
Fanaticism. Christian, islamist and secular apocalyptic violence throughout the ages 
– Bob de Graaff 
 
Summary 
 
The author has researched narrative structures that during the previous thousand years 
advocated or facilitated millenarian violence. In the process, he has studies particularly 
Christian and post-Christian variants of apocalyptic narratives in Western Europe and the 
United States, as well as Islamic apocalyptic utterances of the last century in particular. 
Attention is paid, for example, to Joachim of Fiore, whose writings formed the basis of 
the late medieval and early modern Christian apocalyptic movements, to Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, who marked the turning point between the Christian and post-Christian 
apocalypse, to Nikolai Chernyshevsky, who inspired the Russian nineteenth-century 
nihilism, to Sayyid Qutb, the Egyptian Sunni Muslim, who became the godfather of 
Islamism, and Ali Shariati, the Shia layman who together with Ayatollah Khomeini 
enabled the rule of clerics in Iran from 1979. As executors of the ideas pass inter alia the 
Anabaptists that occupied Munster in 1534-1535, Robespierre, Hitler and the Iranian 
President Ahmadinejad. 
Although the authors adapted the original story of the apocalypse, as it is can be found in 
the Book of Revelation, to changing contexts, the story structure remained remarkably 
similar throughout history: at the end of times the true believers will be the recipients of 
salvation and happiness at the expense of those who have only been chasing power and 
wealth. 
The violent strains of fanaticism studied here encompassed violent attempts to speed up 
salvation’s coming, which created a strong contrast between true believers and their 
opponents, leaving no tolerance for 'lukewarm' intermediate positions.  
The author shows that, whereas the contents remained rather similar throughout history, 
the dynamics have changed into the ‘blissful’ experience of a process of perpetual 
violence, and ultimately even to brief apocalyptic moments, such as the 
terrorist attacks perpetrated by Osama bin Laden. 
In current versions of Christian, Muslim (and Jewish) apocalyptic ideas the focus is 
on Jerusalem as the place where either the final empire will be established or the final 
battle initiated, for example by an atomic explosion. The versions of the different 
religions are increasingly interacting by presenting other religions’ Savior as Satan and 
vice versa. 
The author expects that the development of apocalyptic narrative has not yet come to an 
end, and reminds his readers that in the past violent millenarian actions have provoked 
governmental reactions that turned their apocalyptic expectations into self-fulfilling 
paranoia. 
 
 
 


