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Albert Brie: The fanatic is the hero who, in order for his prejudices to prevail, is willing to make the sacrifice of your life
Nietzsche: Those who are unsatisfied with themselves are always ready to take revenge, the rest of us become their victims.
Introduction:

Good evening to everyone. Today I’m going to talk to you about the mental mechanisms that lead to fanatical thinking and that are behind fanatical behaviour. Before I begin I’d like to say that I will try to avoid specialized psychoanalytic terminology as much as possible and, when I am obliged to use it, I’ll explain it in detail. This conference is not aimed at a psychoanalytic audience but at people who are interested in the subject. I’m not particularly interested in reverential silence, so if I don’t make myself understood, please don’t hesitate to interrupt me and I’ll try to be clearer. For reasons of narrative simplicity, I will use the generic masculine pronoun.
Definition:
Fanaticism is a belief or a behaviour that implies an a-critical and zealous attitude towards political, religious or ideological causes, and that insists on very strict standards with no tolerance for different ideas or opinions. The fanatic knows that The Truth is on his side and he hates any other point of view. This said, we must not forget that we all need certain irrational beliefs and convictions in order to function in our lives and we can all become a little fanatic when our beliefs are questioned.
Etymology of the term:

The word fanatic etymologically comes from the Latin word “fanum”, the Roman temple where the oracles went. It was in these temples that the cult of the goddess “Ma Bellone” was celebrated. She was a figure of Roman mythology, the goddess of war, who represented the horrors of war more than the heroic aspects. The sooth-sayers that interpreted the omens, and the goddess’s priests, inspired by the divine, would whip themselves up into an ecstatic religious frenzy where they would contort themselves furiously, cutting themselves with swords and axes, letting their blood flow. These sooth-sayers were called the “fanatici”. “Fanum” also has the same root as “vates”, the prophet, and the “fanum” is the place of prophecy. The cult of “Ma Bellone”, was later incorporated into the cult of Cybele, the cult of war and patriotism. Devoted to a goddess, the “fanaticus” speaks in her name and with her authority.

We should take note that, at first, the word “fanaticus” was not pejorative, the “fanatici”, with their feverish contortions and religious fervour, were the means through which divine wishes and destiny could be known. It was only later that their agitated states and incoherence were deemed suspicious by Christianity and little by little they were lumped together with paganism, Muslims and certain branches of Christianity.
Two kinds of fanatics
Our colleague Manuel Martínez talked about this last month so I’ll be brief. We can distinguish between the original fanatic, the fanaticizing one, and the induced fanatic, who is fanaticized by the original one. The former has the authority that allows him to give his troops (the induced fanatics) the right to overcome the inhibitions created by their moral consciousness. A clear example of this, among many others, is hitlerism, where people who in other circumstances would never have committed those acts were led to commit them. The mental structure of the original fanatic is more complex, more twisted, than that of his followers. The induced fanatics are usually conformists who by associating themselves to the original fanatic can express their sadism without feeling guilt. They seek security by associating themselves with someone perceived to be omnipotent but that security will fall apart sooner or later because the circle of enemies never stops growing and the paranoid system ends up defeating them. The original fanatic is someone who has an enormous, invasive personality with a tendency to make it all about him, obsessed with power and close to being delusional. The induced fanatic is someone who seeks to fuse with a group, lose his individuality and just be part of a greater mechanism.
Some examples of fanatical behaviour:

A 16-year-old girl goes to a Justine Beiber concert; possessed by the music she jumps, dances, shouts, sweats profusely and swoons over the band members. With feverish eyes, her T-shirt drenched in sweat, she hugs her friends at the end of the concert and they all agree that the concert was the greatest and that Milye Cirus, for example, is the worst.

Apple announces that they’re going to open a store in the Puerta del Sol square. Immediately there is long queue of adoring fans who wait to enter the sanctum sanctorum of technology. This time they're not hugging; they're all looking at their smartphones, but they all share the intimate conviction that having a tiny part of the Apple world will make them happy and that Nokia –for example– is total rubbish.

After a unprecedented attack on American soil in September 2001, George W. Bush, the most powerful leader on the planet at that time, and from whom –precisely due to his enormous power– one might expect greater reflection and deliberation, issued the astonishing statement that there is an axis of good and an axis of evil, and that anyone who was not with him was against him.

The organisation that calls itself Islamic state –to the despair of Muslims around the world– releases a video featuring a sinister character with a covered face who, with a bread knife, beheads Allen Henning, an English taxi driver who had left his job to help the victims of the war in Syria. Henning was kidnapped by IS because they considered it suspicious that he was not a Muslim.

Unfortunately there are abundant examples: the genocide of millions of Jews in the Second World War, the genocide of millions of Cambodians massacred by the Khmer Rouge, the collective suicide of followers of the reverend Jim Jones in jungle of Guyana, and many more.
The fanatical spectrum:

As we have seen, the mental functioning of the fanatic covers a wide range that goes from a relatively benign adolescent obsession with a musical or sporting idol –from which we derive the phenomenon known as fans– through to the rageful, violent and intolerant convictions of illuminated religious fundamentalists. With the exception of some differences I will explain later, the underlying mental mechanisms of the fan we saw earlier and a 13th-century Inquisitor –for example– have a lot in common. What distinguishes them is the following:
· The developmental stage: sexual and aggressive needs and the quest for identification promote a degree of fanatical functioning that is common during adolescence.
· The range of action of fanatical mental mechanisms in the subject's psyche gradually extends and intensifies as we move further along the spectrum. In other words, the fanatical functioning progressively invades the personality to an ever greater degree.
· The reason for the intensification of these mental mechanisms is a growing intolerance to mental pain –something we will speak of extensively later on.
· The degree of sadism –that is, pleasurable aggressiveness– increases as we go further along the scale.
Conviction, belief and fanaticism: the uncertainty of the fanatical object
Let us return to the definition of fanaticism and the a-critical fervour and vehemence that define it. What is the difference between a conviction, a belief and fanaticism? You will have seen immediately that the lines between the three are blurred, and that they are all part of a continuum. What fundamentally differentiates them is how far they take account of reality, how much doubt is permitted, and their intolerance in response to questioning. Because all three –belief, conviction and fanaticism– share the fact that the object of this belief, conviction or fanaticism is uncertain. What essentially differentiates the fanatic is that he “knows” that his uncertain object is certain. 

Fanaticism cannot be expressed in just any area of life. You cannot be fanatical about whether this is or is not a table; the fact that this is a table forms part of a series of agreed objective truths that do not stray into the area of beliefs or convictions. You can only query whether this is a table from the standpoint of certain philosophical discourses that question the existence of things, or from a psychotic delirium. And you will have noticed that whether a table is a table or not is not an issue that sparks many fanatical passions. 
Fanatical functioning requires there to be a degree of uncertainty about the object of the fanatical thought (although the fanatic will not experience it in this way), and for there to be some degree of power at stake. The greater the uncertainty surrounding an issue and the more power there is at stake, the greater the probability of functioning fanatically. Religion, politics, ideology, social sciences and even psychoanalysis offer fertile ground for fanaticism, as these serve as an ideal refuge for an irrational and absolute conviction that cannot be refuted with logic. 
However let us remember that the foremost area of fanaticism par excellence –and also its origin– is religion; and when its object is not directly religious, as in the case of ideology, we will always be able to detect a sacralisation of the object that becomes absolute and unquestionable. How can we explain fanaticism in terms of secular passions? As fanaticism is essentially religious, it is a perversion of faith, and therefore cannot be secularised or made profane. It remains outside what is traditionally sacred when there is a sacralisation of a traditionally profane field, whether political, economic, scientific or technological.
In these fields there is no single objective truth. They range from something that is purely invented without any objectively observable fundament –such as religion–, to immensely complex fields with so many countless variables in play that it is impossible to approach them synthetically in one single and clear truth, like politics. 
Uncertainty lies at the heart of all these fields. We don't know whether God exists; death and our own insignificance fills us with terror; and nor are we sufficiently well acquainted with all the geopolitical and sociological variables to reassure us a policy is going to work. We like to think we are, because it makes us feel better, but we aren't. The human mind finds it hard to tolerate uncertainty and usually experiences it with anxiety. We tend to try to resolve it as quickly as possible by making simplifications or inventing belief systems. For example, when we say we only vote for left- or right-wing parties, we are incurring in a vast simplification based on a belief so as to avoid facing the tremendously complex problem we come up against when deciding the best way of governing a country at a particular time. 
To give you a contemporary example of this intolerance of uncertainty and its outcome, allow me tell you about a book by David Tuckett, a British economist and psychoanalyst, called Minding the Markets. Tuckett conducted a study of the mental functioning of hedge fund managers (financial instruments for high-risk investment) and discovered that the complexity of current finances is so great that it is absolutely impossible for these managers to accrue sufficient knowledge of the system to be able to take informed decisions –there are simply too many variables to be assumed by one person. But as it is highly anxiogenic to have the feeling we don't know what we're doing, all the hedge fund managers he studied (around 70) had invented a system of beliefs to explain the movements of the market and reassure themselves about their activities. 
The tolerance of uncertainty is a feature of mental health; and the more fragile a mind –we will speak of this later on– the more it will tend to want to resolve uncertainty rapidly, because it cannot tolerate the anxiety it causes. This is the reason that sweeping and firmly-held convictions are so attractive to a certain type of person. These convictions are a part of the charisma of all leaders who seduce us by selling us the idea that they hold the solution or the answer to an issue where no such thing is possible. And the more emotionally wounded we are, the more we believe it. We will talk about this wound in a moment. This said, there are many convictions (cultural forms of behaviour, feeling of identity and so on) that are not obviously defendable or verifiable but which are absolutely necessary for our psychic structuring and to which we cling.
Before we come to that wound, it is important to realise that all of us, to a greater or lesser extent, and depending on our circumstances, harbour a desire to return to a beatific state where a mother or father knows everything, and where –by doing what they say– we can partake of that marvellous completeness and simplicity that releases us from the major frustrations of having to think for ourselves about issues which have no easy solution. In some place we all wish to return to an omnipotent and childlike state that promises the fulfilment of wishes despite the reality of human limitations.
The mental structure underpinning fanaticism: paranoia
Having said all this, let us now take a look at the mechanisms of fanatical thought. The underlying mental structure of fanaticism is paranoid. In paranoia everything bad is outside the subject. Fanatics always have a terrible and menacing enemy outside them, which must be destroyed.
What is paranoia, then? Paranoia is a set of clinical symptoms that are manifested in cases of irrational fear or conviction (depending on the seriousness) of being somehow under attack from the exterior, and tends to be accompanied –in a more or less evident manner– by a certain degree of megalomania. This may cover the whole spectrum, ranging from a person who imagines that someone in the street is saying something bad about him, through to the other extreme where a person might be suffering from the delusional conviction his water has been poisoned by a secret agent from Al-Qaeda. 
Paranoia is created by an overuse of the defence mechanism known as projection. Before looking at projection in greater detail, we should recall that defence mechanisms are the unconscious methods (we don't tend to be aware we are doing it) we all have to protect us from painful, distressing or depressing mental contents, and often a mixture of all three. Painful because they affect our self-esteem, distressing because we experience them as an attack on our integrity, and depressing because we fear we are losing something. Because of the way we are all made and the way our mind develops, there are aspects in all of us that we do not wish to recognise because doing so would cause us pain, distress or depression. In order to ensure we remain unaware of these aspects we deploy defence mechanisms.
Projection essentially consists of attributing everything negative we have inside us to the exterior because we find it unbearable to recognise these negative things as part of ourselves. In paranoia –and therefore in fanaticism– what is projected towards the outside –in other words, what is attributed to others or to a likely ideological body– is hostility, guilt and certain intolerable aspects of our own sexuality, particularly homosexuality. Let me give you a clinical example: a man who so far had shown signs of a somewhat suspicious personality but nothing more, suddenly turned furiously on his wife and said –and I quote: “I want you to confess your insatiable desire for men”. It is clear who has the insatiable desire for men and the painful conflict this creates. 
If we return to the individual who is convinced an Arab secret agent is poisoning his water, we can see that he is attributing to the other his aggressiveness, his ethnocentrism and his power fantasies. The Franciscan preacher who rails again the sins of the flesh is in fact struggling with his own passions that he experiences as being unacceptable; he flagellates the other in order to expel what he finds unbearable in himself. The economy of these mechanisms leads to a vicious circle: dissatisfaction aggravates tension, tension causes the parts projected to the exterior to become even more unbearable, and aggressiveness increases, bringing a feeling of guilt that also needs to be eliminated.
The terrible trap of projection is that it doesn't work, because as soon as the aggressiveness is projected towards the exterior, the subject perceives it as turning against him. From the moment we attribute our hostile impulses to another person, we begin to see that person as wanting to harm us, thus making us feel under assault and even more aggressive. But as we cannot tolerate these feelings of aggressiveness in ourselves and all the guilt and shame it produces, we again project it towards the exterior –and you can see how this creates a vicious circle. 
A certain paranoid functioning is common in politicians and helps them attract the masses with a simplistic message in which good and bad are clearly differentiated, so we can comfortably align ourselves with the good guys and therefore relax. A recent flagrant example was Bush and his Axis of Evil and Axis of Good, so brilliantly parodied by Forges in the newspaper El País in his cartoon of Bush, Bin Laden and Aznar standing in a line. Above Bush it said: “Axis of good”, above Bin Laden it said: “Axis of evil”, and above Aznar it said: “Asejeré”. Of course this ridiculisation can be applied to all political signs.
This dichotomic-paranoid system of fanatical thought –true-false, black-white, friend-enemy– leads to a radicalisation of thought that channels aggressiveness towards an enemy = persecution anxiety + guilt. What distinguishes the fanatic from other people who suffer these thought distortions is that he finds consolation and reassurance in the system of fanatical beliefs. This system involves a shift in values and gives him permission to unleash his impulses –hostile and sexual–, because he is convinced he is in possession of the truth. These paranoid structures are characterised by the externalisation and negation of the intra-psychic conflict; they are often found in people who achieve an important role in society (certain visionaries with charismatic personalities who exert a fascination over others). 
If man cannot accept his imperfections, he must place them outside himself so as not to be destroyed by his feelings of guilt.
The fanatic's mental functioning in detail
Returning to the paranoid mental structure of the fanatic, how is it formed? It is constituted by the conjunction of the following three factors: 
1. wounded self-love/security (known in psychoanalysis as wounded narcissism)
2. separation of good and bad in the mind (known in psychoanalysis as splitting), leading to the magnification of good/bad (idealisation-denigration in psychoanalysis)
3. detached pleasurable aggressiveness (sadism in psychoanalysis).
Wounded narcissism

The basis of fanaticism is a profoundly wounded sense of self-worth/security, where an individual's feeling of security and completeness are seriously damaged. This may occur during development in his earliest infancy, or may arise from highly traumatic circumstances combined with fanaticizing conditions in adult life. 
What do we mean by this? The basis of self-worth and the feeling of security reside in the appropriate, stable and routine experiences of satisfaction from the beginning of life. From his earliest interactions with the main caregiver –generally the mother– the baby progressively lays down the fundaments that he will carry with him for the rest of his life. When there is insufficient satisfaction or when this satisfaction is traumatically interrupted, the damage this causes renders the mind extremely sensitive to pain, and incapable of tolerating the frustration arising from the inherent incompleteness of all things in life, and the pain-disappointment produced by the fact that everything is a mixture of good and bad. Let us look at the steps in the construction of self-worth/security in all individuals' development.
The first source is the most uncertain of all, given that we do not have the resources to verify it empirically; however, this phase can be hypothesised from the more primitive fantasies observed in adult patients. We believe that all small babies go through a stage of absolute self-satisfaction and completeness in which the baby is perfectly content with himself and is submerged in an undifferentiated state of well-being of which he feels he is the centre and the creator. This state can evidently not be maintained without the extremely active participation of the primary caregiver to provide a sufficiently satisfactory context for the baby, even though he is not aware of it at that time.
This caregiver leads us to the second source, which is the massive investment of love that normal parents make in their baby; by loving him so much they fill his reservoirs of self-worth and supply him with a capital of love which will be enough to last him his whole life. It is important to note that to an outside observer, this first huge dose of parental love is disproportionate to the reality of the baby, but it is absolutely normal and necessary that it should be so at the start. We all need to be “his Majesty the baby” for a certain time. In fact this is a fiction we need to believe without the slightest shadow of a doubt: that we are lovable precisely because someone has loved us so much. Knowing this allows us to tolerate many other uncertainties in life.
Little by little as the child grows up, this vast and undifferentiated parental love is modified based on the child's behaviour. When the child is taught the rules and aspirations of his family and his society (adapted to his age), his parents are showing him gently but firmly the path to being kind and acceptable. This learning process leads to the interiorisation of rules and aspirations that eventually become crystallised into a moral conscience. This moral conscience rewards good behaviour with an inner feeling of deserved pride, and punishes bad behaviour with an inner feeling of guilt or shame. This is the purpose of the constitution of the third source, which is essentially internal.
The fourth source is the most visible of all, given that it is mainly external, and concerns the acknowledgement the adult individual receives from others. When he acts in a way that is valued by his environment, the individual receives recognition from others, which feeds his self-esteem. When there are defects in his self-esteem, this fourth source will be the most often deployed to try to compensate for this lack.
For a fanatic in a group, the feeling of omnipotence is accompanied by the narcissistic exaltation of belonging to that group of chosen ones. This elation could make up for the pain of people who have been wounded by life and have failed to receive a sufficient stock of security. Fanatics experience a rebellion against something unsatisfactory that exists, and the search for something perfect to replace it. Fanatics are possessed by a megalomaniacal belief that they are favoured by Fate, which they challenge and then await its –potentially catastrophic– judgement. This challenge may have the appearance of courage, but is in fact no more than the denial of reality, a search for pathological omnipotence that conceals feelings of impotence and despair, abandonment and depression and the narcissistic wound, the inability to support one's own limits and submit to the interiorised rules of civilisation.  
The damaged mind is in need of, and yearning for, a pure experience of well-being, either original or reparational, after damage suffered in adult life by victims of violent trauma or traumatic structural situations. 
Splitting
The need to access that immaculate experience (and I invite you to ponder the meaning of the word "immaculate") of pure well-being means that it is essential to separate good and bad in order to be able to retain only the good. This requires sorting one's experiences of oneself and the world into purely good and purely bad so as to identify with and have access to the purely good, and avoid the bad, painful and frustrating at all costs. In psychoanalysis this is known as splitting. In order to identify the cause, fanatics must engage in a splitting of their ideals, and renounce a part of themselves that must be repressed to enable them to maintain their total adhesion to the group. Fanaticism always involves a betrayal of oneself which is manifested in an internal struggle, a profound feeling of guilt which the subject finds impossible to shake off.
There are two types of splitting: 
1. The first type separates one's experience of things and of oneself into good and bad. An example of this type of splitting occurring inside a person is the case of a patient who one day perceives himself as being a good person with admirable relations and values, and a week later feels himself to be worthless and undeserving of anyone's love. An example of splitting which is external to the subject would be the conviction that all Spaniards are bad and Catalans are good (or vice versa –there is no difference); 
2. The second type of splitting separates two parts of the mind that operate completely differently without there being any conflict between them, as though they were two minds simultaneously functioning in the same head at the same time but without any knowledge or perceived contradiction between them. There are innumerable examples of this, but there is one that is highly illustrative. Before describing it, I should remind you that since the tenth century it has been customary for the Popes in the Catholic Church to adopt a papal name of their own choosing. Well, our example occurred on Wednesday the 15th of May in the year 1252. On that day Pope Innocent IV promoted the bull Ad extirpanda, which authorised the use of torture by the Inquisition. Let us pause a moment here and ponder the fact that a man who chose to call himself Innocent could sign a bull authorising torture... In case we are still not totally convinced of the massive splits that can occur inside religion, 13 years later that bull would be confirmed by another Pope who chose a no less significant name: Clement IV. In other words, in one part of their minds they saw themselves as innocent and merciful and in another part –totally separate from the first– they were sadistic and pitiless. In the end this is simply another variation of a phrase brandished by many religious fanatics: “In the name of God the merciful I kill you”. 
Unfortunately for the subject who does this, when things are separated into purely good and purely bad, the purely bad do not disappear, but tend to be experienced as attacks coming from the exterior but whose source is unknown. The fanatical subject feels so threatened by this he is compelled to try to destroy the bad, which only makes things worse. This brings us to sadism.
Sadism
The benign forms of a-critical vehemence do not concern us; the reason we are here and what interests and engages us about fanaticism is its sadistic expressions.
The pleasurable aggressiveness that is so often found associated with these processes has a number of sources: the rage produced by the narcissistic wound and the failure to integrate developmental aggressiveness as part of a harmonious mental functioning. Civilisation is built at the expense of individual aggressiveness; the desire not to be thwarted is natural, but this desire essentially runs counter to civilisation. 
Violence and rage stem largely from the wound caused by the inaccessibility of megalomaniacal ideals. Far from the Rousseauian ideal that holds that man is a noble savage, aggressiveness is a primitive and autonomous impulsive disposition in human beings. Humans are not kindly creatures who seek only to be loved, and only defend themselves when they come under attack; quite the contrary, they are endowed with powerful aggressive impulses that require a significant expenditure of energy to control if we are to safeguard civilisation. It is due to this primary hostility that human societies are constantly under threat of breaking apart. 
To channel their sexuality and aggressiveness, human beings must make certain sacrifices. The civilised man exchanges his possibilities of satisfying his impulses for greater security. All civilisation is based on the obligation to work and the renunciation of impulses. On the one hand the failure to satisfy impulses creates frustration, and on the other the cultural ideal procures the narcissistic satisfaction of having succeeded in achieving one's goals.
A model of the anti-fanatical mind
Juan Francisco Rodríguez, a psychoanalyst in the Asociación Psicoanalítica de Madrid, has developed what he calls the “democratic model of the mind”, which in my view is an excellent example of an anti-fanatical model of mental functioning. It maintains that the task of psychoanalysis is to help the patient to repatriate the exiled aspects of himself he has had to banish from his mind due to their conflictive or painful nature, by denying them and projecting them towards the exterior. And therein lies the analogy with democracy: namely that democracy consists of all of us being able to live together, tolerate each other's differences, and resolve conflicts within our society without the need to expel or destroy any sector. The goal is the integration of all sectors of society, all sectors of the mind so they can coexist in harmony.
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