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One of the significant changes in the field of terrorism over the past 20 years has been 
the increase in the number of groups claiming religious beliefs as a source of legitimacy 
for their actions. 1 Observers first paid attention to Islamic radical movements; however, 
it has become clear that some new religious movements as well could pose threats to 
public security. The sarin gas attack in Tokyo by Aum Shinrikyo on 20 March 1995 
represented a turning point. The case of Aum Shinrikyo made a deep impression not 
only due to its magnitude and to a frightening scenario, but also because it made the 
attempt at a wide-scale use of biological and chemical weapons by a terrorist group a 
reality.2 Should violent actions committed by religious groups outside the mainline be 
considered as a specific sub-category of terrorism with distinctive patterns? To any­
body familiar with the extreme variety of contemporary alternative religious groups, this 
obviously needs closer examination before making any statement about an alleged 
"global threat of religious cults."3 

Perception of a "New Threat" 

Scholars, Law Enforcement, and Millenia/ism 

The fears about a potential threat by fringe religious groups became more acute with the 
prospect of the year 2000. Not only media, but also governments and law enforcement 
agencies in several countries expressed concern that one or several groups holding apocalyptic 
beliefs might stage spectacular actions in connection with the new millenium. Despite 
forecasts made by scholars several years ago that there might be an upsurge of millenia! 
activities around the year 2000, apocalyptic speculations finally took a rather secular 
turn (fears related to Y2K) or were expressed by individuals rather than by organized 
movements. There were actually few concrete indications of a likeliness of spectacular 
events staged by religious groups, first because rare were those groups attributing a 
special meaning to year 2000 in their sacred chronologies. 
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However, law enforcement agencies in several countries undertook research as well 
as preventive investigations. Some of the results of those efforts were published, for 
example, the report prepared by the FBI's domestic terrorism unit, Project Megiddo 
(made public in November 1999),4 as well as the report on Doomsday Religious Move­
ments released by the Canadian Security Intelligence Service in December 1999.5 Law 
enforcement agencies in Israel, in Australia, and in several European countries also paid 
attention to potential risks, although they did not make their findings and analyses pub­
lic. Qualitatively, the level of information and analysis differed greatly from one country 
to another. This comes as no surprise, considering the new nature of the field for intelli­
gence assessments. In addition, among the various "new threats" that have become fash­
ionable since the end of the Cold War, millenialism can become quite perplexing to law 
enforcement officers, since it may seem to be even more "irrational" than other forms 
of violence. 

When analyzing religious groups, and especially millenia! ones, the risk of inaccu­
rate assessment runs high: How do we know if an apocalyptic discourse should be con­
sidered only as fiery rhetoric or as a warning sign of dangerous developments to come? 
From all the groups listed by various law enforcement agencies during 1999, none had 
exploded until March 2000, when tragic news came from a most unexpected comer­
Uganda, where at least 780 people perished in a fire on the main compound of the 
Movement for the Restoration of the Ten Commandments of God or were found buried 
in hidden mass graves at four other locations on properties that had belonged to the 
movement. No international expert on fringe religious movements had even heard up to 
that point about the local schism from the Roman Catholic Church; the group was not 
active outside of Uganda. 

In order to gain more knowledge about the violent potential of some movements, 
law enforcement agencies in a few countries have initiated a dialogue with scholars 
specializing in research on such movements.6 Academics in the field have also become 
increasingly aware of the relevance of such issues, as evidenced by the publication of 
several books analyzing cases of violence in a comparative perspective.7 The titles of 
the books indicate a focus on the connection between violence and some types of millenia! 
beliefs; an issue discussed later. There is no doubt that apocalyptic perspectives seem to 
be especially conducive to the legitimation of violent behavior, since the "old world" is 
about to be turned upside down and replaced by a new order. Scholars such as David 
Rapoport have repeatedly emphasized how imminence, with the setting of deadlines, 
should be considered as crucial. But most apocalyptic groups do not turn violent8: apocalyptic 
worldviews in themselves apparently play a role mostly in combination with a variety of 
other factors. 

Violence or Te"orism? 

It is important to note that many cases of religious violence have nothing to do with 
terrorism properly said. This can be illustrated by the case of the Order of the Solar 
Temple (53 murders and suicides in Switzerland and Canada in 1994, followed by 16 
other victims in 1995 and 5 more in 1997).9 Among those victims who had been mur­
dered, all were members or former members of the group, and the murderers then took 
their own lives. While the leaders were virulent against a few outsiders in manifestos 
that they left behind at the time of committing suicide, there was no known attempt to 
kill any of those outsiders. However, it seems that the line between internal and external 
violence is a thin one, and could be crossed relatively easily, depending on a combination 
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of circumstances and doctrinal beliefs. For this reason, in order to make an appropriate 
analysis of the potential for terrorism from marginal religious movements, it seems wiser 
to research violence in such groups in general, taking into consideration as well cases 
not related to terrorism properly said. 

Few "cults" qualify as terrorist organizations according to generally accepted defini­
tions of that word, 10 despite the fact that most approaches to the phenomenon of terror­
ism also include groups without political goals. Of course, political and religious dimen­
sions are not mutually exclusive. Among the various cases in developed countries in 
recent years, Aum Shinrikyo was one of those that turned toward terrorism in the full 
sense of the word, although its political objectives should not be overestimated (notwith­
standing its claims to take over the leadership of Japan). According to Ian Reader's 
in-depth analysis, Aum Shinrikyo was not primarily pursuing political goals through its 
violent actions.'' Or maybe it should be said that religious scenarios sometimes get 
mixed with political dreams: the Covenant, the Sword and the Arm of the Lord (CSA) 
in Arkansas did not only see itself as a group carrying out God's judgments, but also 
hoped that its violent actions would lead to a popular uprising against the hated gov­
ernment.12 This is definitely one of the classic goals of terrorist actions: not only to 
intimidate and to make an impact on public opinion, but to create distrust toward and 
dissatisfaction with the existing order. 

Reader has rightly observed some similarities between Aum Shinrikyo and the Rajneesh­
puram commune in Oregon in the 1980s, where a secret laboratory had been established 
by a small group of people in order to produce poisons and bacteria. 13 This case of 
bioterrorism was the result of paranoid reactions to tensions with the surrounding com­
munity, and there were actually attempts of poisoning as well as of deliberately causing 
an outbreak of salmonella at local restaurants (a "test" before a planned follow-up attack 
targeting the local water supply). 14 Subsequently, there were also plans to eliminate spe­
cific targets: handguns were bought for that purpose. However, contrary to Aum or the 
CSA, the goal of those terrorist acts was never to fulfill a wider and grandiose project, 
but merely to solve specific and local problems (the spread of salmonella was ultimately 
meant to incapacitate the local population at the time of voting). There are several other 
cases where violence by small groups was primarily intended to remove perceived ob­
stacles out of the way, with a short-term perspective-although it may be wondered 
how far that willingness to do violence could have developed if it had not been stopped 
early enough by outside intervention, as vividly illustrated by the case of Aum Shinrikyo. 

Different Types of Violence in the Name of Religion 

When dealing with the sometimes emotional issue of "cults," it is necessary to show 
discernment and to differentiate carefully, especially by avoiding unfair generalizations. 
New religious movements are proliferating on all continents: most of them can be ex­
pected to remain peaceful, law-abiding movements, which does not mean that even peaceful 
movements will not experience tensions at times with the wider society, but without 
serious consequences for public order. They represent an incredible variety of beliefs 
and practices, and it is certainly not fair to lump all of them together. Some publications 
on the alleged "threat" from "cults" unfortunately do just that and also tend to reinforce 
stereotypes. As is the case with several other so-called "new threats," it is easy for some 
authors to warn about the danger of groups on which most of their readers know little or 
nothing; some analyses dealing with those issues are rather amateurish, offering dis­
torted views of those phenomena. Such an approach is certainly not desirable, if only 
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because it would prevent us from recognizing signs of real trouble! Due to its heavily 
negative connotations in common language, the use of a word like "cult" is not always 
advisable. 15 To say that a group is a "cult" does not help to understand what it is and 
why it becomes violent, but may create misunderstandings if a negative perception is 
automatically associated with that word. So-called "cults" do not intrinsically harbor the 
germs of terrorism. 

But is there a specific kind of violence and terrorism associated with new religious 
movements? Or would it not make more sense just to consider them within the wider 
framework of doctrinal terrorism with religious justifications? It is definitely worthwhile 
to develop comparative analysis between various kinds of terrorist groups, even if this 
article will deliberately focus on new religious movements. However, there is also some­
thing distinct about fringe religious groups turning to terrorism: they do not operate in 
the same space and in the same conditions as other kinds of terrorist groups usually 
studied. A radical group in a cultural continuity with a wider religious or political milieu 
can expect to continue to get some support or at least some understanding from people 
outside the group. In contrast, once it turns to terrorism, a new religious movement will 
probably be left to operate entirely alone, without any support. There may have been a 
milieu of nonmembers sympathetic to the Red Brigades or the Red Army Faction in 
Italian or German universities during the 1970s, and there is a Muslim milieu that may 
be sympathetic to certain radical groups, but it is doubtful that there were many out­
siders ready to support or to understand Aum Shinrikyo's terrorism. This creates differ­
ent conditions for the operations and the survival of those groups. 

There is, however, one significant exception-groups advocating theories of "Chris­
tian Identity" and other radical religious groups of the far right move in a wider milieu 
that is supportive of at least some of their ideas and is to some extent sympathetic to the 
fact that people, in extreme circumstances, might use violence. 16 While correctly assess­
ing that the extremely fissiparous and competitive nature of that milieu makes achieve­
ment of unity very difficult, 17 Jeffrey Kaplan has also remarked on "the rapid evolution 
of a fluid set of syncretic religious beliefs that are serving to bind together a disparate 
group of adherents based on primordial concepts of race and nation." 18 Diverse elements 
in that milieu-those who remain peaceful as well as those who show inclination toward 
violence-share a set of assumptions about the malevolent nature of the current govern­
mental system and its control through sinister hidden powers as well as about conspira­
cies allegedly threatening individual freedoms. They do not all hold the same theologi­
cal beliefs. But their common assumptions explain how even people who would never 
have accepted the doctrines and claims of David Koresh' s Branch Davidians can see the 
tragic events of Waco as a symbol of what they are fighting against. The existence of a 
wider and supportive environment explains why those groups present more permanent 
challenges than those from most of the small religious groups dealt with here. 

Religious groups unconnected to any mainline religious tradition are also unlikely 
to get state sponsorship for launching terrorist activities. There seems to be only one 
recent case of an independent religious movement that came to enjoy some state spon­
sorship: the Lord's Resistance Army (LRA) in Uganda, a movement first known as the 
Lord's Salvation Army and subsequently as the United Christian Democratic Army, be­
fore adopting its current name in 1992. The LRA derived in part from the earlier Holy 
Spirit Mobile Forces led by Alice Lakwena in 1986-87; the leader of the Lord's Resis­
tance Army, Joseph Kony, claims to be a spirit medium (as Alice Lakwena did). 19 The 
LRA got support from the Sudanese government, while the Ugandan government gave 
support to one of the rebel movements in Sudan. That is a unique case, related to unrest 
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and complex political circumstances in that area. It cannot be easily transposed into 
other contexts, and it would be of little use to mix it with other cases under consider­
ation here. Obviously, the LRA belongs to the category of insurgent and rebel groups. 
However, it was mentioned a few times by U.S. officials as "terrorist" and also appeared 
occasionally in the reports Patterns on Global Terrorism (but not in the listing of terror­
ist groups). In addition, some of the actions that movement has been accused of would 
fit into the definition of terrorist activities (e.g., attacks on civilians, abductions, muti­
lations, burning of schools). 

Learning from Past Events 

What can be learned from past violent actions by alternative religious groups in order to 
deepen knowledge of those potential features of the evolving scene of terrorism?20 A 
few general and comparative considerations will be presented here under the form of 
theses?1 It should be remembered that the roots of violence are not always the same, 
and it would be misleading to think that identical causes can be discovered in all past 
and future cases. 

Staging a spectacular action allows a small group to attract the attention of the 
world and may to some extent be intended to reach that goal. Most people could prob­
ably only shake their heads in disbelief when reading the media reports about the video­
tapes made by the young Columbine killers in 1999. They had been eager to document 
everything and hoped that movies would be made of their stories: "Directors will be 
fighting over this story," one of them said.22 It sounded strangely familiar to those who 
had been researching cases of violence by fringe religious groups. The Order of the 
Solar Temple had also wanted to document, explain and justify its "transit" to another 
world in 1994, leaving behind manifestos and videotapes. In itself, this need to explain 
what the group was doing was revealing. But even more revealing was an internal au­
diotape (not meant to fall into the hands of the police), in which the leadership of the 
Solar Temple was discussing what they were about to do a few months before the 
events. At some point, the main leader mentioned the Branch Davidians in Waco and 
their deaths a year earlier, and expressed regret that "they did it" before the Solar Temple, 
but hastened to add: " ... what we'll do will be even more spectacular .... "A word like 
"spectacular" tells a lot about motivations behind such actions. Obviously, they are also 
meant to impress the world. The mind of the leader of such a group seems to be not that 
far from the psychology of the Columbine teenagers. There is similar evidence in sev­
eral other cases. Jim Jones, leader of the People' Temple, once declared to his followers: 
"We've got to go down in history. We've got to be in the history books."23 And Credonia 
Mwerinde, leader of the Movement for the Restoration of the Ten Commandments 
of God, allegedly told a friend less than a week before the fire that made the group 
known to the entire world: "We are soon going to heaven. You will be hearing about us 
on radio and reading about us in newspapers."24 To make the headlines obviously 
provides a deep satisfaction; it is a way to become acknowledged, to force the world to 
pay attention. 

This does not mean that a group will commit suicide or murder solely to become 
famous-the desire to shock public opinion and to make an impact on the media consti­
tutes a well known and important motivation behind many secular terrorist actions as 
well. Combined with other motives, a spectacular action may however constitute a tempting 
option, especially for a group that is experiencing decline or has not met the success for 
which it had hoped. The possibility of such a longing for fame and coverage should be 
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kept in mind in cases where a group finds itself in a siege situation or any other kind of 
situation during which it is still possible to prevent worse things to come. Waco pro­
vides an obvious example: at the initial stage of the siege, Koresh spent a lot of time 
giving phone interviews to the media; he even offered to send out two kids each time a 
Dallas radio station would play a short message he had composed. 25 He later indicated 
that he might leave the compound if a taped message he had recorded would be broad­
cast (it was actually played, but Koresh finally decided not to leave), and the Branch 
Davidians constantly requested access to the media during the siege, even unfurling 
homemade banners inscribed with "God Help Us, We Need Press."26 

While not denying the possible political impact of religious terrorism in a few cases, 
Mark Juergensmeyer has observed that "[t]hese creations of terror are done not to achieve 
a strategic goal but to make a symbolic statement." He suggests that we look at them as 
"performance violence," that is, "dramas designed to have an impact on the several 
audiences that they affect."27 This seems to be even more striking when discussing cases 
involving fringe religious groups that do not target outsiders, but instead go as far as to 
annihilate themselves in order to make their statement. "Performance violence" can ap­
ply to terrorist as well as to self-destructive actions. 

While opposition from the outside can reinforce tendencies in a group toward vio­
lent reactions, internal dissent and protest (or other developments inside the group) 
seem in many cases to have triggered the turn toward violence. Several scholars have 
interpreted violent actions by fringe religious groups as deriving to a large extent from a 
conflict between those groups and the wider society.28 While such conflicts have un­
doubtedly fueled more than one fire and have been used as justifications for radical 
solutions, internal factors (including psychological ones) should not be neglected as de­
cisive in many cases. Although there is no doubt that Aum Shinrikyo had to face oppo­
sition, the chronology shows that violence appeared very early in the group. Some com­
ments by Asahara as early as 1987 could be understood as a legitimation of murder.29 

The first death in September 1988 was probably an accidental one; however, the first 
assassination of a dissenting member took place in February 1989; that is, before attor­
ney Sakamoto (who was killed by Aum in November of the same year) became inter­
ested in the group and before the Aum Shinrikyo Victims' Association was launched 
with his help in October 1989. The path toward violence in Aum Shinrikyo may have 
been intensified by external pressure, but it is certainly not the result of that pressure. 
Regarding the People's Temple, "suicide was apparently first proposed as a strategy ... 
in response to the defection of eight members in 1973."30 In the case of the Solar Temple, 
the tum from the idea of surviving on this Earth through the apocalyptic events to the 
idea of leaving this Earth before the Apocalypse would take place, apparently first be­
came advocated by the leader shortly after several people left the core group in the early 
1990s; in addition, while the manifestos left behind by the Solar Temple violently criti­
cized some outsiders accused of having opposed the group, there was never any attempt 
to kill them, but the leader wanted to punish so-called "traitors" inside the group and 
still devoted some of the last hours of his life to drafting letters for denouncing people 
who had left the group and wanted their money back. 

Obviously, the threat coming from inside is a much more serious one for a group 
than outside criticism: when followers cease to believe, the whole structure of plausibil­
ity of the message seems to be put into question and the very survival of the group may 
seem threatened-not even mentioning the fact that insiders may in some cases be privy 
to facts that the leadership does not want to see leaked to the outside world. Eugene 
Gallagher has observed that Koresh's most violent rhetoric was directed against a group 



' 

Cults, Violence, and Religious Terrorism 367 

of defectors, promising them severe punishment-even if the violence in that case re­
mained purely rhetorical; 31 it may have been, however, also due to lack of opportunity, 
since the defectors were residing in Australia. Consequently, when looking at an unpub­
lished working document prepared by J. Gordon Melton, Director of the Institute for the 
Study of American Religion (ISAR), on violence associated with new religions between 
1969 and 1995, it is not surprising to discover that a majority (though definitely not all) 
of those violent actions were directed against members, ex-members, or close competi­
tors of a group. One of the worst examples was probably the Church of the Lamb of 
God, a small Mormon fundamentalist splinter group; its leader, Ervil LeBaron, wanted 
all the other Mormon fundamentalist groups to recognize his authority and could not 
tolerate that people would leave his fold, which led some of his followers to kill a 
number of people during the 1970s and 1980s-actually even several years after Ervil 
LeBaron himself had passed away in jail in 1981. 

Observations from past cases point to the possibility that developments inside a 
group may quite often mark the beginning of the road toward violence, as much and 
possibly more than an assault against the group. The case of Aum Shinrikyo shows 
vividly how this can evolve as far as terrorism with weapons of mass destruction: first, 
violence against members of the group; second, violence against precisely targeted out­
siders; third, indiscriminate violence against outsiders. 

A conflict between a religious group and the surrounding society may also contrib­
ute to violence; however, a violent reaction is not necessarily proportionate to the 
objective degree to which a group is assaulted, but to the perception of that assault by 
the group; in the case of a fragile group, even a limited level of opposition can be 
perceived as unbearable. Studying violent confrontations in retrospect, it may some­
times be tempting to suggest that reactions by authorities or law enforcement agencies 
just reinforced fears and paranoia and led a group to become more aggressive or to fall 
into violence. However, when interacting with a group, it is not always easy to assess 
what the impact of opposition really is or can become. For instance, the Order of the 
Solar Temple saw itself as a victim of a major conspiracy and its leaders had convinced 
themselves that all the governments and law enforcement agencies were after them-a 
way of thinking that also allowed them to attribute a disproportionate role to themselves, 
a small group without any influence on the course of the world history, despite its 
claims to the contrary. This perception of an assault was used by the leadership as an 
argument for justifying a radical behavior. We can observe the same phenomenon with 
Aum Shinrikyo, which manifested an obsession with persecution;32 similarly, the percep­
tion of the movement as being the target of large-scale persecution and conspiracy helped 
to elevate the movement's status: "Rather than being a small and insignificant move­
ment ... , it was transformed into one so important that it required a huge international 
conspiracy to block its development."33 

To understand how "normal" and decent people belonging to marginal religious 
groups sometimes become involved in homicides or terror, it should be kept in mind 
that they often have come to perceive themselves as being threatened and consequently 
are able to rationalize violence as a defense or reaction against this threat. Ervil LeBaron, 
leader of the Church of the Lamb of God, ordered several members of the Church of the 
Firstborn-from which he had seceded-as well as other Mormon fundamentalists and 
members of his own group to be killed; he also imagined that he was being threatened 
by some of those he had decided to kill. As one of his former wives recounts: "Ervil 
was very paranoid .... 'They' were after us-'they' meaning the Church of the First­
born. 'They' were following us and were going to kill us and we had to keep moving. 
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He made us feel as paranoid as he was."34 This came to justify murders: "We would 
never be safe as long as they were around to pose a threat to us, he would say. 'We had 
to get them before they got us,' was his message."35 This was not a unique case: fol­
lowers of Rajneesh accused outsiders to make attempts to poison him; Shoko Asahara 
claimed that Aum Shinrikyo was a victim of sarin gas attacks. It is well possible that 
they had really come to believe it. 

Catherine Wessinger has quite perceptively distinguished between three kinds of 
violent millenia! groups: assaulted millenia! groups, fragile millenia! groups, and revolu­
tionary millenia! groups. As in every typology, a group rarely belongs to a "pure" type; 
features from different types can be found simultaneously in the same group. While 
revolutionary millenia! groups are fighting in order to overthrow the existing order for 
establishing their millenia! kingdom (those groups are the most obvious candidates for 
terrorism), and assaulted groups are under attack because they are mistakenly thought to 
be dangerous and defend themselves, fragile groups-according to Wessinger-initiate 
violence in response to a combination of internal weaknesses and external "cultural op­
position" in order to preserve their ultimate concern.36 If a group is fragile, factors that 
would not affect another group may have unexpected effects, due to a perception very 
far from reality. There is usually nothing in the ideology of a fragile group that predes­
tinates it to violence. On the other hand, even if opponents act with the greatest caution, 
any kind of criticism or opposition can be felt as untolerable and threatening by such 
a group. 

There was an interesting case of that kind in Switzerland in the 1970s. It involved a 
neo-Hindu group around a monk, Swami Omkarananda, who had settled in the city of 
Winterthur by invitation of local admirers in the mid-1960s. The Divine Light Zentrum 
(DLZ), as the group was called, settled in a residential area and it grew rapidly, which 
led it to buy a number of houses in the same area; this massive presence led to tensions 
between the followers and the local residents. What followed was an escalation of small 
incidents, heated polemics, and courtcases; finally, there were some illegal actions (in­
cluding attempts by devotees of Swami Omkarananda to poison opponents), and the 
conflict culminated in October 1975 with a bomb attack against the home of a local 
politician and a failed bomb attack against the home of a lawyer. The police investiga­
tion uncovered that some members of the group had even studied the possibility of 
using chemical weapons and had gathered information about nerve agents, including 
sarin gas-20 years before the attack in Tokyo. All the accused members acknowledged 
their involvement; Swami Omkarananda pleaded non-guilty, but received a 14-year jail 
sentence. He passed away in January 2000, but his group still exists. There was no 
ideological reason for the DLZ to become involved in a terrorist attack more than any 
other guru-based group-it was just a case of an escalation, which led to unpredictable 
consequences, due to the fragility of the group in front of opposition. 

Apocalyptic thinking creates an atmosphere conducive to the legitimation of vio­
lence and--in some cases--terrorist actions. However, apocalyptic views in themselves 
do not seem to constitute a sufficient reason for violence, other factors will be at least 
as important. Since millenarian speculations were present in most cases of violent reli­
gious groups, many people came to think that millenialism actually constituted the root 
of violence. Consequently, during most of 1999, millenia! scholars got constant phone 
calls from the media in order to ask which groups could be expected to explode 
or implode by the end of 1999 or beginning of 2000. A closer look at past cases sug­
gests a more complex picture. It is true that apocalyptic beliefs were present in most 
cases, but those beliefs were not the cause of violence, they were rather like a necessary 
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background-they provided that atmosphere of urgency needed for motivating followers 
to act. Millenia! beliefs helped violence to unfold, but they probably did not trigger 
anything in themselves. There are hundreds of millenia! groups around the world today, 
and most of them remain peaceful. If millenia! beliefs in themselves would be sufficient 
for provoking violence, there would be many more cases. 

We should remember that most millenia! beliefs do not attribute an active role to 
the believers for setting the endtime scenario in motion. Ideologically, only those groups 
that think that the believers will have an active role to play in the unfolding of Arma­
geddon may represent a potential danger. One of the members of the Covenant, the 
Sword and the Arm of the Lord (CSA) once decreed: ''I'm tired of waiting. If God 
doesn't start the riots soon and the collapse of our government, then I will."37 It is true 
that waiting for the expected apocalyptic events can become in some cases unbearable 
and unnerving-but it leads to violent action only insofar as a group thinks that its 
action will be able to change something, as was the case with some Jewish extremists 
who wanted to bomb the Dome of the Rock in the 1980s; the leader of one of those 
groups explained after being released from prison: "We saw ourselves as God's messen­
gers, asking what he would want us to do. I had the idea that the shock of the act would 
change the thinking of the nation."38 

Revolutionary millenia! groups are the only ones with an innate potential for vio­
lence. If violence comes, it is not a real surprise, although most of those groups do not 
engage in violence, despite their heated, antigovernment rhetoric. Many people obvi­
ously do not come to the practical consequences it seems their ideology should lead 
them to.39 Much less predictable is the passage to violence of a group that happens to be 
a fragile one: the case of the Divine Light Zentrum in Switzerland shows that there 
are instances in which violence can apparently develop even without an apocalyptic 
background. 

When religious beliefs are used for justifying violence, violent actions tend to be­
come endowed with cosmic dimensions, and there is nothing left to restrain them. Dur­
ing an interview with Swami Omkarananda in 1987, the soft-spoken guru made some 
general comments about opposition to new religious movements: "Whenever there is 
a real saint . . . , universal dark forces walk through human beings and oppose this 
movement," he explained.4° Confrontation between a religious group and its environ­
ment is not just seen in ordinary human terms, but very easily becomes understood as a 
reflection of the cosmic fight between good and evil (e.g., "dark forces"). A former 
member of the Order of the Solar Temple explained during a private conversation in the 
1980s that one of the reasons that had motivated his exit from the group was a state­
ment he had heard from one of the leaders at a Christmas meeting: "Here it is white, 
outside it is black." An extreme case is presented by the "revolutionary millenarianism" 
of the militant Identity groups, with the vision of a universe in which the children of 
God are at war with the literal children of Satan.41 

This is not just a problem with small religious movements, but with all kinds of 
religious confrontations, as Mark Juergensmeyer clearly showed. When cosmic war be­
comes real, it is bound to become violent.42 In addition, if there is a divine sanction to 
violence, there is no longer any constraint: the leader of Aum Shinrikyo had even come 
to justify murder as a way to prevent a person from accumulating bad karma.43 

There is not a single factor that seems sufficient for identifying a tendency of a 
group toward violence. However, past cases show that violence at a low level often 
preceded more serious acts of violence or terrorism. When examining groups suspected 
of harboring a potential for violence, law enforcement officers and intelligence analysts 
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might consider such warning signs. If there are suspicions that a group might lean to­
ward violence, possible warning signs should be considered, for instance, a fascination 
of a leader with weapons and firearms, or actions of physical violence, even benign, 
even ritualized, toward members of the group (beatings, physical punishments, etc.). 
This will not necessarily, but may be, the indication of a first step-real violence appar­
ently first appeared in Aum Shinrikyo in late summer 1998, with the beating of disciples 
who displeased Asahara.44 During a long, private discussion conducted with him a few 
years before the "transit" of the Solar Temple, Luc Jouret, a medical doctor who is 
considered as having played an active role in the murders committed by the Order in 
1994, spoke with passion and an obvious fascination about his brief experience of war 
as a medical paratrooper during a military operation in Africa;45 and the year before the 
events of October 1994, he was fined in Canada for an attempt to illegally buy weapons 
with silencers. If violence reaches the level of terrorist actions, it will in many cases 
have been preceded by violence or indications of a possible tendency toward violence at 
a lower level. 

Figure 1 is an attempt to summarize factors contributing to violence on the basis of 
what past cases have taught to us. It should be seen merely as an analytical tool, and not 
as a predictive instrument. It takes into consideration both faces of violence: violence 
against insiders and violence against outsiders. As previously mentioned, there is a thin, 
porous line between both, as shown by the non-continuous line dividing the chart at the 
center. Insofar as this is possible, the chart shows a progression in factors contributing 
to violence (those indicators considered as particularly acute are printed in bold type). 
Apocalyptic beliefs come at the lowest point; as we have seen, they do not lead in 
themselves to violence. At the ends of the chart, there is the culmination of violence: 
suicide (internal), murder (internal and/or external), and terrorist attack (external). Obvi­
ously, the presence of just one or two isolated factors does not indicate any special 
tendency toward violence. For instance, a charismatic leader at the helm of a group in a 
commune withdrawn from the world is obviously not in itself sufficient for raising alarm. 
But if there is an isolated group stockpiling weapons, with a declining and paranoid 
leader feeling persecuted, cultivating conspiracy theories and having already encouraged 
his followers to break the law on some occasions, it may then be legitimately concluded 
that this is a group that might need some monitoring. There is no certain method for 
assessing if a group presents a potential danger, but it seems possible to identify poten­
tial warning signs. 

Conclusion: Beliefs and Actions 

Although there have been a number of cases of violence by new religious movements 
over the past decades, relatively few of those incidents can be described as "terrorism." 
The fact that many of those violent actions were actually reactions toward developments 
inside the groups themselves explains to some extent that situation. However, the ex­
ample of Aum Shinrikyo shows that extremely dangerous and lethal terrorism may come 
from quite unexpected corners. Although the rather peaceful passage from 1999 to 2000-
despite all fears-showed that a sudden proliferation of "terrorist cults" should not be 
expected, the hundreds of victims of the Movement for the Restoration of the Ten Com­
mandments of God less than three months later is a reminder that the world will con­
tinue to face violence instigated by little-known religious groups. In addition, as John 
Hall has noticed, "apocalypticism sometimes feeds upon earlier apocalyptic events."46 

What may appear to most people as frightening developments do sometimes fascinate 
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Figure 1. Combined factors contributing to extreme or violent behavior in religious groups. (Source: © JF Mayer, 2000.) 
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others, as was seen with the case of the Solar Temple leader who wanted to do some­
thing "more spectacular" than Waco.47 

Several cases involved paranoid thinking and conspiracy theories. Of course, most 
conspiracy theorists will be quite satisfied with the illusion that they understand every­
thing that is going on in the world and will not feel the need to act. However, con­
spiracy theories may not always be innocuous-they create a state of mind that can 
easily legitimize violent actions, if circumstances are conducive to those developments 
in a small group of people, since vital, existential interests are understood to be at stake 
in front of the powerful forces of evil involved in a worldwide conspiracy. At least 
as much as apocalypticism, conspiracy beliefs and persecution hysteria of one kind or 
another were the background on which violence could unfold. Globalization and rapid 
technological changes can only reinforce conspiracy theories and contribute to spreading 
them. In addition, modem means of communication allow these theories to circulate in 
an unprecedented way. Due to the pace of globalization, it is likely that the atmosphere 
will be conducive to the emergence of small, violent religious fringe groups that might 
react to those developments as threats. 

On the other hand, this article showed that it is not an easy task to establish a 
correlation between doctrine and violence. There are some reasons to suspect that the 
ideology plays a role in drawing a line between violence against insiders (which usually 
will not qualify as terrorism) and violence against outsiders (which may); for instance, if 
the Order of the Solar Temple had remained the survivalist group that it had been in the 
1980s, it cannot be ruled out that it might have turned against outside opponents as well. 
On the opposite end, a group that claims that the only hope for the future is to leave this 
planet before it is too late (e.g., Heaven's Gate) or believes that the elect will soon be 
raptured to Heaven before the "Great Tribulation," seems less likely to engage in violent 
action to overthrow the existing order, which is doomed anyway, and will crumble with­
out any need for human intervention. 

Can we predict from its beliefs that a group will become violent? If such would be 
the case, many more "Identity Churches," for instance, should be expected to commit 
criminal or terrorist actions. No doubt that risks run higher with some types of ideologi­
cal background. Nevertheless, the mindset of those involved will play a no less impor­
tant role. We should distinguish here between the psychology of the leader and the 
psychology of the followers. In several past cases, it seems that violence was a way for 
a leader to deal with challenges (to the survival of the group, to the plausibility of his 
message, to his charismatic leadership48); the leader will then need to produce some 
doctrinal justification for rationalizing his encouragement to violence in the eyes of dedicated 
followers (and probably in order to convince and satisfy himself as well). 

This does not mean that violence can simply be reduced to psychological explana­
tions. Obviously, doctrines should be taken seriously; sacred texts or revelations will 
legitimize violence and deserve careful attention-but without losing from sight the in­
teraction between a variety of factors. 49 An adequate knowledge and understanding of 
doctrines will be especially crucial in situations such as negotiations with a group during 
a crisis (siege, etc.), since it members are likely to act at least in part in accordance with 
their beliefs. On the other hand, the same doctrines may produce entirely different con­
sequences, in part probably due to different psychological orientations. 

Another challenge that must be faced is gaining the ability to understand forms of 
terrorism and violence that may be foreign to usual categories of thought, without just 
dismissing them as "irrational."50 They have a logic of their own. And even if a group 
develops a criminal behavior, this does not yet mean that it is a "pseudo-religious" 



Cults, Violence, and Religious Terrorism 373 

group: there may be criminal religions.51 The human mind is complex: the leaders of 
some groups evoked in this article used to lie to their followers, to exploit or to cheat 
them, but several of them at the same time believed in their own mission, to the extent 
of being ready to sacrifice their own lives (along with those of their followers and 
opponents) as a kind of ultimate statement (although it may also have been a way to 
escape from situations felt as increasingly unbearable).52 In most cases, ideological justi­
fications were indeed needed for legitimizing the path to violence, although the original 
ideology was not bound from the beginning to generate violence. 

As we have seen, most recent cases of violence from non-mainline religious groups 
do not belong to the category of "terrorism." Regarding the concept of "cult terrorism" 
itself, it is problematic, since it could lead to a belief that there is a type of terrorism 
unique to "cults." The fact that violent actions were committed by various groups fre­
quently labeled as "cults" does not create a single, unitary phenomenon. What makes it 
specific is rather the situation in which such groups have to operate in relation to the 
wider society. At the same time, they share obvious similarities with other cases of 
doctrinal terrorism.53 It is true that most (although not all) small religious groups engag­
ing in violence in general or in terrorism specifically share, for instance, an apocalyptic 
orientation.54 But otherwise, they may hold quite different worldviews. The exploration 
of some common psychological features among the leaders of those groups as well as 
the examination of the perception that groups have of their relation to their environment 
might offer other promising perspectives for understanding the dynamics that sometimes 
transform idealistic truth-seekers into ruthless murderers or terrorists. 
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