (1988) ideas of aggressive and sadistic drives 
within the child, this could be linked to religious fundamentalism. However, it is 
important to point out that these are mainly theoretical assumptions. They should not 
be taken lightly as they are a part of a tradition of thought and psychoanalytic 
practice, but one should be careful in holding these thoughts as truth instead of as 
untested theories. 
 
The mechanism of splitting is mentioned repeatedly as present in religious 
fundamentalists psyches. A dichotomizing of the world into all-bad and all-good could 
result in a person or group with fundamentalist values to project this aggressively on 
an outer object, e.g. secularism or modernization. This fits well within the definition 
of fundamentalism used for this study, where any enemy should be vigorously fought. 
A high level of anxiety within a person could result in a regression to the paranoid-
schizoid position, where one utilizes the different defense mechanisms.  
 
To sum up, there seem to be no simple clear explanation to the questions and purpose 
of this study. There seems to be a connection between what happens in childhood and 
adulthood, but what this connection consists of is debatable. Several of the studies 
referred to in the results seem to suggest that lower levels of object relations are 
connected to religious fundamentalism, however, Olds (2008) proposes the idea that 
the amount of religious training is a better determinant for if someone becomes a 
religious fundamentalist than level of object relations. In conclusion, Klein’s (1988) 
theory could explain religious fundamentalism through the early relational phases one 
develops through and the defense mechanisms emerging in these phases.  
 
There is broad consensus on some things concerning the psychology of religious 
fundamentalism. The dichotomizing mechanism of splitting is mentioned recurrently 
in the articles as a way of dealing with persecutory anxiety and the fear of self-
annihilation. However, there seem to be differences in how they approach religious 
fundamentalism and what theoretical tradition they adhere to. Many refer to object 
relations, but there is no unanimity in how to use the theory or general agreement on 
what constituents of the theory, that are relevant regarding religious fundamentalism. 
Therefore, it is impossible to draw any indisputable conclusions concerning this 
matter. Springett (2003) suggests that there is a fruitful connection between sociology 
and psychology in explaining religious fundamentalism. This connection should be 
further investigated. Further studies using qualitative and quantitative methods should 
also be conducted to see if the theoretical assumptions made so far are correct, or if 
Olds (2008) results are correct in contrasting the popular view.  

Method discussion 

The delimitations of this study have been problematic. There are countless definitions 
of both religion and fundamentalism and what should constitute as religious 
fundamentalism. Questions concerning the definitions and the scope of these 
definitions are many, but cannot be answered or considered in a study of this 
magnitude. In this study a definition of fundamentalism to be utilized in analyzing the 
results was chosen, however, many of the articles did not put forward any such 
definition themselves, although, some discussed the problem of definitions making this 
study’s definition superfluous and not helpful. 
 
Trying to concretize the study with referring only to Melanie Klein’s (1988) ideas had 
its obvious disadvantages. Most articles would not refer to only her ideas, but to her 
ideas as being a part of Object Relations Theory as a whole. This made it difficult to 
discern what parts of the articles that could be utilized fruitfully in this study. The 
decision to concretize the study and only employ the ideas of Klein (1988) proved to 
be helpful in analyzing and discussing the results. However, Melanie Klein’s (1988) 
theory has its limitations. There have been doubts to whether her theory of early 
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infancy and the aggressive and destructive nature of it is true. Her ideas on the object 
relations development in childhood and adult life, on the other hand, have been great 
tools in understanding the “psychodynamics of older children and adults” (Greenberg 
& Mitchell, 1983, p. 148). A more extensive and elaborated theoretical consideration 
could have been helpful and should be employed in further research. In addition, to 
improve this study, a wider search-method in several search-databases could have 
been used. Doing so could have helped in finding articles better related to the purpose 
of this study. Despite the fact that in a majority of the articles more than one religious 
tradition was discussed, it is an expected limit of this area of research that not more 
research has been conducted in non-western countries.   
 
Hood et al. (2005) tried to shift the attention of fundamentalism to a more positive, 
general description than the one commonly presented in literature. Armstrong (2000) 
puts forward ideas of a more widespread view of fundamentalism and, in doing so, try 
to normalize it as yet another religious movement. The discussion on the roots of 
fundamentalism and the definition of the same is important but could not, for 
practical reasons, be further elaborated.  
 

Suggestions for future research 
There seem to be many plausible explanations to religious fundamentalism, but in 
order to fully understand how religious fundamentalism develops further research is 
needed. As mentioned in the result by McCleary et al. (2011) a possible connection 
between prejudice and projective identification is detected, but in need of further 
research. Olds (2008) claim that in order to give a psychological explanation to 
religious fundamentalism much more empirical data is needed. Therefore, the lack of 
empirical research in the area of psychological explanations for religious 
fundamentalism is problematic and need more attention and extensive research. Olds 
(2008) idea that religious training is a better determinant for religious fundamentalism 
is interesting, although speculative, and need further research.  
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