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Extremism: A cover for ignorance

CrossMark

The explanation of the relation between religiousness (being religious; doing according to
one’s religion’s recommendations) and extremism depends on the different types of
religiousness. Religiousness in terms of its religious theme can be divided into four types:
(1) religiousness with an epistemological theme, (2) religiousness with a moral theme
(virtue-oriented behaviours and habits), (3) identical religiousness with a religious-
identification theme and (4) ritual religiousness, with the theme of religious rituals. Islamic
religiousness is a combination of all four types. This religiousness is based on episteme. These
elements, as mentioned sequentially, are based on each other, and the layer beneath is
epistemological religiousness. Lack of one of the three types makes a person tend towards
reductionist religiousness, but lack of episteme makes an individual tend towards extremism.
Epistemological religiousness is based on self-knowledge. Religiousness that is based on self-
knowledge is the main reason for internal and external moderation; religiousness of extremism
is the result of self-ignorance and covering up one’s ignorance.

Introduction

This article discusses an issue concerning the religious background of extremism.

Infectious extremism does not have objective or universally accepted definitions. At the same
time, extremism can be functionally objective on all levels (individual, group, society nation and
global), to the extent that social actors in their cultural environment construct their enemies as
such (Klip 2011:9).

The relation between religiousness and extremism is one of the most important issues in the
psychology and sociology of religion (see Karimova et al. 2013; Kressel 2007). So the explanation
of this relation is important. Extremism is deviation from moderation. As is mentioned in the holy
Qur’an: ‘Thus we have made you a moderate community’ (Q 2:143);! moderation and avoidance
of extremism in everything is the interpretation of this verse.

Episteme has the main role in moderation. Imam Ali? (peace be upon him [PBUH]) says, ‘[y]ou
will not find an ignorant person, but at one extreme or the other (i.e. a person who neglects or a
person who exaggerates)’ (Askari Jafery 1978, saying No. 70). Deviation from moderation and
getting stuck in extremism originates in ignorance. In the case of religion, this point guides us to
what leads to extremism in religiousness. However, we ask what kind of episteme is useful here?
And how does ignorance lead to extremism?

Concept of ignorance

‘Ignorance” has two interlocking meanings in the Arabic language: one is counter to knowledge
and the other is counter to patience. ‘Lack of knowledge or information” is the common meaning
of “ignorance’, as most scholars have mentioned, but in some Arabic dictionaries the term also
refers to the opposite of patience (Faris & Zakar 2013:69). The sense of continuity is manifested in
self-knowledge.

The link between episteme and moderation can be seen in the analysis of the concept of ignorance
in the Arabic language. As mentioned, the opposite of the word jahl [ignorance] is two linked
concepts: hilm and ilm, which mean ‘patient” and ‘knowledge’, respectively. Patience is the ability
to manage feelings in a moderate way and the ability to stay away from extremism.

2.Imam Ali (PBUH) is the cousin and son-in-law of Muhammad (PBUH), the prophet of Islam and the first Imam of Shia Muslim from 632
to 661. He ruled as the fourth caliph from 656 to 661, after the prophet.
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These two linked concepts are shown in self-knowledge as the
process of knowing the self, which is based on consciousness
and being patient. One who has self-knowledge is conscious
and patient.

Religiousness based on self-knowledge is the main reason for
internal and external moderation; religious extremism is
caused by being ignorant about the self and is a cover for the
ignorance of a religious person. Most great religions
emphasise self-knowledge, as Imam Ali says: “Whosoever
knows him/herself knows his/her Lord’ (ibn Abi al-Hadid,
n.d., vol. 20:292). Then a kind of religiousness based on self-
knowledge is the critical cause of internal and external
moderation. Religious extremism has a mutual relationship
with self-ignorance.

On the one hand, religious extremism is the consequence of
self-ignorance; on the other hand, a person who is self-
ignorant uses extremism as a veil for his or her ignorance, as
a psychological defence mechanism. Whoever ignores
himself or herself is conscious of being self-ignorant and is
bothered by this consciousness and its bad consequence.
Such a person looks for a refuge to escape from this painful
situation. He or she finds in focusing on ‘others” and also
‘eliminating’ the other aspects of religion, in which all are
ordered to focus on themselves, two spaces of refuge. Being
the enemy of ‘others’ and denying the other aspects of
religion leads to excommunication (takfir).

This sequence of events leads to extremism and it is also a
defective cycle: more ignorance, more pain, more emphasis
on those things can help the self-forgetter to reduce the
pain of self-ignorance, then more extremism that increases
self-ignorance. Such a person excels at the other sides of
religiousness, so these sides go out of moderation!

Epistemological religiousness and
self-knowledge

Epistemological religiousness based on religious teaching is
the result of an individual’s knowledge of four things:
fourthly, God; secondly, him- or herself; thirdly, other people;
and fourthly, everything else (e.g. nature, animals, etc.). This
tetrahedral understanding of epistemological religiousness is
based on self-knowledge. If one’s religiousness is not based
on self-consciousness, as an ongoing process, it provides
grounds for extremism in the other three sides of knowledge.
Therefore, one who knows himself or herself knows his or
her God and in the light of this knowledge knows the way in
which to act in justice to others.

This theory is illustrated in Figure 1.

Imam Ali (PBUH) also says, ‘The best knowledge is the
knowledge of man him/herself” (Jaffer 2012, saying No. 2935).
He knows self-knowledge as the base of other knowledge, and
he also says: "How can somebody know others, when he/she
doesn’t know him/herself?’(2012, saying No. 518).
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FIGURE 1: This tetrahedral understanding of epistemological religiousness.

Types of religiousness

Religiousness has different types. Extremism is one of these
types. Extremism has a psychological and social background.
Racial prejudice and religious prejudice have been the
main causes of extremism leading to violence and genocide.
So the relation between religiousness and extremism is
one of the most important issues in the psychology and
sociology of religion. Religious extremism originated in
religious prejudice and a particular type of religiousness.
So the elaboration of this relation depends on the distinction
of the religiousness types.

There are many classifications of religiousness, based on the
distinction of Allport and Ross (1967) between internal and
external religiousness. Before this, the distinction of different
religiousnesses existed in the words of religious leaders.
For example, Imam Ali (PBUH) differentiates three types of
religiousness:

1. trader-like religiousness
2. slaver-like religiousness
3. freeman-like religiousness.

A group of people worshipped Allah out of desire for reward,
surely; this is the worship of traders. Another group
worshipped Allah out of fear; this is the worship of slaves.
Still another group worshipped Allah out of gratefulness;
this is the worship of free men. (Askari Jafery 1978, saying
No. 237)

If we take a structuralist perspective on the great religions,
we can consider that religion contains four elements: religious
episteme, religious moral, religious identity and religious
rituals. Then, religiousness can be divided into four types
according to the presence, absence and frequency of each of
these elements:

1. religiousness, with the theme of belief and religious
episteme
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FIGURE 2: Islam emphasises of all four elements.

2. moral religiousness, with the theme of virtue-oriented
behaviour and habits

3. identical religiousness, with the theme of religious
identity

4. ritual religiousness, with the theme of rituals and prayers.

Considering that Islam emphasises all four elements,
religiousness, in the Islamic discourse, is a proper combination
of all of these elements. These elements, as mentioned,
are based on each other, and the underlying layer is
epistemological religiousness (see Figure 2).

The lack of one of these four elements misleads religion
from its systematic form and its perfection, and it leads to
reductionist religiousness.

As we know, in Islam, religious beliefs are not simulative.
Shias and a considerable group of Sunnis, like Mu'tazilite,*
emphasise the wisdom in religious beliefs. A religious person
in Shia Islam, Mu'tazilite and the traditions of many other
sects should reach a belief in epistemic meaning and true
justified belief. Because of this, one of the definitions of
religious belief in the idea of scientists is certain confirmation.

The element of episteme has a moderating role in
religiousness. Deviation from moderation and getting
stuck in extremism or negligence originates in ignorance.
Epistemological religiousness has a tetrahedral structure;
therefore, as a structure it can be balanced or unbalanced.
The tetrahedral knowledge is based on self-knowledge. If an
individual’s religiousness is not placed on his or her self-
consciousness (as mentioned), as an ongoing process, it
creates a tendency toward extremism in the three other sides
of knowledge. This disorder in epistemological religiousness
leads to a lack of moderation in the other elements of
religiousness. The analogous saying from Imam Ali (PBUH)
is: “Anyone who knows himself has achieved the result of
any knowledge and knowledge’ (Jaffer 2012, saying No. 270).

On the advice of Daphni Monastery, the sentence ‘know
yourself’ has been the doctrine for training and it is the core
of schools of different religions and morality (Park 1939:396).
This knowledge, meant to convey the importance of finding
yourself, is the reason for internal and external moderation.
One who does not reach internal moderation cannot be at

4This is a school of Islamic theology (Robinson1998).
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peace with others; as Plato says, it is the core of ‘peace with
himself and with all mankind’ (1948:11).

An individual’s immoderate inside causes his or her relations
with people and nature to be characterised as extremist or
negligent.

Thinking about the link between religious episteme and
moderation needs some clarification:

1. Reductionist religiousness lacks the religious episteme
element and leads the religious person to extremism. For
example, when a person is satisfied only by a religious
identity in religiousness and is deprived of religious
insight, he or she tends to have religious prejudice,
meant as identity prejudice, and to reach violent
extremism to protect and expand his or her religious
identity.

2. Those who confuse the type of religiousness with
religiousness itself generally identify extremism as a
requirement for religiousness and think of religiousness
and extremism as being the same destination instead of
identifying extremism as a result of one of the types of
religiousness. Based on this opinion, a two-way road
appears: to be away from the sufferings of extremism we
should fight religiousness, or to protect religiousness we
should consider extremism as a justified concept.

3. A moderate and reasonable way to get away from the
so-called two-way road is to design and perform religious
education programmes in such a way that their result
would be a moderate religiousness, meaning that it has
each of the four elements. This shows the importance of
moral training programmes and the role of the media in
religious countries.

Conclusion

On the one hand, according to the rational and religious
heritage of mankind, self-knowledge is the most important
and useful knowledge. On the other hand, a complete
religion has four essential aspects: epistemological, ritual,
moral and identification. So religious episteme is the most
important of the aspects. If it doesn’t exist, an individual’s
religiousness can be based on simulation, religious feelings
and superstitious beliefs; then the other elements can lead to
extremism and violence. The core of episteme is self-
knowledge. A person who ignores himself or herself has an
unconscious psychological reaction to compensate for the
inevitable pain of self-ignorance. So he or she focuses on the
three other parts of religion to alleviate the pain. Without
episteme, the other three parts exceed reasonable limits or
bounds. So extremism is a cover for ignorance.

As far as all four types of religiousness are found in Islam, true
religiousness is the coherence of three themes of religiousness
based on an epistemological one. The link between religious
episteme and moderation declares that (1) the existence of
reductionist religiousness, (2) extremism generally is a
requirement for religiousness, and (3) improving self-
knowledge is a way to have a moderate religiousness.
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