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to terror’s victims



I will send my terror before you,
and will throw into confusion all the people . . .

Exodus 23:27
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Preface to the
Paperback Edition

Perhaps the first question that came to mind when televisions around
the world displayed the extraordinary aerial assaults on the World
Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, was why any-
one would do such a thing. When it became clear that the perpetrators’
motivations were couched in religious terms, the shock turned to
anger. How could religion be related to such vicious acts?

It is a question that has arisen with alarming frequency in the
post—Cold War world. Religion seems to be connected with violence
virtually everywhere. Since this book was first published, religious vio-
lence has erupted among right-wing Christians in the United States,
angry Muslims and Jews in the Middle East, quarrelling Hindus and
Muslims in South Asia, and indigenous religious communities in Africa
and Indonesia. Like the activists associated with Osama bin Laden, the
individuals involved in these cases have also relied on religion to pro-
vide political identities and give license to vengeful ideologies.

In this book I explore this dark alliance between religion and vio-
lence. In examining recent acts of religious terrorism [ try to under-
stand the cultures of violence from which such acts emerge. Through
my interviews with perpetrators and supporters | have come to see
these acts as forms of public petformance rather than aspects of politi-
cal strategy. These are symbolic statements aimed at providing a sense
of empowerment to desperate communities. The collapse of the twin
towers of the World Trade Center must have created a heady illusion of
power to those who conspired to bring them down.

Religion is crucial for these acts, since it gives moral justifications
for killing and provides images of cosmic war that allow activists to
believe that they are waging spiritual scenarios. This does not mean
that religion causes violence, nor does it mean that religious violence
cannot, in somc cascs, be justificd by othcr mecans. But it docs mcan

xi
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that religion often provides the mores and symbols that make possible
bloodshed—even catastrophic acts of terrorism.

Violent ideas and images are not the monopoly of any single religion.
Virtually every major religious tradition—Christian, Jewish, Muslim,
Hindu, Sikh and Buddhist—has served as a resource for violent actors.
Perhaps it is not fair to label Osama bin Laden a Muslim terrorist or to
characterize Timothy McVeigh a Christian one—as if they were violent
because of their Islamic and quasi-Christian beliefs. But the fact that
religion is in their backgrounds, and behind so many different perpe-
trators of public violence, indicates that all religions are inherently rev-
olutionary. They are capable of providing the ideological resources for
an alternative view of public order.

If this has always been so, why are such violent assaults on public
order occurring now? I have looked for the answer to this question in
our contemporary global milieu. The perception of an international
political conspiracy and an oppressive economic ‘“‘new world order™
has been explicitly mentioned by Osama bin Laden, the Aum Shinnkyo,
and Christian militia groups.

Activists such as bin Laden might be regarded as guerilla antiglobal-
ists. Even local ethnonationalist struggles, such as in Kashmir, have
arisen in part because of an erosion of confidence in Western-style poli-
tics and politicians. The era of globalization and postmodernity creates
a context in which authority is undercut and local forces have been un-
leashed. In saying this, I do not mean to imply that only globalization
causes religious violence. But it may be one reason why so many in-
stances of religious violence in such diverse places around the world are
occurring at the present time.

A new edition of the book provides me with this opportunity to clar-
ify what the book is about and make some small corrections at various
places in the text. I have not attempted to modify the case studies to
incorporate recent events, but readers will find in my description and
interviews related to the 1993 assault on the World Trade Center much
that will be useful in understanding the events of September 11, 2001.

Although I have attempted to expose the way that Osama bin Laden
and those like him have appropriated religion in their dark view of the
world, ultimately this book is not a judgement against religion. Rather,
it is an appreciation of the power that the religious imagination still
hiolds in public life, and the recognition that many will find in it a cure
for violence instead of a cause.

September 18, 2001



Preface and
Acknowledg ments

I am sometimes asked why a nice guy like me would want to study re-
ligious terrorism. Those who ask this question usually brush the intel-
lectual explanations aside—as if my interest in the global dimensions of
religion and society weren't reason enough. They search for something
more personal.

One answer [ give is that my work on nationalism and global con-
flict has led to a concern about areas of the world where social trans-
formations have not been easy, and where peaceful options have shred-
ded into violence. I have seen the unraveling of social order close at
hand, having lived for a time in India’s Punjab, a region torn apart by
spiraling violence between militant Sikhs and the Indian government.
With the horrors of that era of terror in mind, I have sought to under-
stand how civil order can collapse, and I have looked for a more gen-
eral explanation for the merger of religion and violence than this one
example can offer.

Yet another answer is more personal still. As someone who was
raised in the religious milieu of midwestern Protestantism, I know the
power of religion to provide a transformative vision of the human po-
tential. In my experience this transformative quality of religion has
been a positive thing—it has been associated with images of personal
wholeness and social redemption—and it has mostly been nonviolent. |
say “mostly”’ because I can remember moments from my own religious
involvement in civil rights and antiwar movements a generation ago
that were dangerously confrontational and occasionally bloody. So 1
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feel a certain kinship with present-day religious activists who take reli-
gion seriously, and I wonder if one of their motivations might be a spir-
itual conviction so strong that they are willing to kill and to be killed
for moral reasons.

Yet my own social activism never reached such extremes, nor could
I imagine a situation where even the most worthy of causes could jus-
tify taking another person’s life. Thus I have looked for other motiva-
tions for those who have perpetrated acts of religious terrorism rather
than simply struggling for a worthy cause. I have wondered why their
views of religion and social engagement have taken such a lethal turn
and why they have felt so justified in undertaking actions that have led
to destruction and death, often committed in brutal and dramatic ways.

In seeking answers to these questions, | found myself looking not
only at particular people and case studies, but also at the larger social
and political changes that affect the globe at this moment of history and
provide the context for many violent encounters. It is this theme that
runs through my previous book, The New Cold War? Religious
Nationalism Confronts the Secular State, and to some extent this work
is a continuation of that interest, though here I focus on events rather
than on activist movements. Thus I find myself returning to what at-
tracted me to the subject of religious terronism intellectually: my sense
that a study of this striking phenomenon can tell us something about
religion, about public violence, and about the character of contempo-
rary society on virtually a global scale.

In this attempt to understand the recent rise of religious violence
around the world, I have a number of colleagues to thank. The case
studies that are the heart of this project would not have been possible
without the help of those who provided both insight and contacts. In
Israel I relied on Ehud Sprinzak and Gideon Aran for information on
Jewish activism; Zaid Abu-Amr, Ariel Merari, and Tahir Shreipeh for
insight into the Hamas movement; and the support of the Yitzhak
Rabin Center for Israel Studies in Tel Aviv, the Carnegie Commission
on Preventing Deadly Conflict, and the Tantur Ecumenical Institute,
Jerusalem, for housing and travel arrangements. For the prison inter-
views in Lompoc, California, I relied on the assistance of Terry Roof,
Warden David Rardin, Associate Warden Jack Atherton, and
Congressman (and colleague) Walter Capps. For an introduction to the
Algerian community in Paris I thank Francois Godement and Michelle
Zimney. Regarding Christian militia and abortion activists in the
United States, I am grateful to Michael Barkun, Julie Ingersoll, and
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Matt Miller. In Belfast I appreciated the help of Jim Gibney and the
Sinn Féin Press Office, and I learned much from Tom Buckley, Brian
Murphy, and Martin O’ Toole. For help in contacting Sikh activists in
India and the United States and in understanding Sikh politics, I value
the suggestions of Cynthia Mahmood, Gurinder Singh Mann, Hew
McLeod, Harish Puri, and several Sikh colleagues who prefer to remain
nameless. In Jummu and Kashmir, [ appreciate the arrangements pro-
vided by Pramod Kumar and the Institute for Development and
Communication. In Japan my contacts with, and understanding of, the
Aum Shinrikyo movement were facilitated by Koichi Mori, lan Reader,
and Susumu Shimazono.

Specific chapters related to these case studies werce rcad by Sprinzak,
Aran, Barkun, Ingersoll, Miller, Mahmood, Mann, McLeod, Puri,
Reader, Shimazono, ‘“Takeshi Nakamura™ (a pseudonym), Mahmud
Abouhalima, and Michael Bray. In addition, portions of early dratts
and related essays were reviewed by Karen McCarthy Brown, Jack
Hawley, Roger Friedland, and Robin Wright; and the entire manuscript
was read by William Brinner, Martha Crenshaw, Ainslie Embree, Bruce
Lawrence, and Richard Hecht.

[ have also learned much from the circle of scholars involved in terror-
ist research. It includes Crenshaw, Spiinzak, Bruce Hoffman. Ariel Merari,
Jerrold Post, David Rapoport, Paul Wilkinson, and the helpful staff at the
Centre for the Study of Terrorism and Political Violence, St. Andrews
University, Scotland, which I visited in 1997. It was Rapoport who first
used the quotation from Exodus that I have borrowed for the front of this
book. At Santa Barbara 1 have appreciated the support of my colleagues,
Friedland, Hecht, Richard Appelbaum, Marguerite Bouraad-Nash, Juan
Campo, Benjamin J. Cohen, Don Gevirtz, Giles Gunn, Barbara Holdrege,
Wade Clark Roof, Ninian Smart, Alan Wallace, David White, and the fac-
ulty associated with Global and International Studies.

I am gratetul to my students, who have challenged me to present
these ideas in a clear and forthright manner. 1 appreciate especially
those in my graduate seminars in religious violence at Santa Barbara
and, in 1996, at the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley; the un-
dergraduates in my courses in terrorism and global conflict at UCSB,
and a host of research assistants over the years, beginning with the
many in Berkeley whom I have seen mature in their professional ca-
reers. For this book, it was Greg Kelly who helped me in Honolulu; and
at Santa Barbara Joe Bandy, Amaury Cooper, Christian Garfield,
Robert Gedeon, Omar Kutty, Shawn Landres, John Nemec, Brian
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Roney, Amory Starr, and consistently reliable Justin Pawl. I am espe-
cially grateful for the diligence and impertinence of several former stu-
dents who worked closely with me on several of the case studies, who
wrestled with many of the ideas, and whose imprint can be found
throughout these pages. Antony Charles helped to bring South and
Southeast Asia into focus, Darrin McMahon despaired over and then
enhanced my understanding of Europe and the Enlightenment, and
Aaron Santell helped make sense out of Japan and the Middle East.

Support for my research came from a senior research fellowship
from the American Council of Learned Societies and matching funds
from the Division of Social Science at the University of California,
Santa Barbara, facilitated by Dean Donald Zimmcrman. I also appreci-
atc the patience and insight of several audiences who heard parts of this
manuscript presented as lectures, including the K. Brooke Anderson
Lecture at Brown University and the Eugene and Mary Ely Lyman
Lectures at Sweet Briar College, as well as presentations at Delta
College, Haverford College, the University of California at San Diego,
the Tantur Ecumenical Institute in Jerusalem, the Yitzhak Rabin Center
for Israel Studies in Tel Aviv, The George Washington University, the
EPIIC International Seminar of the Fletcher School of Law and
Diplomacy, the Watson Institute for International Studies at Brown, the
Center for American Religion at Princeton University, and faculty sem-
inars of the communications and sociology departments at the
University of California, Santa Barbara. Portions of some chapters were
published in articles in Mark Juergensmeyer, ed., Violence and the
Sacred in the Modern World; David Rapoport, ed., Inside Terrorist
Organizations; Journal of Terrorism and Political Violence; Fletcher
Forum; and Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social
Science. Portions of my article ‘““Religion and Violence,” which was
published without attribution in the Harper Dictionary of Religion, are
also utilized in various places in this book.

In the process of publication I was aided by the able staff of
Publication Services and the University of California Press. I am grate-
ful especially to Doug Abrams Arava for helping to craft the manu-
script, Reed Malcolm for guiding it through publication, and James
Clark for his unwavering support. For many years Doug and Reed have
helped to uphold the high standards of the Comparative Studies in
Religion and Society series of the Press, and I am pleased that this book
bears that series’ imprimatur. A standard of a different sort has been set
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by Sucheng Chan, my colleague and spouse, who insists on the best and
whose own writing is a model of elegance and conceptual clarity.

TO those activists | interviewed and who are named in the list at the
end of this book, I extend my appreciation. I know that many of them,
especially those who have supported acts of violence for what they re-
gard as personal and moral reasons, will feel that I have not fully un-
derstood or sufficiently explained their views. Perhaps they are right.
An effort at understanding is just that, an attempt to enter other peo-
ple’'s worlds and recreate the moral and strategic logic of the decisions
they make. The effort is always, perhaps necessarily, imperfect, for 1 do
not inhabit their lives nor, in these cases, do I concur with their choices.
[ hope, however, that the subjects of this book will agree that, not just
for their sakes but also for the sake of a more pcaccful world in which
understanding replaces anger and hate, at least I have tried.

For some people, however, whatever contribution this and the many
other efforts at understanding and alleviating violence may offer will
come too late. I refer to those who have been victims of terrorist at-
tacks. As 1 worked on this book, I was interrupted by pictures of the
tragic bombing of the American embassy in Kenya in August 1998.
Shards of glass rained down from the twenty-two-story building adja-
cent to the embassy and the secretarial school where the bomb ex-
ploded, compounding the resulting misery. No one witnessing the im-
ages of the blinded, bandaged, and slashed Kenyans could fail to be
moved by the destructive power of terrorist acts. I dedicate this book to
these and the many other victims of religious violence in recent years.
Their sacrifices will not be forgotten. My conviction is that the same re-
ligion that motivates such potent acts of destruction also carries an
enormous capacity for healing, restoration, and hope.
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CHAPTER 1

Terror and God

When plastic explosives attached to a Hamas suicide bomber ripped
through the gentrified Ben Yehuda shopping mall in Jerusalem in
September 1997, the blast damaged not only lives and property but also
the confidence with which most people view the world. As images of the
bloodied victims were projected from the scene, the double arches of a
McDonald’s restaurant were visible in the background, their cheerful
familiarity appearing oddly out of place with the surrounding carnage.
Many who viewed these pictures saw symbols of their own ordinary
lives assaulted and vicariously felt the anxiety—the terror—of those
who experienced it firsthand. After all, the wounded could have in-
cluded anyone who has ever visited a McDonald’s—which is to say vir-
tually anyone in the developed world. In this sense, the blast was an at-
tack not only on Israel but also on normal life as most people know it.

This loss of innocence was keenly felt by many Americans after news
of ethnic shootings in California and Illinois in 1999; the attack on
American embassies in Africa in 1998; abortion clinic bombings in
Alabama and Georgia in 1997; the bomb blast at the Olympics in Atlanta
and the destruction of a U.S. military housing complex in Dhahran, Saudi
Arabia, in 1996; the tragic destruction of the federal building at
Oklahoma City in 1995; and the explosion at the World Trade Center in
New York City in 1993. These incidents and a host of violent episodes
associated with American religious extremists—including the Christian
militia, the Christian Identity movement, and Christian anti-abortion
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activists—have brought Americans into the same uneasy position occu-
pied by many in the rest of the world. Increasingly, global society must
confront religious violence on a routine basis.

The French, for example, have dealt with subway bombs planted by
Algerian [slamic activists, the British with exploding trucks and buses
ignited by Irish Catholic nationalists, and the Japanese with nerve gas
placed in Tokyo subways by members of a Hindu-Buddhist sect. In
India residents of Delhi have experienced car bombings by both Sikh
and Kashmiri separatists, in Sri Lanka whole sections of the city of
Colombo have been destroyed both by Tamils and by Sinhalese mili-
tants, Egyptians have been forced to live with militant Islamic attacks
in coffeehouses and riverboats, Algerians have lost entire villages to
savage attacks perpetrated allegedly by supporters of the Islamic
Salvation Front, and Israelis and Palestinians have confronted the
deadly deeds of both Jewish and Muslim extremists. For many Middle
Easterners, terrorist attacks have become a way of life.

[n addition to their contemporaneity, all these instances share two
striking characteristics. First, they have been violent-—cven vicious—in
a manner calculated to be terrifying. And, second, they have been mo-
tivated by religion.

The Meaning of Religious Terroris m

The ferocity of religious violence was brought home to me in 1998
when 1 received the news that a car bomb had exploded in a Belfast
neighborhood I had visited the day before. The following day fire-
bombs ripped through several pubs and stores, apparently in protest
against the fragile peace agreement signed earlier in the year. It was an
eerie repetition of what had happened several years before. A suicide
bombing claimed by the militant wing of the Palestinian Muslim polit-
ical movement, Hamas, tore apart a bus near Hebrew University in
1995, the day after 1 had visited the university on, I believe, the very
same bus. The pictures of the mangled bodies on the Jerusalem street
and the images of Belfast’s bombed-out pub, therefore, had a direct and
immediate impact on my view of the world.

What I realized then is the same thing that all of us perceive on some
level when we view pictures of terrorist events: on a different day, at a
different time, perhaps in a different bus, one of the bodies torn to
shreds by any of these terrorist acts could have been ours. What came
to mind as 1 heard the news of the Belfast and Jerusalem bombings,
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however, was not so much a feeling of relief for my safety as a sense of
betrayal—that the personal security and order that is usually a basic as-
sumption of public life cannot in fact be taken for granted in a world
where terrorist acts exist.

That, 1 take it, is largely the point: terrorism is meant to terrify. The
word comes from the Latin terrere, “‘to cause to tremble,” and came
into common usage in the political sense, as an assault on civil order,
during the Reign of Terror in the French Revolution at the close of the
eighteenth century. Hence the public response to the violence—the
trembling that terrorism effects—is part of the meaning of the term. It
is appropriate, then, that the definition of a terrorist act is provided by
us, the witnesses—the ones terrified—and not by the party committing
the act. It is we—or more often our public agents, the news media—
who affix the label on acts of violence that makes them terrorism.
These are public acts of destruction, committed without a clear military
objective, that arouse a widespread sense of fear.

This fear often turns to anger when we discover the other characteris-
tic that frcquently attends thesc acts of public violence: their justification
by religion. Most people feel that religion should provide tranquility and
peace, not terror. Yet in many of these cases religion has supplied not only
the ideology but also the motivation and the organizational structure for
the perpetrators. It is true that some terrorist acts are committed by pub-
lic officials invoking a sort of “‘state terrorism’ in order to subjugate the
populace. The pogroms of Stalin, the government-supported death
squads in El Salvador, the genocidal killings of the Khmer Rouge in
Cambodia, ethnic cleansing in Bosnia and Kosovo, and government-
spurrcd violence of the Hutus and Tutsis in Central Africa all come to
mind. The United States has rightfully been accused of terrorism in the
atrocities committed during the Vietham War, and there is some basis for
considering the nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki as terror-
ist acts.

But the term ““terrorism” has more frequently been associated with
violence committed by disenfranchised groups desperately attempting
to gain a shred of power or influence. Although these groups cannot kill
on the scale that governments with all their military power can, their
sheer numbers, their intense dedication, and their dangerous unpre-
dictability have given them influence vastly out of proportion with their
meager military resources. Some of these groups have been inspired by
purely secular causes. They have been motivated by leftist ideologies, as
in the cases of the Shining Path and the Tupac Amaru in Peru, and the




6 INTRODUCTION

Red Army in Japan; and they have been propelled by a desire for eth-
nic or regional separatism, as in the cases of Basque militants in Spain
and the Kurdish nationalists in the Middle East.

But more often it has been religion—sometimes in combination with
these other factors, sometimes as the primary motivation—that has in-
cited terrorist acts. The common perception that there has been a rise
in religious violence around the world in the last decades of the twen-
tieth century has been borne out by those who keep records of such
things. In 1980 the U.S. State Department roster of international ter-
rorist groups listed scarcely a single religious organization. In 1998 U S.
Secretary of State Madeleine Albright listed thirty of the world’s most
dangerous groups; over half were religious.! They were Jewish,
Muslim, and Buddhist. If one added to this list other violent religious
groups around the world, including the many Christian militia and
other paramilitary organizations found domestically in the United
States, the number of religious terrorist groups would be considerable.
According to the RAND-St. Andrews Chronology of International
Terrorism, the proportion of rcligious groups incrcased from sixtcen of
forty-nine terrorist groups identified in 1994 to twenty-six of the fifty-
six groups listed the following year.? For this reason former U.S.
Secretary of State Warren Christopher said that terrorist acts in the
name of religion and ethnic identity have become ‘“‘one of the most im-
portant security challenges we face in the wake of the Cold War.”?

Throughout this study we will be looking at this odd attraction of
religion and violence. Although some observers try to explain away re-
ligion's recent ties to violence as an aberration, a result of political ide-
ology, or the characteristic of a mutant form of rcligion—fundamental-
ism—these are not my views. Rather, I look for explanations in the
current forces of geopolitics and in a strain of violence that may be
found at the deepest levels of religious imagination.

Within the histories of religious traditions—from biblical wars to cru-
sading ventures and great acts of martyrdom—uviolence has lurked as a
shadowy presence. It has colored religion's darker, more mysterious
symbols. Images of death have never been far from the heart of religion’s
power to stir the imagination. One of the haunting questions asked by
some of the great scholars of religion—including Emile Durkheim,
Marcel Mauss, and Sigmund Freud—is why this is the case. Why does
religion seem to need violence, and violence religion, and why is a divine
mandate for destruction accepted with such certainty by some believers?
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These are questions that have taken on a sense of urgency in recent
years, when religious violence has reappeared in a form often calculated
to terrify on a massive scale. These contemporary acts of violence are often
justified by the historical precedent ofreligion’s violent past. Yet the forces
that combine to produce religious violence are particular to each moment
of history. For this reason, [ will focus on case studies of religious violence
both within their own cultural contexts and within the framework of
global social and political changes that are distinctive to our time.

This is a book about religious terrorism. It is about public acts of vi-
olence at the turn of the century for which religion has provided the mo-
tivation, the justification, the organization, and the world view. In this
book, I have tried to get inside the mindset of those who perpetrated and
supported such acts. My goal is to understand why these acts were often
associated with religious causes and why they have occurred with such
frequency at this juncture in history. Although it is not my purpose to be
sympathetic to people who have done terrible things, I do want to un-
derstand them and their world views well enough to know how they and
their supporters can morally justify what they have done.

What puzzles me is not why bad things are done by bad people, but
rather why bad things are done by people who otherwise appear to be
good—in cases of religious terrorism, by pious people dedicated to a
moral vision of the world. Considering the high-sounding rhetoric with
which their purposes are often stated, it is perhaps all the more tragic
that the acts of violence meant to achieve them have caused suffering
and disruption in many lives—not only those who were injured by the
acts, but also those who witnessed them, even from a distance.

Because I want to understand the cultural contexts that produce
these acts of violence, my focus is on the ideas and the communities of
support that lie behind the acts rather than on the *‘terrorists” who
commit them. In fact, for the purposes of this study, the word “‘terror-
ist”” is problematic. For one thing, the term makes no clear distinction
between the organizers of an attack, those who carry it out, and the
many who support it both directly and indirectly. Are they all terrorists,
or just some of them—and if the latter, which ones? Another problem
with the word is that it can be taken to single out a certain limited
species of people called “‘terrorists’” who are committed to violent acts.
The implication is that such terrorists are hell-bent to commit terrorism
for whatever reason—sometimes choosing religion, sometimes another
ideology, to justify their mischief. This logic concludes that terrorism
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exists because terrorists exist, and if we just got rid of them, the world
would be a more pleasant place.

Although such a solution is enticing, the fact is that the line is very
thin between “‘terrorists’ and their ““non-terrorist”” supporters. It is also
not clear that there is such a thing as a “‘terrorist’” before someone con-
spires to perpetrate a terrorist act. Although every society contains so-
ciopaths and others who sadistically enjoy killing, it is seldom such per-
sons who are involved in the deliberate public events that we associate
with terrorism, and few studies of terrorism focus exclusively on per-
sonality. The studies of the psychology of terrorism deal largely with so-
cial psychology; that is, they are concerned with the way people respond
to certain group situations that make violent public acts possible.? I
know of no study that suggests that people are terrorist by nature.
Although some activists involved in religious terrorism have been trou-
bled by mental problems, others are people who appear to be normal
and socially well adjusted, but who are caught up in extraordinary com-
munities and share extreme world views.

Most of the pcoplc involved in acts of rcligious tcrrorism arc not un-
like Dr. Baruch Goldstein, who killed over thirty Muslims as they were
praying at the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron on February 25, 1994.
Goldstein was a medical doctor who grew up in a middle-class commu-
nity in Brooklyn and received his professional training at Albert Einstein
College of Medicine in the Bronx. His commitment to an extreme form
of Zionism brought him to Israel and the Kiryat Arba settlement, and al-
though he was politically active for many years—he was Rabbi Meir
Kahane's campaign manager when he ran for the Israeli parliament—
Goldstein did not appear to be an irrational or vicious person. Prior to
the attack at Hebron, his most publicized political act had been a letter
to the editor of the New York Times.® If Goldstein had deep and perverse
personality flaws that eventually surfaced and made him a terrorist, we
do not know about them. The evidence about him is to the contrary: it
indicates that, like his counterparts in Hamas, he was an otherwise de-
cent man who became overwhelmed by a great sense of dedication to a
religious vision shared by many in the community of which he was a
part. He became convinced that this vision and community were pro-
foundly assaulted, and this compelled him to a desperate and tragic act.
He was certainly single-minded about his religious concerns—even ob-
sessed over them—but to label Goldstein a terrorist prior to the horrible
act he committed implies that he was a terrorist by nature and that his
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religiosity was simply a charade. The evidence does not indicate either
to be the case.

For this reason I use the term “‘terrorist” sparingly. When I do use it,
I employ it in the same sense as the word ‘“‘murderer’”: it applies to spe-
cific persons only after they have been found guilty of committing such
acrime, or planning to commit one. Even thenI am somewhat cautious
about using the term, since a violent act is ‘“‘terrorism’ technically only
in the eyes of the courts, more publicly in the eyes of the media, and ul-
timately only in the eyes of the beholder. The old saying “One person’s
terrorist is another person’s freedom-fighter’> has some truth to it. The
designation of terrorism is a subjective judgment about the legitimacy of
certain violent acts as much as it is a descriptive statement about them.

When [ interviewed militant religious activists and their supporters,
I found that they seldom used the term ‘‘terrorist” to describe what
their groups had done. Several told me that their groups should be la-
beled militant rather than terrorist. A Lutheran pastor who was con-
victed of bombing abortion clinics was not a terrorist, he told me, since
he did not cnjoy violence for its own sakc. He cmploycd violecnce only
for a purpose, and for that reason he described these events as ‘‘defen-
sive actions™ on behalf of the “unborn.”® Activists on both sides of the
struggle in Belfast described themselves as ‘“‘paramulitaries.” A leader in
India’s Sikh separatist movement said that he preferred the term “*mili-
tant™ and told me that ‘“terrorist” had replaced the term “witch™” as an
excuse to persecute those whom one dislikes.” One of the men con-
victed of bombing the World Trade Center essentially agreed with the
Sikh leader, telling me that the word “terrorist” was so ‘“‘messy” it
could not be used without a lot of qualifications.® The same point of
view was expressed by the political leader of the Hamas movement
with whom I talked in Gaza. He described his movement'’s suicide at-
tacks as “‘operations.”® Like many activists who used violence, he
likened his group to an army that was planning defensive maneuvers
and using violence strategically as necessary acts. Never did he use the
word “terrorist’” or “‘terrorism.”

This is not just a semantic issue. Whether or not one uses ‘‘terrorist”
to describe violent acts depends on whether one thinks that the acts are
warranted. To a large extent the use of the term depends on one’s world
view: if the world is perceived as peaceful, violent acts appear as terror-
ism. If the world is thought to be at war, violent acts may be regarded as
legitimate. They may be seen as preemptive strikes, as defensive tactics in
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an ongoing battle, or as symbols indicating to the world that it is indeed
in a state of grave and ultimate conflict.

In most cases in this book, religious language is used to characterize
this conflict. When it is, what difference does religion make? Do acts of
violence conducted by Hamas have different characteristics from those
conducted by secular movements, such as the Kurds? The question is
whether religious terrorism is different from other kinds.

In this book it will become clear that, at least in some cases, religion
does make a difference. Some of these differences are readily appar-
ent—the transcendent moralism with which such acts are justified, for
instance, and the ritual intensity with which they are committed. Other
differences are more profound and go to the very heart of religion. The
familiar religious images of struggle and transformation—concepts of
cosmic war—have been employed in this-worldly social struggles.
When these cosmic battles are conceived as occurring on the human
plane, they result in real acts of violence.

This leads to yet another question: when religion justifies violence, is
it simply bcing uscd for political purposcs? This question is not as sim-
ple as it may first appear. It is complicated largely because of the re-
newed role that religion plays in various parts of the world as an ide-
ology of public order—especially in movements of religious
nationalism—in which religious and political ideologies are inter-
twined. As the cases in this book will show, religion is not innocent. But
it does not ordinarily lead to violence. That happens only with the co-
alescence of a peculiar set of circumstances—political, social, and ideo-
logical—when religion becomes fused with violent expressions of social
aspirations, personal pride, and movements for political change.

For these reasons, questions about why religious terrorism has oc-
curred at this moment in history have to be raised in context. By ‘‘con-
text’’ I mean the historical situations, social locations, and world views
related to violent incidents. To understand these, we will explore not
only the mindset of religious activists who have committed violence but
also the groups that have supported them and the ideologies to which
they subscribe.

Seeing Inside Cultures of Violence

Terrorism is seldom a lone act. When Dr. Baruch Goldstein entered the
Tomb of the Patriarchs carrying an automatic weapon, he came with
the tacit approval of many of his fellow Jewish settlers in the nearby
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community of Kiryat Arba. When Rev. Paul Hill stepped from a side-
walk in Pensacola, Florida, and shot Dr. John Britton and his security
escort as they prepared to enter their clinic, he was cheered by a cer-
tain circle of militant Christian anti-abortion activists around the
country. When the followers of Sheik Omar Abdul Rahman drove a
rented truck to the underground garage of the World Trade Center, ig-
niting it and its lethal cargo, they came as part of a well-orchestrated
plan that involved dozens of coconspirators and thousands of sympa-
thizers in the United States, Egypt, Palestine, and elsewhere through-
out the world.

As these instances show, it takes a community of support and, in
many cases, a large organizational network for an act of terrorism to
succeed. It also requires an enormous amount of moral presumption for
the perpetrators of these acts to justify the destruction of property on a
massive scale or to condone a brutal attack on another life, especially
the life of someone one scarcely knows and against whom one bears no
personal enmity. And it requires a great deal of internal conviction, so-
cial acknowlcdgment, and thc stamp of approval from a lcgitimizing
ideology or authority one respects. Because of the moral, ideological,
and organizational support necessary for such acts, most of them come
as collective decisions—such as the conspiracy that led to the release of
nerve gas in the Tokyo subways and the Hamas organization’s carefully
devised bombings.

Even those acts that appear to be solo ventures conducted by rogue ac-
tivists often have networks of support and ideologies of validation behind
them, whether or not these networks and ideologies are immediately ap-
parent. Behind Yitzhak Rabin’s assassin, Yigal Amir, for instance, was a
large movement of Messianic Zionism in Israel and abroad. Behind con-
victed bomber Timothy McVeigh and Buford Furrow, the alleged at-
tacker of a Jewish day-care center, was a subculture of mulitant Christian
groups that extends throughout the United States. Behind Unabomber
Theodore Kaczynski was the strident student activist culture of the late
1960s, in which one could easily become infected by the feeling that “ter-
rible things> were going on.'? Behind the two high school students who
killed themselves and thirteen of their classmates in Littleton, Colorado.
in 1999 was a quasi-religious ‘‘trenchcoat’ culture of gothic symbolism.
In all of these cases the activists thought that their acts were supported
not only by other people but by a widely shared perception that the
world was already violent: it was enmeshed in great struggles that gave
their own violent actions moral meaning.
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This is a significant feature of these cultures: the perception that their
communities are already under attack—are being violated—and that
their acts are therefore simply 1esponses to the violence they have e xpeii-
enced. In some cases this perception is one to which sensitive people out-
side the movement can readily relate—the feeling of oppression held by
Palestinian Muslims, for example, is one that many throughout the world
consider to be an understandable though regrettable response to a situa-
tion of political control. In other instances. such as the imagined oppres-
sion of America's Christian militia or Japan’s Aum Shinrikyo movement,
the members’ fears of black helicopters hovering over their homes at
night or the allegations of collusion of international governments to de-
prive individuals of their freedoms are regarded by most people outside
the movements as paranoid delusions. Still other cases—such as those in-
volving Sikh militants in India, Jewish settlers on the West Bank, Muslim
politicians in Algeria, Catholic and Protestant militants in Northern
Ireland, and anti-abortion activists in the United States—are highly con-
troversial. There are sober and sensitive people to argue each side.

Whecther or not outsiders rcgard these perceptions of oppression as
legitimate, they are certainly considered valid by those within the com-
munities. It is these shared perceptions that constitute the cultures of vi-
olence that have flourished throughout the world—in neighborhoods of
Jewish nationalists from Kiryat Arba to Brooklyn where the struggle to
defend the Jewish nation is part of daily existence, in mountain towns
in ldaho and Montana where religious and individual freedoms are
thought to be imperiled by an enormous governmental conspiracy, and
in pious Muslim communities around the world where Islam is felt to
be at war with the surrounding secular forces of modern society.
Although geographically dispersed, these cultures in some cases are
fairly small: one should bear in mind that the culture of violence char-
acterized by Hamas, for example, does not implicate all Palestinians, all
Muslims, or even all Palestinian Muslims.

I could use the term ‘“‘communities” or “‘ideologies’” of terrorism
rather than “‘cultures™ of violence, but what I like about the term ““cul-
ture’’ is that it entails both things—ideas and social groupings—that are
related to terrorist acts. Needless to say. I am using the term “‘culture”
beyond its narrow meaning as the aesthetic products of a society.'!
Rather, I employ it in a broad way to include the ethical and social val-
ues underlying the life of a particular social unit.

My way of thinking about culture is enriched by the ideas of several
scholars. It encompasses the idea of “‘episteme’ as described by Michel
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Foucault: a world view, or a paradigm of thinking that ‘“‘defines the
conditions . . . of all knowledge.”!? It also involves the notion of a
nexus of socially embedded ideas about society. Pierre Bourdieu calls
this a ““habitus,”” which he describes as ““a socially constituted system of
cognitive and motivating structures.”!? It is the social basis for what
Clifford Geertz described as the “cultural systems™” of a people: the pat-
terns of thought, the world views, and the meanings that are attached
to the activities of a particular society. In Geertz’s view, such cultural
systems encompass both secular ideologies and religion.'

The cultural approach to the study of terrorism that I have adopted
has advantages and disadvantages. Although it allows me to explore
more fully the distinctive world view and moral justifications of each
group, it means that | tend to study less closely the political calculations
of movement leaders and the international networks of activists. For
these aspects of terrorism [ rely on other works: historical studies such
as Bernard Lewis’s classic The Assassins, comprehensive surveys such as
Walter Laqueur's Terrorism (revised and republished as The Age of
Terrorism) and Bruce Hoffman’s Insidc Terrorism, which covers both
historical and contemporary incidents;!’ studies in the social psychol-
ogy of terrorism by Walter Reich and Jerrold Post;'¢ political analyses
such as Martha Crenshaw’s work on the structure of terrorist organi-
zations in Algeria and Peter Merkl's analysis of left-wing terrorism in
Germany;'7 and the contributions of Paul Wilkinson and Brian Jenkins
in analyzing terrorism as an instrument of political strategy.'®

These works leave room for other scholars to develop a more cul-
tural approach to analyzing terrorist movements--—efforts at recon-
structing the terrorists’ world views from within. This research has led
to a number of significant case studies, including analyses of the
Christian militia by Jeffrey Kaplan, the Christian Identity movement by
James Aho, Irish paramilitarists by Martin Dillon, Sikh militants by
Cynthia Keppley Mahmood, Jewish activists by Ehud Sprinzak, and
Hamas suicide bombers by Paul Steinberg and Anne Marie Oliver.!?
These and other works, along with my own case studies and some in-
teresting reportage by international journalists, make possible an effort
such as this one: a comparative cultural study of religious terrorism.

This book begins with case studies of religious activists who have
used violence or who justify its use. The first half of the book contains
chapters on Christians in America who supported abortion clinic bomb-
ings and militia actions such as the bombing of the Oklahoma City fed-
eral building, Catholics and Protestants who justified acts of terrorism
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in Northern Ireland, Muslims associated with the bombing of the World
Trade Center in New York City and Hamas attacks in the Middle East,
Jews who supported the assassination of Pime Minister Yitzhak Rabin
and the attack in Hebron's Tomb of the Patriarchs, Sikhs identified with
the killing of India’s prime minister Indira Gandhi and Punjab’s chief
minister Beant Singh, and the Japanese Buddhists affiliated with the
group accused of the nerve gas attack in Tokyo’s subways.

Since these case studies are not only about those directly involved in
terrorist acts but also about the world views of the cultures of violence
that stand behind them, I have interviewed a number of people associ-
ated with these cultures. In the chapters that follow, however, I have
chosen to focus on only a few. In some cases I have highlighted the es-
tablished leaders of political organizations, such as Dr. Abdul Aziz
Rantisi, Tom Hartley, and Simranjit Singh Mann. In other cases I have
chosen outspoken activists who have been convicted of undertaking vi-
olent acts, such as Mahmud Abouhalima, Michael Bray, and Yoel
Lerner. In yet other cases I have selected members from the lower ech-
clons of activist movements, such as Takcshi Nakamura and Yochay
Ron. The interviews that I have chosen to describe in detail are there-
fore diverse. But in each case—in my opinion—they best exemplify the
world views of the cultures of violence of which the individuals are a
part.

In the second half of the book I identify patterns—an overarching
logic—found within the cultures of violence described in the first half.
I try to explain why and how religion and violence are linked. In
Chapter 7 I explain why acts of religious terrorism are undertaken not
only to achieve a strategic target but also to accomplish a symbolic pur-
pose. In Chapters 8 and 9, I describe how images of cosmic confronta-
tion and warfare that are ordinarily found in the context of heaven or
history are sometimes tied to this-worldly political battles, and 1 ex-
plain how the processes of satanization and symbolic empowerment de-
velop in stages. In Chapter 10, I explore the way that religious violence
has provided a sense of empoweriment to alienated individuals, mar-
ginal groups, and visionary ideologues.

In the last chapter of this book I return to questions directly about
religion: why anyone would believe that God could sanction terrorism
and why the rediscovery of religion’s power has appeared in recent
years in such a bloody way—and what, if anything, can be done about
it. I have applied what | have learned about religious terrorism to five
scenarios in which violence comes to an end.
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In order to respond to religious terrorism in a way that is effective
and does not produce more terrorism in response, I believe it is neces-
sary to understand why such acts occur. Behind this practical purpose
in writing this book, however, is an attempt to understand the role that
violence has always played in the religious imagination and how terror
could be conceived in the mind of God.

These two purposes are connected. One of my conclusions is that
this historical moment of global transformation has provided an occa-
sion for religion—with all its images and ideas—to be reasserted as a
public force. Lurking in the background of much of religion’s unrest
and the occasion for its political revival, I believe, is the devaluation of
secular authority and the need for alternative ideologies of public order.
It may be one of the ironies of history, graphically displayed in incidents
of terrorism, that the answers to the questions of why the contempo-
rary world still needs religion and of why it has suffered such public
acts of violence, are surprisingly the same.




Cultures of Violence




CHAPTER 2

Soldiers for Christ

The shootings at a Jewish day care center in California on August 10,
1999, by a Christian Identity activist rekindled the fear and anger
evoked by the 1996 bombing of the Atlanta Olympic Games. the 1995
devastation of the Oklahoma City federal building, and a rash of abor-
tion clinic attacks throughout the decade. Like residents of Belfast and
London, Americans were beginning to learn to live with acts of reli-
gious terrorism: shocking, disturbing incidents of violence laced with
the passion of religion—in these cases, Christianity.

My attempt to understand contemporary religious violence around
the world begins with these Christian examples. Although much of the
world’s attention has been riveted to incidents in the Middle East, |
have chosen to initiate my search with a phcnomenon that most
American readers will find both familiar and strange: Christian mili-
tancy in the West. What is familiar is the setting. What is strange is the
idea that religious warfare exists in the most modern of twentieth-
century societies. Also surprising, at least to some, is that terrorist acts
have been justified by Christian principles.

It is good to remember, however, that despite its central tenets of
love and peace, Christianity—like most traditions—has always had a
violent side. The bloody history of the tradition has provided images
as disturbing as those provided by Islam or Sikhism, and violent con-
flict is vividly portrayed in both the Old and New Testaments of the
Bible. This history and these biblical images have provided the raw
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material for theologically justifying the violence of contemporary
Christian groups. Attacks on abortion clinics, for instance, have been
viewed not only as assaults on a practice that some Christians regard
as immoral, but also as skirmishes in a grand confrontation between
forces of evil and good that has social and political implications.

The theological justifications for these acts are varied. In the United
States, at least two major schools of thought lie behind Christian abor-
tion clinic bombings, one based on Reconstruction Theology and the
other on ideas associated with the Christian Identity movement. The
latter also provides the ideological support for many of America’s mili-
tia movements. The violence in Northern Ireland is justitied by still
other theological positions, Catholic and Protestant.

Why would a Christian support violent acts of terror? This is the
question that brought me to an American clergyman, Rev. Michael
Bray of Bowie, Maryland, who was convicted of a series of abortion
clinic attacks and defends the use of lethal weapons against clinic
staff. This is my attempt to understand his troubled view of the
world.

Mike Bray and Abortion Clinic Bombings

It was ““a cold February night”in 1984 when Rev. Michael Bray and a
friend drove a yellow Honda from his home in Bowie to nearby Dover,
Delaware. The trunk of the car held a cargo of ominous supplies: a cin-
der block to break a window, cans of gasoline to pour in and around a
building, and rags and matches to ignite the flames. The road to
Delaware was foggy and the bridge across the Chesapeake Bay was icy.
The car skidded and a minor accident occurred, but the pair were de-
termined to forge ahead. ““Before daybreak,” Bray said, “‘the only abor-
tion chamber in Bover was gutted by fire and put out of the business
of butchering babies.””! The following year, Bray and two other defen-
dants stood trial for destroying seven abortion facilities in Delaware,
Maryland, Virginia, and the District of Columbia, with a total of over
one million dollars in damages. He was convicted of these charges and
served prison time until May 15, 1989.

When I talked with Rev. Bray in his suburban home in Bowie in 1996
and again in 1998, 1 found nothing sinister or intensely fanatical about
him. He was a cheertul, charrning, handsome man in his early 40s who
liked to be called Mike. Hardly the image of an ignorant, narrow-
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minded fundamentalist, Mike Bray enjoyed a glass of wine before din-
ner and talked knowledgeably about theology and political ideas.?

[t was a demeanor quite different from his public posture. In my in-
terview with Bray on March 20, 1998, he had just appeared on the ABC
television program Nightline, in a program focusing on anti-abortion
acts of terrorism.? The host, Ted Koppel, had accused Bray of being the
author of the underground manual Army of God, which provides de-
tailed instructions for various forms of destruction and sabotage aimed
at abortion facilities. Bray did not deny Koppel’s accusation, but he did
not admit to it either. When I talked with Bray a few days later and
asked him about the authorship of the document, he repeated his non-
committal stance but was able to show me a copy of the manual he hap-
pened to have on file. [t was written in his own characteristically jaunty
and satirical style, and [ suspected that Koppel’s suggestion was correct.
Bray’s identification with the Army of God movement was established in
his trial some years ago when the initials AOG were found on abortion
buildings that he was accused of having torched. When [ asked Bray
why, if he had not written it, he would hesitate to deny his authorship
of the booklet, he said that “it was good to show solidarity with anyone
who is being maligned for writing such a book.”*

Whether or not he was the author, Bray clearly sympathized with the
ideas in the manual. As a leader in the Defensive Action movement,
Mike Bray has justified the use of violence in anti-abortion activities, al-
though his attacks on abortion clinics have been considered extreme
even by members of the pro-life movement. The same has been said of
his acknowledged writings. Bray publishes one of the country’s most
militant Christian newsletters, Capitol Area Christian News, which has
focused on abortion, homosexuality, and what Bray regards as the
Clinton administration’s pathological abuse of government power.

Bray was the spokesman for two activists who were convicted of
murderous assaults on abortion clinic staffs. On July 29, 1994, Bray’s
friend, Rev. Paul Hill, killed Dr. John Britton and his volunteer escort
James Barrett as they drove up to The Ladies Center, an abortion clinic
in Pensacola, Flonda. Several years earlier another member of Bray’s
network of associates, Rachelle (‘‘Shelly’”) Shannon, a housewife from
rural Oregon, also confessed to a string of abortion clinic bombings.
She was convicted of attempted murder for shooting and wounding Dr.
George Tiller as he drove away from his clinic in Wichita, Kansas. Bray
wrote the definitive book on the ethical justification for anti-abortion
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violence, A Time to Kill, which defended his own acts of terrorism, the
murders of abortion clinic doctors, and the attempted murder by
Shannon.’ And yet in person Rev. Michael Bray is in many ways an af-
fable and interesting man.

Mike Bray has always been active, he told me, having been raised in
a family focused around sports, church activities, and military life. His
father was a naval officer who served at nearby Annapolis, and Mike
grew up expecting to follow in his father’s military footsteps. An ath-
letic hero in high school, he took the most popular girl in class to the
senior prom. Her name was Kathie Epstein—according to Bray the
Kathie Lee who later became an actress and a nationally televised talk
show host with Regis Philbin. Mike’s own career was marked by less
obvious attributes of success. He attended Annapolis for a year and
then dropped out, living what he described as a “prodigal” life. He
searched for religion as a solution to his malaise and was for a time
tempted by the Mormons. Then the mother of his old girlfriend, Kathie
Lee, steered him toward Billy Graham and the born-again experience of
evangelical Christianity. Mike was converted and went to Colorado to
study in a Baptist Bible college and seminary.

Yet Bray never quite rejected the Lutheranism of his upbringing. So
when he returned to Bowie, he rejoined his childhood church and be-
came the assistant pastor. When the national Lutheran churches
merged, Bray led a faction of the local church that objected to what it
regarded as the national church's abandonment of the principle of
scriptural literalism. Seeing himself as a crusader, Mike and his group
of ten families split off and in 1984 formed the Reformation Lutheran
Church, an independent group affiliated with the national Association
of Free Lutheran Congregations. Over ten years later, Bray's church re-
mained a circle of about fifty people without its own building. The
church operated out of Bray's suburban home: Bray remodeled the
garage into a classroom for a Christian elementary school, where he
and his wife taught a small group of students.

Incrcasingly, Mike Bray's real occupation became social activism.
Supported by his wife, members of the church, and his volunteer associ-
ate pastor, Michael Colvin—who held a Ph.D. in classics from the
University of Indiana and worked in the federal health care administra-
tion—Mike and his followers launched anti-abortion crusades and
tapped into a growing national network of like-minded Christian ac-
tivists. They became concerned that the federal government—particularly
the attorney general, whom Mike called ‘‘Janet Waco Reno‘‘—was un-
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dertnining individual freedoms and moral values. He saw American soci-
ety in a state of utter depravity, over which its elected officials presided
with an almost satanic disregard for truth and human life. He viewed
President Clinton and other politicians as ‘“‘neo-pagans,” sometimes com-
paring them to Hitler. The Nazi image pervaded Bray's understanding of
how ethically minded people should respond to such a threat. Regarding
the activities that led to his prison conviction, Bray has “no regrets.”
“Whatever I did,” he said, “‘it was worthit.”

According to Bray, Americans live in a situation ‘‘comparable to
Nazi Germany,” a state of hidden warfare, and the comforts of modern
society have lulled the populace into a lack of awareness of the situa-
tion. Bray is convinced that if there were some dramaltic event, such as
economic collapse or social chaos, the demonic role of the government
would be revealed, and people would have *‘the strength and the zeal
to take up arms’ in a revolutionary struggle. What he envisions as the
outcome of that struggle is the establishment of a new moral order in
America, one based on biblical law and a spiritual, rather than a secu-
lar, social compact.

Until this new moral order is established, Bray said, he and others
like him who are aware of what is going on and have the moral courage
to resist it are compelled to take action. According to Bray, Christianity
gives him the right to defend innocent “‘unborn children,” even by use
of force, whether it involves *“‘destroying the facilities that they are reg-
ularly killed in, or taking the life of one who is murdering them.” By
the latter, Bray means killing doctors and other clinical staff involved in
performing abortions.

Bray defends the 1994 actions of his friend, Rev. Paul Hill, in killing
Dr. John Britton and his escort. Bray’s theological justifications are
echoed by Hill himself. “You may wonder what it is like to have killed
an abortionist and his escort,” Hill wrote to Bray and his other sup-
porters after the killings.® “My eyes were opened to the enormous im-
pact” such an event would have, he wrote, adding that “the effect
would be incalculable.”” Hill said that he opened his Bible and found
sustenance in Psalms 91: “You will not be afraid of the terror by night,
or of the arrow that flies by day.” Hill interpreted this as an affirmation
that his act was biblically approved.

When I suggested to Bray that carrying out such violent actions is
tantamount to acting as both judge and executioner, Bray demurred.
Although he did not deny that a religious authority has the right to pro-
nounce judgment over those who broke the moral law, he explained




24 CULTURES OF VIOLENCE

that attacks on abortion clinics and the killing of abortion doctors were
essentially defensive rather than punitive acts. According to Bray,
“there is a difference between taking a retired abortionist and execut-
ing him, and killing a practicing abortionist who is regularly killing ba-
bies.” The first act is in Bray’s view retributive, the second defensive.
According to Bray, the attacks were aimed not so much at punishing
clinics and abortionists for their actions as at preventing them from
“killing babies,” as Bray put it. He was careful to say that he did not
advocate the use of violence, but morally approved of it in some in-
stances. He was “‘pro-choice,”” as he put it, regarding its use.

Theological Justifications

Bray found support for his position in actions undertaken during the
Nazi regime in Europe. His moral exemplar in this regard was the
German theologian and Lutheran pastor, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who
abruptly terminated his privileged research position at Union
Theological Seminary in New York City to return to Germany and
clandestinely join a plot to assassinate Hitler. The plot was uncovered
before it could be carried out, and Bonhoeffer, the brilliant young eth-
ical theorist, was hanged by the Nazis. His image of martyrdom and his
theological writings lived on, however, and Bonhoeffer has often been
cited by moral theorists as an example of how Christians could under-
take violent actions for a just cause and how occasionally they are con-
strained to break laws for a higher purpose.

These were positions also held by one of Bonhoeffer’s colleagues at
Union Theological Seminary, Reinhold Niebuhr, whom Bray also cited.
Often touted as one of the greatest Protestant theologians of the twen-
tieth century, Niebuhr wrestled with one of Christianity’s oldest ethical
problems: when it is permissible to use force-—even violence—in behalf
of a righteous cause. Niebuhr began his career as a pacifist, but in time
he grudgingly began to accept the position that a Christian, acting for
the sake of justice, could use a limited amount of violence.”

Niebuhr was drawing on a strain of religious activism that went back
to Christianity’s origins. The tradition emerged in the context of revolu-
tionary struggles against the Roman occupation of Israel. The New
Testament indicates that at least two of Jesus’ disciples were members of
the rebellious Jewish party, the Zealots. Scholars dispute whether or not
the Jesus movement was considered antigovernment at the time, but the
New Testament clearly records that the Roman colonial government
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charged Jesus with sedition, found him guilty, and executed him for the
crime®

Did Jesus in fact support the violent overthrow of the Roman occu-
pation? The answer to that question is unclear, and the controversy
over whether Christianity sanctions violence has hounded the Church
from its earliest days. It can be argued that Christians were expected to
follow Jesus' example of selfless love, to “love your enemies and pray
for those who persecute you’ (Mt 5:44). Evidence for the other side
comes from such incidents as Jesus driving the moneychangers from the
Temple and such enigmatic statements as Jesus’ dark prophecy ‘“Do not
think that [ have come to bring peace on earth; [ have come not to bring
peace but a sword” (Mt 10:34; see also Lk 12:51-52). The early
Church fathers, including Tertullian and Origen, asserted that
Christians were constrained from taking human life, a principle that
prevented Christians from serving in the Roman army. Thus the early
Christians were essentially pacificists.

When Christianity vaulted into the status of state rcligion in the fourth
century C.E.. Church leaders began to reject pacifism and accept the doc-
trine of just war, an idea first stated by Cicero and later developed by
Ambrose and Augustine.® This idea justified the use of military force under
certain conditions, including proportionality—the expectation that more
lives would be saved by the use of force than would be lost—and legiti-
macy, the notion that the undertaking must be approved by an established
authority. The abuse of the concept in justifying military adventures and
violent persecutions of heretical and minority groups led Thomas Aquinas
in the thirteenth century to reaffirm that war was always sinful, even if it
was occasionally waged for a just cause. Remarkably, the just-war theory
still stands today as the centerpiece of Christian understanding concerning
the moral use of violence.'® Some modern Christian theologians have
adapted the theory of just war to liberation theology, arguing that the
Church can embrace a “just revolution.” !

Reinhold Niebuhr showed the relevance of just-war theory to so-
cial struggles in the twentieth century by relating the idea to what he
regarded as the Christian requirement to fulfill social justice. Viewing
the world through the lens of what he called “‘realism,” Niebuhr con-
cluded that moral suasion is not sufficient to combat social injustices,
especially when they are buttressed by corporate and state power. For
this reason, he explained in a seminal essay, “Why the Christian
Church [s Not Pacifist,”” that it is at times necessary to abandon non-
violence in favor of a more forceful solution.!? Building his case on
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Augustine's understanding of original sin, Niebuhr argued that right-
eous force is sometimes necessary to extirpate injustice and subdue
evil within a sinful world, and that small strategic acts of violence are
occasionally necessary to deter large acts of violence and injustice. If
violence is to be used in such situations, Niebuhr explained, it must
be used sparingly and as swiftly and skillfully as a surgeon’s knife.!?

In addition to the “‘just war,”” however, there are other, less legitimate
examples of religious violence from Christianity’s heritage, including the
Inquisitions and the Crusades. The thirteenth-century Inquisitions were
the medieval Church's attempt to root out heresy, involving torture of
the accused and sentences that included burning at the stake. The
Spanish Inquisition in the fifteenth century was aimed largely at Jews
and Muslims who had converted to Christianity but were investigated
to see if the conversions were sincere; again, torture and death were
standard features of these spurious trials. The nine Crusades—which
began in 1095 with Pope Urban II’s plea for Christians to rise up and re-
take the Shrine of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem, which had fallen into
Muslim hands, and ended some three centuries later—were punctuated
with the Christian battle cry Deus volt (*‘God wills it”). As the armies
moved through Europe on their way to the Holy Land, they gathered the
poor and desperate tor quixotic ventures that led to virtually no military
conquests of lasting value. They did, however, lead to the deaths of thou-
sands of innocent Muslims and Jews. Today the memory of this tragic
period in Christian history is evoked in the epithet “‘crusader,” applied
to anyone committed to a cause with excessive zeal.

One might think of the Crusades when one considers the religious
commitment of anti-abortion activists such as Rev. Michael Bray who
turn to violence in their war with abortion clinic staff and their de-
fenders, the secular state. Bray, however, found reluge not in the his-
torical example of the Crusades but in the ethical justification offered
by Niebuhr, along with the example of Christian sacrifice in the assas-
sination attempt by Bonhoeffer. These modern liberal Christian de-
fenders of the just role of violence gave Bray the impression that
Christian theology has supported his own efforts to bring about social
change through violent acts.

But Bray radically differs from Niebuhr and Bonhoeffer theologically
and in his interpretation of the contemporary situation--<omparing
America's democratic state to Nazism and advocating a biblically based
religious politics to replace the secular government. It is unlikely that
Bray’s positions would be accepted by these or any other theologian
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within mainstream Protestant thought. Bonhoeffer and Niebuhr, like
most modern theologians, accepted the principle of the separation of
church and state; they felt that separation is necessary to the integrity of
both institutions. Niebuhr was especially wary of what he called
“moralism”—the intrusion of religious or other ideological values into
the political calculations of statecraft.

To support his ideas about religious politics, therefore, Bray had to
look beyond mainstream Protestant thought. Rejecting Bonhoeffer’s
and Niebuhr’s “affliction’ with moderate neo-orthodox theology, Bray
found intellectual company in a group of writers associated with the
more conservative Dominion Theology, the position that Christianity
must reassert the dominion of God over all things, including secular
politics and society. This point of view—articulated by such right-wing
Protestant spokespersons as Rev. Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson—Iled
to a burst of social and political activism in the Christian right in the
1980s and 1990s.

The Christian anti-abortion movement is perineated with ideas from
Dominion Theology. Randall Terry, founder of the militant anti-abortion
organization Operation Rescue and a writer for the Dominion magazine
Crosswinds, signed the magazine's ““‘Manifesto for the Christian Church.”
The manifesto asserted that America should “function as a Christian na-
tion”” and opposed such “‘social moral evils of secular society as ‘““abor-
tion on demand, fornication, homosexuality, sexual entertainment, state
usurpation of parental rights and God-given libertics, statist-collectivist
theft from citizens through devaluation of their money and redistribution
of their wealth, and evolutionism taught as a monopoly viewpoint in the
public schools.””'4

At the extreme right wing of Dominion Theology is a relatively ob-
scure theological movement that Mike Bray found particularly appealing:
Reconstruction Theology, whose exponents long to create a Christian
theocratic state. Bray had studied their writings extensively and possesses
a shelf of books written by Reconstruction authors. The convicted anti-
abortion killer Paul Hill cited Reconstruction theologians in his own
writings and once studied with a founder of the movement, Greg
Bahnsen, at Reformed Theological Seminary in Jackson, Mississippi.l’

Leaders of the Reconstruction movement trace their ideas, which they
sometimes called ‘‘theonomy,”” to Cornelius Van Til, a twentieth-century
Presbyterian professor of theology at Princeton Seminary who took se-
riously the sixteenth-century ideas of the Reformation theologian John
Calvin regarding the necessity for presupposing the authority of God in
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all worldly matters. Followers of Van Til, including his former students
Bahnsen and Rousas John Rushdoony, and Rushdoony’s son-in-law,
Gary North, adopted this “‘presuppositionalism’ as a doctrine, with all
its implications for the role of religion in political life.

Reconstruction writers regard the history of Protestant politics since
the early years of the Reformation as having taken a bad turn, and they
are especially unhappy with the Enlightenment formulation of church-
state separation. They feel it necessary to “‘reconstruct’ Christian soci-
ety by turning to the Bible as the basis for a nation’s law and social
order. To propagate these views, the Reconstructionists established the
Institute for Christian Economics in Tyler, Texas, and the Chalcedon
Foundation in Vallecito, California. They publish a journal and a
steady stream of books and booklets on the theological justification for
inter jecting Christian ideas into economic, legal, and political life.!6

According to the most prolific Reconstruction writer, Gary North, it
is “‘the moral obligation of Christians to recapture every institution for
Jesus Christ.””!” He feels this to be especially so in the United States,
where secular law as construed by the Supreme Court and defended by
liberal politicians is moving in what Rushdoony and others regard as a
decidedly un-Christian direction, particularly in matters regarding
abortion and homosexuality. What the Reconstructionists ultimately
want, however, is more than the rejection of secularism. Like other the-
ologians who utilize the biblical concept of ‘““dominion,” they reason
that Christians, as the new chosen people of God, are destined to dom-
inate the world.

The Reconstructionists possess a ‘“‘postmillennial”” view of history.
That is, they believe that Christ will return to earth only after the thou-
sand years of religious rule that characterizes the Christian idea of the
millennium, and therefore Christians have an obligation to provide the
political and social conditions that will make Christ's return possible.
“Premillennialists,” on the other hand, hold the view that the thousand
years of Christendom will come only after Christ returns, an event that
will occur in a cataclysmic moment of world history. Therefore they
tend to be much less active politically. Followers of Reconstruction
Theology such as Mike Bray, Dominion theologians such as Pat
Robertson, and many leaders of the politically active Christian
Coalition are postmillenialists and hence believe that a Christian king-
dom must be established on earth before Christ’s return. They take se-
riously the idea of a Christian society and a forn of religious politics
that will make biblical code the law of the land.
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In my conversations with Mike Bray, he insisted that the idea of a so-
ciety based on Christian morality was not a new one, and he empha-
sized the “‘re-”’ in “‘reconstruction.” Although Bray rejects the idea of a
pope, he appreciates much of the Roman Catholic Church’s social
teachings and greatly admires the tradition of canon law. Only recently
in history, he observed, has the political order in the West not been
based on biblical concepts. Since he is opposed to this disestablishment
of the political role of the Church, Bray labels himself an ‘“‘antidises-
tablishmentarian.”

Bray is serious about bringing Christian politics into power. He
imagines that it is possible, under the right conditions, for a Christian
revolution to sweep across the country and bring in its wake constitu-
tional changes that would allow for biblical law to be the basis of so-
cial legislation. Failing that, Bray envisages a new federalism that
would allow individual states to experiment with religious politics on
their own. When I asked Bray what state might be ready for such an ex-
periment, he hesitated and then suggested Louisiana and Mississippi,
or, he added, “maybe one of the Dakotas.”

Not all Reconstruction thinkers have endorsed the use of violence,
especially the kind that Bray and Hill have justified. As Gary North ad-
mitted, ““there is a division in the theonomic camp® over violence, es-
pecially with regard to anti-abortion activities. Some months before
Paul Hill killed Dr. Britton and his escort, Hill—apparently hoping for
Gary North’s approval in advance—sent a letter to North along with a
draft of an essay he had written justif ying the possibility of such killings
in part on theonomic grounds. North ultimately responded, but only
after the murders had been committed. North regretted that he was too
late to deter Hill from his ‘“‘terrible direction™ and chastised Hill in an
open letter, published as a booklet, denouncing Hill’s views as “‘vigi-
lante theology.”'® According to North, biblical law provides exceptions
to the commandment ““Thou shalt not kill” (Ex 20:13), but in terms
similar to just-war doctrine: when one is authorized to do so by *“‘a
covenantal agent’ in wartime, to defend one’s household, to execute a
convicted criminal, to avenge the death of one’s kin, to save an entire
nation, or to stop moral transgressors from bringing bloodguilt on an
entire community.'”

Hill— joined by Bray—responded to North’s letter. They argued that
many of those conditions applied to the abortion situation in the United
States. Writing from his prison cell in Starke, Florida, Paul Hill said that
the biblical commandment against murder also “‘requires using the means
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necessary to defend against murder—including lethal force.”?? He went
on to say that he regarded “‘the cutting edge of Satan’s curieent attack™ to
be ““the abortionist’s knife,”” and therefore his actions had ultimate theo-
logical significance.?* Bray, in A Time to Kill, spoke to North’s concern
about the authorization of violence by a legitimate authority or “a
covenental agent.”” as North put it. Bray raised the possibility of a “‘righ-
teous rebellion.”22 Just as liberation theologians justify the use of unau-
thorized force for the sake of their vision of a moral order, Bray sees the
legitimacy of using violence not only to resist what he regards as mur-
der—abortion—but also to help bring about the Christian political order
envisioned by Reconstruction thinkers such as Gary North. In Bray's
mind, a little violence is a small price to pay for the possibility of fulfill-
ing God's law and establishing His kingdom on earth.

Eric Robert Rudolph and Timothy McVeigh

A somewhat different set of theological justifications lay in the back-
ground of another anti-abortion activist, Eric Robert Rudolph. When fed-
eral agents conducted a massive and well-publicized manhunt to capture
Rudolph in 1998 and 1999, they had a long list of alleged charges to pre-
sent before him, including bombing abortion clinics in Birmingham,
Alabama, and Atlanta, Georgia; blasting a lesbian bar in Atlanta; and ex-
ploding a bomb at the 1996 Atlanta Olympics. What these incidents have
in common is their relationship to what many Christian activists regard as
sexual immorality: abortion and homosexuality. According to Michael
Bray, Rudolph’s anger at the Olympic organizers came in part because the
carriers of the Olympic torch, which passed through the southern United
States on its way to Atlanta, skirted one county in North Carolina that
had approved an ordinance declaring that ‘“‘sodomy is not consistent with
the values of the community.”” Rudolph is said to have interpreted this de-
tour in the torch’s journey as a pro-gay stance on thc part of the Olympic
organizers.2* In a broader sense, however, Rudolph was concerned about
the permissiveness of secular authorities in the United States and “‘the
atheistic internationalism’ controlling one side of what Bray calls “the
culture war”’ in modemn society 2*

These concerns are shared by many Christian activists, but in Ru-
dolph’s case they are associated especially with a branch of Christianity
with which Rudolph became familiar in childhood: Christian Identity. At
one time he and his mother stayed at the Identity compound led by Dan
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Gayman, and there are press reports that Rudolph knew the late Identity
preacher Nord Davis. The theology of Christian Identity is based on racial
supremacy and biblical law. It has been in the background of such move-
ments as the Posse Comitatus, the Order, the Aryan Nations, the support-
ers of Randy Weaver at Ruby Ridge, Herbert Armstrong’s Worldwide
Church of God, the Freeman Compound, and the World Church of the
Creator. It is popular in many militia movements and motivated Buford
Furrow in his 1999 assault on a Jewish center in Granada Hills,
California.

Christian Identity ideas were most likely part of the thinking of
Timothy McVeigh, the convicted bomber of the Oklahoma City federal
building. McVeigh was exposed to Identity thinking through the mili-
tia culture with which he was associated and through his awareness of
the Christian Identity encampment, Elohim City, on the Oklahoma-
Arkansas border. Although there is no evidence that McVeigh was ever
affiliated with the commune, phone calls he made to Elohim City in the
months before the bombing are a matter of record, including one made
two weeks before the bombing.?> McVeigh once received a citation for
a minor traffic offense ten miles from the commune on the only access
road to it. McVeigh also imbibed Identity ideas, or concepts similar to
them, through such publications as The Patriot Report, an Arkansas-
based Christian Identity newsletter that McVeigh received, and perhaps
most of all from the book The Turner Diaries.?® According to
McVeigh's friends, this was “‘his favorite book™’; it was “his bible,”
some said.?” According to one gun collector who saw McVeigh fre-
quently at gun shows, he hawked the book at bargain prices to anyone
interested in buying it, and never let it leave his side.?¥ More to the
point, McVeigh’s telephone records indicate that despite his denials, he
talked several times directly with the author of the novel, including a
conversation shortly before the Oklahoma City attack.??

The author is William Pierce, who received a Ph.D. from the University
of Colorado. For a time Pierce taught physics at Oregon State University,
and he once served as a writer for the American Nazi Party. Although he
has denied affiliation with the Christian Identity movement—and in fact
attacked the clubbishness of most Identity groups—Pierce's ideas are vir-
tually indistinguishable from Identity thinking. In 1984 Pierce proclaimed
himself the founder of a religious compound very similar to those associ-
ated with the Christian Identity movement. He called it the Cosmotheist
Community.??




3z CULTURES OF VIOLENCE

Pierce's novel, written under the pseudonym Andrew Macdonald, was
the main vehicle for his Identity/Cosmotheist ideas. Published in 1978, it
describes an apocalyptic battle between freedom fighters and a dictator-
ial American government. The novel soon became an underground clas-
sic, selling 200,000 copies in gun shows and through mail-order cata-
logues. It served as the blueprint for activists such as Robert Matthews,
who was implicated in the 1984 assassination of a Jewish talk-show host
in Denver. Matthews, like Timothy McVeigh, seems to have taken seri-
ously the novel’s predictions of the encroachment of government control
in America and the resistance by a guerrilla band known as “‘the Order.”
Matthews called his own movement ‘“‘the Order,” and the modus
operandi McVeigh used in destroying the Oklahoma City federal build-
ing was almost exactly the same as the one used by patriotic guerrillas to
attack government buildings in Pierce’s novel.

Although written almost eighteen years before the 1995 Oklahoma
City blast, a section of The Turner Diarres reads almost like a news ac-
count of the hornfying event. It describes in chilling detail how the fic-
tional hero blew up a federal building with a truckload of *“‘a little
under 5,000 pounds” of ammonium nitrate fertilizer and fuel oil.
Timothy McVeigh's own truck carried 4,400 pounds of the same mix-
ture, packaged and transported exactly as described in the novel.
According to Pierce’s story, the purpose of the bombing was to launch
an attack against the perceived evils of the government and to arouse
the fighting spirit of all “free men.””*! According to Pierce, such efforts
were necessary because of the mindset of dictatorial secularism that had
been imposed on American society as the result of an elaborate con-
spiracy orchestrated by Jews and liberals hell-becnt on depriving
Chnistian society of its freedom and its spiritual moorings.

Pierce and Christian Identity activists yearn for a revolution that
would undo America’s separation of church and state-—or rather, be-
cause they disdain the organized Church, they want to merge ‘‘religion
and state” in a new society governed by religious law. This is why so
many Identity groups live together in theocratic societies such as Elohim
City, the Freeman Compound, the Aryan Nations compound, and
Pierce’s Cosmotheist Community. Although these religious communal-
ists believe in capitalism, many hold property in common. They also
share an apocalyptic view of history and an even more conspiratorial
view of government than the Reconstructionists. They believe that the
great confrontation between freedom and a government-imposed slav-
ery is close at hand and that their valiant, militant efforts can threaten
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the evil system and awaken the spirit of the freedom-loving masses.
These are ideas that came to Timothy McVeigh from William Pierce and
T he Turner Diaries and indirectly from the theories of Christian ldentity.

Christian Identity thought originated in the movement of British
Israelism in the nineteenth century. According to Michael Barkun, who
has written extensively about the movement, one of the founding fa-
thers was John Wilson, whose central work, Lectures on Our Israelitish
Origin, brought the message to a large British and Irish middle-class au-
dience.??2 Wilson claimed that Jesus had been an Aryan, not a Semite;
that the migrating Israelite tribes from the northern kingdom of Israel
were in fact blue-eyed Aryans who somehow ended up in the British
Isles; and that the ‘““Lost Sheep of the House of Israel’”” were none other
than present-day Englishmen.?? According to later versions of this the-
ory, people who claim to be Jews are imposters. Some versions of
Identity thinking regard them as descendants of an illicit sexual act be-
tween Eve and Satan; other versions have them as aliens from outer
space. In either case, Identity thinking claims that the people known as
Jews pretend to be Jews in order to assert their superiority in a scheme
to control the world. The Jews’ plotis allegedly supported by the secret
Protestant order of Freemasons.

British Israelism came to the United States in the early twentieth cen-
tury through the teachings of the evangelist Gerald L. K. Smith and the
writings of William Cameron, a publicist for the automobile magnate
Henry Ford.3* Ford himself supported many of Cameron's views and
published a book of anti-Semitic essays written by Cameron but attrib-
uted to Ford, The International Jew: The World’'s Foremost Problem.
Cameron conveyed such Christian Identity tenets as the necessity for
the Anglo-Saxon race to retain its purity and political dominance, and
the need for Western societies to establish a biblical basis for gover-
nance. The Christian Identity philosophy was promoted further by
Bertram Comparet, a deputy district attorney in San Diego, and Wesley
Swift, a Ku Klux Klan member who founded the Church of Jesus
Christ-Christian in 1946. This church was the basis for the Christian
Dcfense League, organized by Bill Gale at his ranch in Mariposa,
California, in the 1960s, a movement that spawned both the Posse
Comitatus and the Aryan Nations.??

British Israelism appealed to the elite of nineteenth-century British
society, but by the time these ideas came to the United States, the ide-
ology had taken a more strident and political tum. Most of the follow-
ers of Christian Identity were relatively benign, and according to Jeffrey
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Kaplan, who studied contemporary Christian Identity groups in the
American Midwest and Northwest, their ideas tended to be simplified
in the public mind and the groups reduced to the ranks of “‘monsters”
in America’s right-wing fringe.3® Though that may be true, the fact re-
mains that the ideology lies behind some of the more heinous groups
and actions in American society in the late twentieth century.

In the 1980s and 1990s the largest concentration of Christian Identity
groups was in Idaho—centered on the Aryan Nations compound near
Hayden Lake—and in the southern Midwest near the Oklahoma-
Arkansas-Missouri borders. In that location a Christian Identity group
called the Covenant, the Sword and the Arm of the Lord (CSA) estab-
lished a 224-acre community and a paramilitary school, which it named
the Endtime Overcomer Survival Training School.?? Nearby, Christian
Identity minister Robert Millar and former Nazi Party member Glenn
Miller established Elohim City, whose members stockpiled weapons and
prepared themselves for *“a Branch Davidian—type raid’” by the U.S. gov-
ernment’s Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Fircarms.*® It was this
Christian Identity encampment that Timothy McVeigh contacted shortly
before the Oklahoma City federal building blast.

The American incarnation of Christian Identity incorporated many
of the British movement’s paranoid views, updated to suit the social
anxieties of many contemporary Americans. For instance, the United
Nations and the Democratic Party were alleged to be accomplices in a
Jewish-Freemason conspiracy to control the world and deprive individ-
uals of their freedom. In a 1982 Identity pamphlet, Jews were described
as ‘“‘parasites and vultures” who controlled the world through interna-
tional banking.*® The establishment of the International Monetary
Fund, the introduction of magnetized credit cards, and the establish-
ment of paper money not backed by gold or silver were listed as the
final steps in “‘Satan’s Plan.”*40

Gun control is also an important issue to Christian Identity sup-
porters, since they believe that this is how the ‘““Jewish-UN-liberal
conspirators,” as they call them, intend to eliminate the last possibil-
ities of rebellion against centralized power. These ‘‘conspirators’ are
thought to be hell-bent on depriving individuals of the weapons they
might use to defend themselves or free their countrymen from a tyran-
nical state. This obsession with gun control has made many Christian
Identity followers natural allies with the National Rifle Association.
The rhetoric of the NRA has played a significant role in legitimizing
Christian Identity members’ fears of the evil intentions behind gov-
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ernmental gun control and has provided a public voice for their para-
noid views.

By the late 1990s the Christian Identity movement had become pub-
licly identified as one of the leading voices of America’s radical right.
The dean of the movement is Richard Butler, an eighty-year-old former
Presbyterian minister often described as ‘“‘the elder statesman of
American hate.””! Waiting in the wings is Butler’s designated succes-
sor, Neumann Britton of Escondido, California. Although Butler’s
Aryan Nations compound in Idaho consists of only a handful of sup-
porters on a twenty-acre farm, its web site receives over five hundred
hits daily. Moreover, the movement received an infusion of financial
support from two Silicon Valley entrepreneurs, Carl E. Story and R.
Vincent Bertollinni. Their organization, the Eleventh Hour Remnant
Messenger, is said to have spent a million dollars promoting Christian
Identity ideas as of 1999, and to have access to fifty million more. One
of the projects they funded was the mass mailing of a videotape fea-
turing Butler presenting his Christian Identity theory of ‘“Adam’s pure
blood seed-line,”” and the alleged global conspiracy to destroy it.*2

At the extreme fringes of the Christian Identity movement are rogue
terrorists. Some are like Buford Furrow, who once lived in Butler’s com-
pound and married Matthews' widow, and Benjamin Smith, the 1999
Fourth of July sniper in Illinois and Indiana, who belonged to an
Identity-like church that eschews other Identity groups and, for that
matter, all of Christianity. Others are like Timothy McVeigh, whose
group was virtually an anti-organization: a nameless, close-knit cadre.

The world as envisioned by Timothy McVeigh, Buford Furrow,
Benjamin Smith, William Pierce, Richard Butler, and Michael Bray—by
followers of both Christian Identity and Reconstruction thought—is a
world at war. Identity preachers cite the biblical accounts of Michael the
Archangel destroying the offspring of evil to point to a hidden albeit
“‘cosmic” war between the forces of darkness and thc forces of light.*?
Reconstruction thinkers also see the world enmeshed in a great moral
struggle. “There is murder going on,” Mike Bray explained, ‘“which we
have to stop.” In the Christian Identity view of the world, the struggle is
a secret war between colossal evil forces allied with the United Nations,
the United States, and other government powers, and a small band of the
enlightened few who recognize these invisible enemies for what they
are—satanic powers, in their view—and are sufficiently courageous to
battle them. Although Bray rejects much of Christian Identity’s conspira-
torial view of the world, and specifically decries its anti-Semitism, he does
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appreciate its commitment to fight against secular forms of evil and its in-
sistence on the need for a Christian social order.

As Mike Bray explained, his justification of violence against abor-
tion clinics is not the result of a personal vendetta against agencies with
which he and others have moral differences, but the consequence of a
grand religious vision. His position is part of a great crusade conducted
by a Christian subculture in America that considers itself at war with
the larger society, and to some extent victimized by it. Armed with the
theological explanations of Reconstruction and Christian ldentity writ-
ers, this subculture sees itself justified in its violent responses to a vast
and violent repression waged by secular (and, in some versions of this
vision, Jewish) agents of a satanic force.

Mike Bray and his network of associates around the country see
themselves engaged in violence not for its own sake but as a response to
the institutional violence of what they regard as a repressive secular gov-
ernment. When he is said to have poured gasoline on rags and ignited
fircs to demolish abortion clinics, therefore, those within his culture did
not view this as an assault on civil liberties or as a vengeful and hateful
crime. Instead, Bray could be seen as firing the opening salvos in a great
defensive Christian struggle against the secular state, a contest between
the forces of spiritual truth and heathen darkness, in which the moral
character of America as a righteous nation hangs in the balance.

Catholics and Protestants in Belfast

This notion of a great struggle also lies behind the thinking of at least
some activists on each side of the so-called troubles of Northern Ireland,
an area racked by terrorist attacks since the early 1960s. When fire-
bombs tore through two shops and a pub in Belfast on August 2, 1998—
and an enormous car bomb two weeks later oblitcrated the nearby
ncighborhood of Omagh, killing twenty-four—it was clear that the frag-
ile peace agreement negotiated earlier in the year by a former senator
from the United States, George Mitchell, had not yet brought lasting
pcace to the region. On one side of the troubles are Irish nationalists
who wish to absorb the six counties of Northern Ireland into the
Republic of Ireland; on the other side are Protestants who have lived in
Northern Ireland for generations and want to maintain the loyalty of the
region to the British Union. Yet though the conflict is between Catholics
and Protestants, most observers question to what degree religion is ac-
tually at the heart of the dispute.
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This is the question I put to a leading member of the nationalist
Sinn Féin party in Belfast two days before the firebombs exploded.
The Sinn Féin leader, Tom Hartley, had been a comrade of Gerry
Adams and Bobby Sands since the 1970s, and when | talked with him
he was serving as the leader of the party in the Belfast city council,
where he served as an elected councillor.** Hartley was an articulate,
thoughtful man with a thick head of hair and an even thicker Irish
brogue. The bluejeans and open shirt he was wearing were more in
keeping with his working-class headquarters in the war zone of
Belfast's Falls Road, which I had visited the day before. The building
had been barricaded with large rocks to keep car bombs from ex-
ploding in front of the headquarters. Hartley’s other office was in the
elegant surroundings of the Belfast City Hall, which looked vaguely
like a miniature version of the U.S. Capitol building. In a workroom
near the gleaming marble rotunda, the Catholic activist fixed a cup of
coffee and speculated about the religious aspects of the Northern Irish
conflict.

Hartley said that he basically agreed with his colleague Gerry Adams
that Republicans like himself were engaged in an anticolonial struggle
that had nothing to do with religion.*> They simply wanted the British
out. The problem, Hartley explained, was that the conflict had been
made into a religious dispute by the British a century ago when they en-
couraged large numbers of Protestants from Scotland and England to
settle in the Northern Irish counties. The result, Hartley said, was ten-
sion between peoples with two different religious labels, and more than
that, between two different ways of thinking. Hartley speculated that
some of the trouble between the two communities was due to differ-
ences in what he called the ““thought processes’ of the religions and in
the characteristics of Roman Catholic and Protestant cultures.

Catholics like himself were ‘‘hierarchical,”” Hartley explained, adding
that it was a hallmark of Catholic thinking to assume that all Catholics
in a region such as Ireland are part of a unified community, the leaders
of which can generally count on the loyalty of their pcople. When Gerry
Adams participated in peace negotiations earlier in 1998, he could do so
in secret, Hartley said, knowing that his party would stand behind him
even if they did not know what the terms of his agreement would be.
Adams acted “‘like an archbishop,” Hartley acknowledged, and yet his
Sinn Féin comrades approved of his position.

The Irish Protestants, on the other hand, would never do such a
thing. They were democratic “up their arse, if you don’t mind my say-
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ing s0,”” Hartley said. As a result, they were constantly looking for local
bases of power and did not easily trust other groups or authorities.
Hartley explained that even though the Protestants had been nasty to
him and other Catholics, he observed with some surprise that ‘“‘they
were even nastier to each other.” Their leadership was based not on of -
fice but on charisma, which was powerful but ephemeral. Once these
leaders died or were defeated, Hartley speculated, “you’ll see a dog-
fight”” among Protestants to determine their successors. The Omagh at-
tack by the ““Real IRA’” showed that Catholics were capable of holding
dogfights themselves, since the extremist Catholic attack was aimed at
Gerry Adams as much as at the Protestant and government opposition.
Yet Hartley’s point was valid. In general, Adams had much broader
support within the Catholic community than did any single leader
within the quarreling Protestant camp.

Perhaps none of these Protestant figures was more quarrelsome than
the Reverend lan Paisley. Hartley agreed that Paisley, perhaps more
than any other figure in the Catholic-Protestant dispute, brought reli-
gion into the politics of Northern Ireland and employed religious ideas
and images in legitimizing the use of violence. Paisley was a firebrand
Protestant preacher who was born into a Baptist family of Scottish an-
cestry in Northern Ireland in 1926.% Eventually he broke with the es-
tablished Protestant denominations and founded the Free Presbyterian
Church, for which his own Martyrs Memorial Church on Ravenhill
Road, Belfast, is the flagship congregation.

When | was shown around the sanctuary of the church by members
of Paisley's staff, I was struck not only by the Protestant simplicity of
the attractive modern building but also by the stark images of nation-
alism. On either side of the pulpit was a flag: the Union Jack on the
preacher’s right and the flag of Ulster (Northern Ireland) on his left,
with a crown at its center. To the side of the podium were plaques. “For
God and Ulster” read one, and another was a mcmorial to those
Protestants who had fallen in defense of Northern Ireland’s union with
the United Kingdom. In a corridor outside the sanctuary were busts of
the great martyrs of the Protestant tradition, including Martin Luther,
John Calvin, John Wesley, and George Whitefield. In another room in
the church a series of windows featured significant moments in the life
of lan Paisley himself, forever etched as images in the glass.

This was one side of Paisley, the stormy egomaniacal preacher who
was so annoyed with Margaret Thatcher’s peaceful overtures to the
Irish Republican Army that he condemned her in a prayer during his
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Sunday morning service. “QO God,” Paisley intoned, *‘in wrath take
vengeance upon this wicked, treacherous, lying woman.” Then, as if to
goad God more quickly into action, Paisley prayed, ‘“‘Grant that we
shall see a demonstration of Thy Power.”’#? It is open to question
whether God ever assented to Paisley’s requests and performed acts of
vengeance on moderate British leaders; Irish Catholics; members of the
IRA and officers in their political party, Sinn Féin; and anyone else
whom Rev. Paisley found annoying. But it is not at all unlikely that
some of the preacher’s more zealous followers took up the task of di-
vine vengeance on their own.

A second side of Paisley was that of international religious organizer,
leader of a broad network of like-minded religious conservatives that
gave credibility and support to his religio-political positions. For years
Paisley befriended the Rev. Bob Jones, the American evangelical pastor
and founder of the university in Greenville, South Carolina, to which
he attached his name. Paisley and Jones preached in each other’s pulpit,
and together they founded the World Congress of Fundamentalists. The
objective of the organization was, in part, to show their displeasure
with the liberal World Council of Churches. Paisley also established the
European Institute of Protestant Studies, whose stated goals were ‘“‘ex-
pounding the Bible and exposing the Papacy.”’*® According to a notice
in the first issue of its newsletter, The Battle Standard, published in
October 1997, the Institute, which was housed in Paisley's church,
“hopes to establish correspondents throughout the world so that it can
give a global view of the state of Protestantism.”’*® By 1999 the de-
nomination that he established, the Free Presbyterian Church, boasted
over seventy churches and over twelve thousand followers in a dozen
countries, including Australia, Germany, and the United States.

The third side—one intimately related to the other two—was Paisley
the politician. In 1998 he simultaneously held three elected political po-
sitions: member of the British parliament, member of the Northern
Irish assembly, and one of three Northern Irish representatives to the
European parliament. Unhappy with what he regarded as the moderat-
ing impulses of the largest Protestant party in Northern Ireland, the
Unionists, Paisley founded his own Democratic Unionist Party (DUP),
which at one time threatened to rival its parent party in number of sup-
porters. It was also one of the most severe critics of Northern Ireland’s
first minister, David Trimble.

Though David Trimble was an arch Unionist and member of the mil-
itantly loyalist Orange Order, he was not loyalist enough for Paisley.
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When Trimble denounced the Orangemen’s planned march through the
town of Ballymoney in 1998, after three small boys had been burned
alive in a terrorist act aimed at their Catholic-Protestant mixed-marriage
parents, Paisley alone among Unionist leaders led the greatly diminished
parade of diehard Orangemen through the town. When Trimble acceded
to the peace accord brokered by George Mitchell, Paisley claimed that his
former colleague had become a waitor. When Trimble—along with John
Hume, a Catholic political leader —received the Nobel Prize for Peace on
October 16, 1998, Paisley belittled the award as “‘a bit of a farce.”>"

Is there a connection between Paisley's religious views and his polit-
ical position? This is the question I put to Stuart Dignan, a staff mem-
ber in the Belfast office of the DUP. “No,”” Dignan told me, pointing out
that members of the governing council came from a variety of churches,
not just Paisley's own Free Presbyterian Church.>' But Dignan did af-
firm that they were all active Protestant Christians and that they agreed
with Paisley on political and moral issues—including opposition to
abortion and homosexual rights. Moreover, Dignan said, they all
agreed that in some way religion mattered in political life, a significance
that was symbolized by the phrase “for God and Ulster.”

Paisley has been quite specific about how one’s loyalties to God and
Ulster can be related. Like the adherents of Reconstruction Theology,
Paisley reached into Protestant history for his vision of a religious state.
Like the Reconstructionists, he found attractive the theocratic model
crafted in the sixteenth century by John Calvin and revived in the eigh-
teenth-century Calvinist ideas of George Whitefield. Like the followers
of the Christian Identity movement, Paisley conceives of Christianity as
being under siege by demonic forces embodied in the government and
certain social groups, though in Paisley’s case these groups are not Jews
and other racial minorities, but Paisley’s religious opponents: Irish
Catholics and apostate Protestants. Utilizing the anti-Catholic writings
of such Protestant figures as John Calvin and John Wesley, Paisley has
branded Catholics as bearers of ‘“‘satanic deception.”””? In one sermon
he asked where Jesus Christ could be found today and quickly gave one
answer himself: “‘not in the Vatican.””>?3

Critics of Paisley debate whether all his talk about the satanic de-
ception of Catholicism and the call for God's vengeance against his po-
litical enemies has simply been strident rhetoric or whether it has led to
acts of violence. At one time, Paisley’s DUP was closely linked with the
paramilitary Ulster Resistance movement. But in 1989 Paisley publicly
renounced the movement's terrorism and announced that these ties
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would be severed. Ever since, Stuart Dignan told me, the party has
stated adamantly that it does not support violence.

Even so, Dignan admitted that in 1998 groups such as the ultramil-
itant Ulster Volunteer Force publicly proclaimed their support for
Paisley’s position. Dignan quickly pointed out that the militants’ admi-
ration for Paisley did not imply Paisley’s support for them, especially
for their terrorist tactics. Yet it is clear that Protestant paramilitary ac-
tivists—terrorists for the Loyalist side—have received spiritual suste-
nance and moral encouragement from Paisley's statements. Billy
Wright, a Protestant paramilitarist convicted of charges related to sev-
eral terrorist incidents, told the BBC journalist Martin Dillon that
Paisley was one of his heroes and that he regarded him as a great de-
fender of the faith.’4

When Dillon asked Wright directly whether the Irish contlict was a
“religious war,” Wright said that “religion is part of the equation.”
Elaborating, Wright explained that he not only had an obligation to de-
fend his religious compatriates—by violence if necessary—but also that
religion provided him a moral sanction to enter into violent encounters.
According to Wright, he and his Protestant comrades ‘“‘have the right to
fight, to defend and to die for what we believe is Truth.”5

Interestingly, some of the paramilitary activists on the Catholic side
of the conflict said much the same thing about their own dedication to
the struggle and their own moral justifications for killing. There was
less agreement on the Catholic side, however, over whether religion is
central to the dispute. Part of the issue concerned definitions. Those
who thought of religion as something sanctioned by the Church would
not identify the Irish Republican side as very religious. But those who
thought of religion in the broadest sense, as part of a society’s culture,
saw the Republican position as a religious crusade.

Most of the activists in the IRA and the Sinn Féin party had a strong
Catholic upbringing and shared in what the Sinn Féin leader, Tom
Hartley, described to me as the ‘“‘Catholic culture™ of Irish tradition.’®
Several Catholic priests, and even some nuns, were quietly supportive
of the Irish Republican struggle. Father Denis Faul thought that the
IRA leader, Bobby Sands, had a “‘religious motivation” and “theologi-
cal justification™ for undertaking his hunger strike in prison.>? Fr. Faul
went on to say that the Catholic culture of the Irish gave them the abil-
ity to kill and be killed, since death “‘is a sacrifice” and “‘the opportu-
nity of forgiveness™ lessens the guilt involved in killing.*® The religious
nature of Irish nationalism was also asserted by Conor Cruise O’'Brien,
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an Irishman who has written eloquently about contemporary world
conflicts. O'Brien has acknowledged that in his native land religion and
nationalism are “like lungs”—one could scarcely exist without both,
and not at all without at least one.>” He described the IRA offensive as
“a major convergence of religion and nationalism” and termed it “‘a
kind of Holy War.”*60

Considering the Catholic dimensions of Irish nationalism described
by Sinn Féin activists such as Hartley and writers such as O’Brien, it is
something of a surprise that the hierarchy of the Catholic Church pub-
licly has taken a dim view of the IRA and Sinn Féin activities. This is
all the more surprising in light of lan Paisley’s accusation that “Rome
is behind the troubles—that is an indisputable fact.””®! This “fact’ is in-
deed disputable, however, considering the antagonistic position that the
Church’s hierarchy has taken against the IRA and the Sinn Féin party
from the very beginning of the conflict. Some leaders, such as
Archbishop Cahal Daly, have been downright vitriolic. Tom Hartley re-
lated to me an incident involving a group of Catholic clergy who signed
a petition mildly supporting the Republican position. When their
names were published as signators, Church leaders had them quietly
transferred from Northern Ireland to areas of the country with less con-
tention.®2 Some claimed that the Catholic IRA activists were eager to
divorce their paramilitary activities from their religious obligations so
that they would not have to confess their sins of violence to their
priests.%3

Tom Hartley expressed bitterness that the hierarchy of the Roman
Catholic Church has not been more supportive of what he and other
Sinn Féin members believe is a movement in support of Catholic cul-
ture as much as Irish nationalism. Hartley gave several examples of in-
stances where he thought that the Church was trying to interject itself
in Sinn Féin’s sphere of influence. According to Hartley, the Church
would receive money from the British government to provide social
benefits to the community, a role that Sinn Féin had played. The
Church provided an ideology and political organization that competed
in some ways with the Republican cause.

I asked Hartley if the reverse was not also true: hadn’t Sinn Féin in
many ways replaced the official Catholic Church, especially in acting as
spokesperson for the community and providing a moral voice for the
masses? After all, I pointed out, Sinn Féin had opened a series of Advice
Centers where individuals could receive solace and support in times of
crisis, just as the Church had always done. Hartley noted that these
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Advice Centers were meant to deal primarily with political and social
issues, not personal or spiritual ones. Still, he acknowledged, in some
ways Sinn Féin had taken over the role of moral leadership that he feels
the Church had abdicated. In a curious way, Sinn Féin has been pio-
neering in a new kind of religious community, a kind of Irish political
Catholicism.

So even though Sinn Féin is not cozy with the Catholic hierarchy, it
has encouraged a certain Northern Irish revival of Catholicism, or at
least *‘Catholic culture,”” as Hartley calls it. In a more direct way, lan
Paisley and his political and religious organizations have spurred a re-
vival of Protestant culture and thought within their community. On
both the Irish and Protestant sides, violence is related to the renewed
role that religion has come to play in Northern Ireland’s public life. In
that sense the Christian activists on either side of the Northern Irish
struggle are not that different from one another. Nor are their roles that
dissimilar from those of their politically active Christian brethren in the
violent militia and anti-abortion movements in the United States, an
ocean away.




CHAPTER 3

Zion Betrayed

The 1999 peace talks with Palestinians constituted a “*hetrayal,” Jewish
activists in Israel asserted, echoing remarks made after the Wye River
negotiations in October 1998.! Members of the Council of Jewish
Communities in Judea, Samaria, and Gaza described Israel's stance as
a “pathetic capitulation” and proclaimed that the Israeli prime minis-
ter was “‘no longer our leader.”? Intentionally or not, their strident pos-
ture in 1998 had helped to prepare a climate of hatred that justified a
series of violent demonstrations against an already weakened govern-
ment that toppled at the end of the year. These angry statements and
outbursts of activism were not just expressions of disagreement with
policy, however; they were signs of frustration with a world gone awry.
The dissenters’ anxiety was personal as well as political, and in a fun-
damental way their fears were intensely religious.

The antipeace demonstrations in 1998 and 1999, following the
tragic assassination of Israel’s prime minister Yitzhak Rabin in 1995 by
Yigal Amir and the 1994 attack at the Tomb of the Patriarchs in
Hebron by Dr. Baruch Goldstein, have shaken many Israelis’ image of
themselves as a tolerant and peace-loving people. Yet the perpetrators
of both of these acts of terrorism justified their deeds with Jewish the-
ology, historical precedents, and biblical examples. In the world view of
Amir, Goldstein, and many of their colleagues, their people are caught
up in a war with cultural, political, and military dimensions. In talking
with Israel’s religious activists, it became clear to me that what they

44



ZION BETRAYED 45

were detending was not only the political entity of the state of Israel,
but a vision of Jewish society that had ancient roots.

Yoel Lerner and the Assassination
of Yitzhak Rabin

Yoel Lerner was one of those activists who yearned for a Jewish soci-
ety in Israel. He hoped for the restoration of the ancient temple in
Jerusalem, the exclusive right of Jews to settle on the West Bank of the
Jordan River, and the creation of a state based on biblical law.
Although he would later become deeply disappointed over Netanyahu's
performance at Wye River in 1998 and the election of Ehud Barak as
[srael's prime minister in 1999, when [ visited him in his book-lined
study in the heart of the walled city of old Jerusalem in 1998, he was
still buoyed by the assassination of Rabin and the subsequent successes
of the conservative Likud party candidates. He had just been to visit
Rabin’s assassin, Yigal Amir, in the prison cell where he languished. Or,
rather, Lerner had attempted to visit Amir but was prohibited from en-
tering. Instead, Lerner and several of his colleagues brought a cake on
the occasion of Amir's twenty-seventh birthday and proceeded to sing
“Happy Birthday’’ outside the prison walls as photographers and tele-
vision cameras recorded the spectacle.

The antiterrorism laws in Israel prevented Lerner from saying any-
thing supportive of Yigal Amir, he explained to me. Even in private con-
versations, ‘I cannot call him a hero, a patriot, or a martyr,” Lerner
said, his tone indicating that he would very much like to use all of these
terms in describing Amir.}?

Yoel Lerner is a large, rabbinic-looking man with thick glasses and an
even thicker beard. He enjoys talking Israeli politics with his energetic
American accent, and he possesses what one of Israel's foremost author-
ities on the rligious right, Ehud Sprinzak, has described as a “‘discursive
and logical mind.”# This was the third interview I had had with Lerner
ovcr a ten-ycar period, and our conversations had often focuscd on an-
other new plan or political party Lerner was about to launch that would
revitalize Jewish nationalism. Though over the years many of his politi-
cal schemes had fallen apart, on this occasion he seemed more optimistic.
When I first talked with him in Jerusalem in 1989, he had just completed
prison time for his part in an attempt to blow up the Dome of the Rock,
the Muslim shrine believed to be located almost exactly on the site of the
great Jewish temple that was destroyed almost two thousand years ago.
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Later he had attempted to establish political parties, resisted the notion
that any of the West Bank could be ceded to Arab authority, and tried to
mohilize support for rebnilding the original stricture on Temple Monnt
in Jerusalem.?

Several years ago Lerner and his wife moved into an apartment in
Jerusalem's old walled city for political as well as religious reasons. His
quarters were located next to the Treasures of the Temple exhibit, a
modern tourist attraction that showed pictures of what the temple must
have looked like in biblical times. Behind the tourist attraction, Lerner
and his colleagues were locating candidates for arevived priesthood, re-
building musical instruments and priestly robes and jewelry, and trying
to assemble the necessary elements for religious sacrifices. They wanted
to be ready when the temple was rebuilt. Most difficult was the task of
locating the biblically prescribed “red heifer’” needed for religious rites.
They were assured by biologists, however, that a strain of cattle could
be produced with a reddish-brown coat that could pass, with a certain
amount of imagination, as biblically red.

All of this was important to Yocl Lerner, who belicves in a form of
Messianic Zionism. In his view the prophesied Messiah will come to
earth only after the temple is rebuilt and made ready for him. Thus the
issue of the temple was not only a matter of cultural nostalgia but also
one of pressing religious importance. After all, Lermer pointed out,
many of the laws incumbent on Jews in the Bible arerelated to temple
ritual, and Jews can hardly obey these laws if there is no temple in
which to perform them.® In Lerner’s view the redemption of the whole
world depends upon the actions of Jews in creating the conditions nec-
essary for messianic salvation.

The location of the biblical temple is often described as directly be-
neath the holy Muslim shrine, the Dome of the Rock. Lerner assured
me, however, that his latest archeological information located the tem-
ple slightly beside the Dome, between the shrine and the al-Agsa
mosque, so technically it was not necessary to completely demolish the
Muslim holy place. Moreover, according to Sprinzak, Lerner was no
longer “‘impatient for the coming of the Messiah.”” Still, Jewish control
over the sacred city was essential, Lerner said, and he regarded it as
heretical to give up the least bit of biblical land—by which he meant all
of the West Bank—to Arabs and their Palestinian Authority.

This is why the peace negotiations with Arab leaders were so deeply
disappointing, why the Oslo Peace Accord between Rabin and Arafat
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had made Lerner profoundly unhappy, and why he felt that the assas-
sination of Rabin by Yigal Amir was morally justified. In an earlier in-
terview with | erner, several weeks hefore Rabin’s assassination, he told
me that he thought Israel was going in a seriously wrong direction—not
only for the sake of its political security, but more important, in
Lerner's view, for the sake of its spiritual mission. He later told me that
there had been a great deal of discussion in the months before Rabin’s
death about the religious justifications for the political assassination—
or “‘execution,” as Lerner called it—of Jewish leaders who were felt to
be dangerously irresponsible and were de facto enemies of Judaism.
Thus it was “‘no surprise” to Lerner that someone like Yigal Amir was
successful in killing Rabin. The only thing that puzzled him, he said,
was that “no one had done it earlier.”®

On the evening of November 4, 1995, on their way to a great peace
rally held in the plaza of the city hall in Tel Aviv, Israel's prime minis-
ter Yitzhak Rabin and his wife, Leah, discussed the possibility of vio-
lence and the precautions that they should take against it. What they
fcared were reprisals from militant members of Hamas against the
peace overtures that Rabin had made. They were aware of militant
Jewish opposition to the peace process as well, but ‘“never in our
wildest imaginations,” Leah Rabin told me, “did we ever think he
would be attacked by a Jew. We simply did not think it possible that
one Jew could even think of killing another.”®

Later that evening Rabin addressed a cheering crowd of 100,000,
telling them that he thought that Israelis believed in peace and were
“ready to take a risk for it.””!? Observers said that it was one of Rabin's
finest hours, a high point in his political career, and a moment of great
personal satisfaction. Minutes later, just after he had descended the
staircase and was walking to his car beside the government building, a
student from Tel Aviv’s conservative Bar-Ilan University aimed his pis-
tol and shot the prime minister at point-blank range. As Rabin lay
dying on the sidewalk next to the car, the student, Yigal Amir, was ap-
prehended by the police. He was quoted as saying that he had “‘no re-
grets” for what he had done, adding that he had “‘acted alone and on
orders from God.”"!

Later, Amir—a former combat soldier who had studied Jewish law—
said that his decision to assassinate the piime minister was not a casual
one and that he had attempted to carry out the act on two previous oc-
casions. At those times, however, the conditions had not been right. His
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decision to kill the prime minister was influenced by the opinions of
militant rabbis that such an assassination would be justified by the
“pursner’s cdecree” of Jewish legal precedence.!?2 The principle morally
obligates a Jew to halt someone who presents ‘“a mortal danger” to
Jews. Such a danger, Amir reasoned, was created by Rabin in allowing
the Palestinian Authority to expand on the West Bank.

Actually, Yoel Lerner told me, the pursuer’s decree was not a very
convincing basis for killing Rabin. To use that as a justification one
would have to prove that Rabin had intended to kill Jews. Instead,
Lemer and his friends came up with three other reasons they thought
gave even greater justification for Rabin’s “execution,” as Lerner put it.
One was that Rabin's government was, in his view, ‘“‘illegitimate” since
it was formed by a coalition of liberal Jewish and Arab votes and had
secretly negotiated with the PLO. The second reason was the ‘‘anti-
Jewishness” of Rabin's policies that forfeited Jewish authority, and the
third was Rabin’s “‘treason’ in giving away state land. In wartime—
which certainly characterized present-day tensions, according to
Lerner—the punishment for treason should be decath.

So when Lemer and his colleagues talked of Netanyahu's *““treason”
in 1998, many concerned Israelis feared that the climate of hate that
culminated three years earlier in the killing of Rabin had returmed.!'?
Knowing that he could be charged with incitement to violence, Lemer
was careful in choosing his words, and he spoke metaphorically in de-
scribing to me his reactions on hearing the news that Rabin had been
killed. He said he felt the same sense of relief that one might feel at hav-
ing finally brought under control a ‘“‘runaway train.”” The train, he said,
““had been stopped.”!* Someone had to do it, Lerner said. and he felt
that Yigal Amir deserved to be treated as a national patriot.

This was why Lerner and his colleague, Avigdor Eskin, went to Amir’s
prison and serenaded him with birthday songs. It was also why Lerner re-
served a place of honor for Yigal Amir on his wall. On one of the few
spaces in Lerner's dusty study that was not covered with bookshelves was
a collection of photographs, including one of Yigal Amir with the words,
in Hebrew, “‘the man who stopped the train and delivered the nation of
evils.”” Most of the others portrayed on his wall were dead, Lerner
pointed out. He described them as martyrs in the cause of Jewish free-
dom. Prominent among the pictures were the faces of Rabbi Meir
Kahane and Dr. Baruch Goldstein. In both cases, Lerner said, they were
killed not only because they were perceived as Jewish freedom fighters
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but also because their opponents saw them, like Yigal Amir, as enemies
of the secular state. They also saw them, I added, as Jewish terrorists.

Baruch Goldstein's Attack at
the Tomh of the Patriarchs

Baruch Goldstein, like his colleague Yoel Lemner, saw the situation of
Jewish people in Israel as that of victims oppressed in their own land.
In his case, however, the encroaching presence of Arabs on the West
Bank was not just a distant threat. Goldstein lived there, and he saw on
a daily basis what he perceived to be the Arabs’ arrogance in thinking
that they had a right to the land on which they lived.

Goldstein had watched with mounting wrath as Palestinian Arabs
increased their attacks on his fellow residents of Kiryat Arba, a settle-
ment built primarily for religiously active Jews who wanted to live near
the ancient town of Hebron, known to its almost exclusively Arab
Muslim population by its Palestinian name, al Khalil. As a medical doc-
tor raiscd in Amcrica, Goldstcin had considcrable influencc in the sct-
tlement and had been elected to the town council. Military officials
would notify him when a Jewish settler in the surrounding area had
been attacked, and in turn he would contact the authorities when there
were difficulties affecting the settlement. He complained that automo-
biles driven by Jewish settlers had been stoned on the major road lead-
ing to Jerusalem, and several settlers had been killed. At night he could
hear noises from the loudspeaker of a mosque located just across the
fence from the settlement, and occasionally he heard someone shouting
the terrible words itbah al-yahud: “slaughter the Jews.”!>

On February 24, 1994, the night before the celebration of Purim—a
holiday marking the deliverance of Jews from extinction at the hands
of their oppressors—Goldstein went to the shrine at the Tomb of the
Patriarchs in Hebron/al Khalil. The shrine is located above the Cave of
Machpelah, the site where Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, and other biblical
figures revered by the three Abrahamic faiths—Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam—were said to have been entombed more than three thousand
years ago. The shrine, a large fortresslike stone building, contained
halls of worship for both Jews and Muslims; the mosque of Ibrahim
(Abraham, in Arabic) had been standing on this site since the seventh
century. Goldstein went to the Jewish side, where worshippers were
gathered to listen to a reading of the Scroll of Esther, as is traditionally
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done on Purim eve. But his meditation was interrupted by boisterous
voices outside, and again the terrible words were shouted—itb:ah al-
yahud—this time by a gang of Arab youths. Goldstein turned saind saw
that the armed guards that the Israeli government had stationed at the
site were ignoring the commotion. They did nothing. Dr. Goldstein was
outraged and felt that both Judaism and the Jewish people had been
deeply humiliated.

Goldstein had had enough. Before dawn the next morning, on the day
of Purim, he returned to the shrine, this time entering the mosque on the
Muslim side of the building, where early-rising worshippers were begin-
ning their moming prayers. Goldstein pulled out a Galil assault rifle he
had hidden in his coat and began firing indiscriminately into the crowd of
men and boys who were prayerfully kneeling on the carpeted floor. After
firing 111 shots and killing more than thirty worshippers, and injuring
scores more, Goldstein was overwhelmed by the crowd and pummeled to
death,

[ronically, minutes later, when the Israel military officials heard the
first rcports of shooting at thc mosque, they tricd to find Dr. Goldstein,
as they often did when there was a crisis involving the Jewish settlers.
They wanted to alert him that there was trouble. They dialed his pager
and waited in vain for a response.

Some months after the awful incident, I was at the elaborate
gravesite that had been constructed near Goldstein’s home in Kiryat
Arba, talking with the volunteer guard, Yochay Ron. “Dr. Goldstein
did the right thing,” said the thin young man, who was wearing blue
jeans, a white t-shirt, and an embroidered skullcap, and carrying an au-
tomatic rifle.’® At the time of Goldstein’s funeral, over a thousand of
the settlement’s six thousand residents came to honor him during a
driving rainstorm. Soon thereafter the grave had become a shrine, and
the raised granite slab was surrounded by a concrete plaza and ringed
by pillared lamps. Yochay Ron was one of several volunteers who took
turns guarding the site and explaining its significance to strangers.

After Rabin's assassination, when public attitudes turned hostile 10-
ward zealots such as Goldstein, the Israeli government attempted to
prohibit the construction of a shrine at Goldstein’s gravesite by out-
lawing the building of memonmals at the grave of any murderer. Yoel
Lerner and his comrades had protested this law and claimed that it
would apply to the grave of Yitzhak Rabin as well as Dr. Goldstein,
since Rabin had authorized the killing of Jews in the Altalena incident
at the time Israel was created, in 1948.!7 Lerner and his allies set up a
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vigil on Mount Herzl across from Rabin’s grave, and although they
were not allowed to display signs directly referring to the fallen leader,
they cleverly displayed words from the scripture, *“Thon Shalt Not
Kill,”” to make their point.

When I visited Goldstein’s gravesite in 1995, it was still a popular at-
traction for members of the Jewish right wing. Yochay Ron, like Yoel
Lerner, regarded Goldstein as a patriot. He explained that although he
would miss Goldstein’s leadership in his community, he “felt good™
when he heard the news of what Goldstein had done. Ron’s only regret
was that Goldstein's death did not have more of a strategic impact, and
that it did not drive the Arabs out of Hebron/al Khalil. Even as we
spoke, other Arabs were coming to the Tomb of the Patriarchs; they
still arrived daily at the Ibrahim mosque to say their morning prayers.
Ron felt that he and all Jews were ‘“‘at war with the Arabs™ and that
peace would not come until all biblical lands were redeemed by Jewish
occupation and the Arabs had gone.

Yochay Ron is a native son of Israel. He was born some thirty years
ago in the northcrn part of the country in a small town ncar the Sca of
Galilee. As a youth he was diligently religious and studied at a yeshiva,
a religious school. When he heard that a new Jewish settlement was
being established in the West Bank city of Hebron by messianic Zionists,
Ron was eager to become a part of what he regarded as a great spiritual
adventure. In 1979 a small group of Jewish women and children from
Kiryat Arba crawled through the window of an abandoned hospital, oc-
cupying it and illegally establishing a Jewish settlement on the site, Beit
Hadassah.!® Ron enthusiastically joined thisradical venture, and in time
the settlement grew to more than fifty families, with some 450 Jews se-
questered in what amounted to an armed fortress in a city of more than
one hundred thousand Arab Muslims.

Virtually all of the residents of Beit Hadassah were there for religious
and political reasons: they wanted to make the point that Hebron/al
Khalil was still a Jewish city. The settlers in adjacent Kiryat Arba were
making much the same statement, as were thousands of other settlers on
the West Bank who were followers of the Gush Emunim movement and
members of the Kach party, once led by the late Rabbi Meir Kahane.
Not all the Jewish settlers occupied land on the West Bank, Golan
Heights, and Gaza Strip forreligious reasons, however; many were sim-
ply trying to find a relatively inexpensive place to live. Among the latter
were recent Russian immigrants who fled to Israel not only because of
religious oppression but also in search of an improved way of life.
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Yochay Ron’s wife was such an immigrant, an attractive blond
woman who had come from the former Soviet Union several years ear-
lier. While Ron and | were talking at Goldstein’s graveside, she arrived
with a busload of new Russian immigrants for whom she was serving
as a sort of tour guide. She brought them to view Goldstein’s shrine as
if it were a major attraction, and in animated Russian she tried to in-
stll a sense of the religious importance of his act. According to Ron,
she was also explaining why it is necessary to maintain and defend
Jewish outposts on the West Bank, how the Jewish faith is inextricably
linked with the land, and how the liberation of the land is a prerequi-
site to spiritual liberation.

Yochay Ron agreed with what she was saying. He said that the bib-
lical lands—specifically the ancient towns and sites on the West Bank—
are sacred, and that Jews are under God’s requirement to occupy them.
Ron mentioned an incident of Arab drug dealing that he saw occurring
in the alleyway behind the Beit Hadassah settlement; from Ron’s per-
spective, this was an example of how Muslims had desecrated the land.
The urgency of the mission of Yochay Ron and his fellow religious sct-
tlers was heightened by the peace process, the establishment of the
Palestinian Authority, and the arrival of Arab police. When Rivka
Zerbib, another Jewish settler living in Hebron, first saw the armed
Palestinian policemen, it is reported that she felt **humiliation” be-
cause, she said, “it’s not their place here.”!®

Though her comment may sound like a racist statement, she and
other religiously active settlers claim that their views are not anti-Arab
but rather pro-Jewish. They say that they simply want to defend the
faith. Yochay Ron, for example, justified Dr. Goldstein’s actions in
killing innocent Muslim civilians while they were kneeling at prayer by
stating that ‘“‘all Arabs who live here are a danger to us.”” He went on
to explain that Arabs are dangerous because ““they threaten the very ex-
istence of the Jewish community on the West Bank 2

Meir Kahane and Jewish Justifications
for Violence

The idea that the creation of a Palestinian government on the West Bank
poses a danger not only to Israel as a nation but to Jews in general and
to Judaism as a religion, was explained to me some years earlier by
Rabbi Meir Kahane.?! Kahane was the founder of Israel's right-wing
Kach (Thus) Party. His picture graced Yoel Lerner's wall along with
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Goldstein’s, and his ideas greatly influenced the radical Eyal movement,
with which Yigal Amir was associated. Kahane's ideas were also directly
hehind the thinking of Dr. Rarmch Goldstein, who saw Kabane as a hero
and who had been a loyal member of Kahane's political party. It was not
a coincidence that Goldstein’s grave was located next to Kahane Square,
the locale at Kiryat Arba designated to honor the martyred radical rabbi.

When I talked with Rabbi Meir Kahane in Jerusalem on January 18,
1989, the year before his death, it was immediately following a rally in
the ballroom of the Sheraton Hotel proclaiming the impending creation
of a new state, Judaea. At that time the Israeli political leaders were giv-
ing the first hints of a solution to the Palestinian problem that would
involve “land for peace.”” Much of the West Bank would be handed
over to a Palestinian authority, perhaps leading to the eventual estab-
lishment of a Palestinian state. Kahane’s idea was that if any land were
to be relinquished by Israel, he would immediatcly claim sovereignty
over it on behalf of this new political entity, Judae:. At the rally, which
I attended with Prof. Ehud Sprinzak and several of his students, Kahane
camc cquipped with a ncw flag displaying a stylized star of David on a
field of blue and white, posted on a wall in the glittering surroundings
of the hotel ballroom. Most of the several hundred in attendance were
settlers from the West Bank associated with the Gush Emunim. Not all
of them welcomed Kahane's leadership, and it was clear that the idea
of such a state was more of a symbolic than a political threat. Yet the
proposition had emotional appeal and allowed those present to vent
their anxieties about an impending surrendering of their homes by
Isracli authorities. It also allowed them to exprecss with a vengeance
their feelings about the historic and spintual significance of the Jewish
presence on the West Bank.

After the rally, I followed Rabbi Kahane through the lobby of the
hotel until we found a relatively quiet place and began a conversation
that was only occasionally interrupted by well-wishers. An American
boy, for instance, approached the rabbi tentatively and told Kahane
that he came from his area of New York City, greatly admired him, and
wanted to join his movement when he grew up. Kahane, who spoke
with an unmistakable Brooklyn accent, chatted with the lad for a while
about American baseball and then returned to my questions about the
role of religion in Israeli nationalism.

Rabbi Kahane came by his Brooklyn accent honestly. A native New
Yorker with a long history of Jewish political activism, Kahane was a
founder of the Jewish Defense League (JDL) in the 1960s, a movement
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intended to counter acts of anti-Semitism.2Z For a time he also served
as an informant to the FBI, turning over information about the radical
groups he joined. In 1971 he came to Israel and embraced a more mes-
sianic vision of Jewish politics, and in 1974 he created the Kach
(““Thus”) Party. Kahane had adopted a ‘‘get tough” stance toward
Judaism’s detractors, which had worked well in the liberal political at-
mosphere of the United States, where Jews were in the minority. There
his JDL was portrayed in the mass media as a Jewish version of the
Black Panthers, defending the rights of the oppressed. In Israel, how-
ever, where Jews were in power, the same belligerence often came off as
racist bigotry; some called it a kind of Jewish Nazism. His statements
about Arabs were compared word for word with those of Hitler about
Jews and were found to be surprisingly similar.2? In the same vein, a bi-
ography of the rabbi appearing in the mid-1980s was sardonically ti-
tled Heil Kahane.?* Kahane was elected to the Knesset in 1984, but
after he served a term his party was banned in 1988 because of its
“racist’”” and “‘undemocratic positions.””2

At the heart of Kahane’s thinking was *‘catastrophic messianism,” as
Ehud Sprinzak has called it.26 The idea is that the Messiah will come in
a great conflict in which Jews triumph and praise God through their
successes. This was Kahane’s understanding of the term kiddush ha-
Shem *‘the sanctification of God.”” Anything that humiliated the Jews
was not only an embarrassment but a retrograde motion in the world’s
progress toward salvation. This is the reason Dr. Baruch Goldstein was
so severely troubled on Purim eve, the night before he entered the
mosque at the Tomb of the Patriarchs to kill innocent Muslims.
Following Kahane’s teachings, he felt that he—with all Jews—had been
deeply humiliated by the taunts of Arab youths to “‘slaughter the Jews,”
insults that were neither countered nor halted by the Israeli guards at
the site.

This line of thinking was not idiosyncratic to Kahane. Ever since the
creation of the state of Israel, some Zionists have been impressed with
the idea that the present-day secular Jewish state is the forerunner of
the established biblical Israel.2” According to Rabbi Avraham Yitzhak
ha-Kohen Kuk (also transliterated as Kook), the chief rabbi of pre-
Israel Palestine. the secular state of Israel is the avant garde for the re-
ligious Israel to come; it contains a ‘“‘hidden spark’ of the sacred, a
Jewish mystical concept used by Kuk.?® This messianic Zionism was
greatly enhanced by Israel’s successes in the 1967 Six-Day War. The
military victory led to a great national enphoria, a feeling that Israel



ZION BETRAYED SS

was suddenly moving in an expansive and triumphant direction. Jewish
nationalists impressed with Kuk’'s theology felt strongly that history
was quickly leading to the moment of divine redemption and the re-
creation of the biblical state of Israel.

Kahane deviated from Kuk’s version of messianic Zionism in that he
saw nothing of religious significance in the establishment of a secular
Jewish state. According to Kahane, the true creation of a religious Israel
was yet to come. Unlike other Jewish conservatives who held this point
of view, however, he felt that it was going to happen fairly soon and
that he and his partisans could help bring about this messianic act. This
is where Kahane’s notion of kiddush ha-Shem was vital: insofar as Jews
werc exalted and their enemies humiliated, God was gloritied and the
Messiah’s coming was more likely.

The enemies of Israel to be humiliated included any who came in the
way of the movement toward reestablishing the biblical nation.
Primarily they were Arabs, who occupied the land that the Jews had to
reclaim in order to reestablish the biblical boundaries of Israel, and sec-
ular Jews, who had no usc for the concept of a religious Isracl in the
first place. Kahane told me that he did not hate the Arabs. he “re-
spected them’ and felt that they “‘should not live in disgrace in an oc-
cupied land.”’?? For that reason they should leave. The problem,
Kahane said, was not that they were Arabs but that they were non-Jews
living in a place designated by God for the Jewish people.3?

The opposition of Kahane and the JDL to Arab political power ap-
parently extended outside the Middle East. In 1985, after a leader of
the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee, Alex Odeh, ap-
peared on the ABC television program Nightline, where he quarreled
with a representative of the JDL, he was mysteriously murdered in his
office in Santa Ana, California. The FBI's three main suspects in the
crime, all of them JDL members, fled to Israel, where they have avoided
prosecution ever since. The three—Robert Manning, Keith Fuchs, and
Andy Green—were also involved in anti-Arab incidents in Israel.
Manning joined the Kiryat Arba settlement near Hebron, and the three
became active supporters of Meir Kahane.?

Though Kahane did not despise Arabs, he told me, what he truly de-
tested was the secular Jewish state. Anticipating the hatred that would
animate areligious Jew such as Yigal Amir into assassinating the prime
minister of Israel, Kahane said that although he loved all Jews, *‘secu-
lar government is the enemy.””32 For that reason, supporters of the sec-
ular state must be treated as major obstacles to the coming of the
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Messiah. ““Miracles don't just happen,” Kahane said, referring to the
messianic arrival, “‘they are made.” He believed that his own efforts
and those of his followers wonld help to “‘change the course of his-
tory.”33

If violence was necessary to achieve this remarkable alteration of the
course of history, Rabbi Kahane said, so be it. As one of Kahane's col-
leagues explained, they had “‘no problem™ with ‘“‘using force’ to achieve
religious goals.** They reminded me that Jewish law allowed for two
kinds of just war: obligatory and permissible. The former was required
for defense, and the latter was allowed when it seemed prudent for a state
to do so. The determination of when the conditions existed for a just war
were to be made by a council of elders—the Sanhedrin-—or a prophet, in
the case of permissible war. In the case of obligatory war, the determina-
tion could be made by a government ruled by Jewish law: a Halakhic
state. Since none of these religious entities exists in the present day, the
conditions were to be determined by any authoritative interpreter of
Halakha, such as a rabbi.®> Kahane, of course, was a rabbi and therefore
fclt frec to pass judgment on the morality of his own movement’s actions.

It is true that Judaism, like most religious traditions, justifies vio-
lence to some extent, at least in cases of righteous warfare. In fact, some
of the earliest images of the tradition are the most violent. “The Lord
is a warrior,” proclaims Exodus 15:3, and the first books of the Hebrew
Bible include scenes of utter desolation caused by divine intervention.

In later years Judaism was largely nonviolent, despite militant
clashes with hellenized Syreans in the Maccabean Revolt (166-164
B.C.E.) and with Romans in the revolt at Masada (73 c.E.). But at the
level of statecraft, the rabbis did sanction warfare. They distinguished
between “religious” war and “optional” war.*® The former they re-
quired as a moral or spiritual obligation: to protect the faith or defeat
enemies of the Lord. They contrasted these battles with wars waged pri-
marily for reasons of political expediency. Thus Kahane’s reasoning,
like that of Yigal Amir following the assassination of Prime Minister
Rabin, had some ties to traditional thinking.

During the rally at the Sheraton Hotel proclaiming the state of Judaea,
Kahane called on the people of Israel to rise up and reclaim the West
Bank as an act of “‘just war.”” He argued that defense was not the only re-
ligious basis for warfarc: national pride was also a legitimate reason.’’
He reminded the Jews that their claim to the West Bank came from a
two-thousand-year-old vision, when the Jews came “‘out of the fear and
shame of exile.”” And now, he asked them, ‘“‘what about our national



ZION BETRAYED 57

pride’””” He pointed out that Jews were afraid to go to the Mount of
Olives, much less to Judaea and Samaria. He urged them to fight to re-
tain their self-esteem and pride. Kahane also justified acrs of violence as
expressions of the war that is already raging but is seldom seen—the bat-
tle for the reestablishment of a religiously Jewish state, the enemies of
which are both Arabs and secular Jews. “Every Jew who is killed has two
killers,” Kahane explained, “‘the Arab who killed him, and the govern-
ment who let it happen.””3® This logic exonerated Kahane's use of force
not only against Arabs, but also potentially against his own people.

In using violence against cosmic foes, Kahane indicated, the lives of
individuals targeted for attack were not important. *“We believe in col-
lective justice,” one of Kahane's colleagues explained.?® By that he
meant that any individual who was part of a group deemed to be the
enemy might justifiably become the object of a violent assault, even if
he or she might have been an innocent bystandcr. In a spiritual war
there is no such thing; all are potential soldiers. ““War is war,”” Kahane
said.?0 One of the purposes of violence against Arabs was to ‘“‘scare
them’™ and not Ict them assumc that they could live in Isracl pecaccfully
or normally.¥!

This kind of language led Kahane to be dubbed ““Israel’s Ayatollah.”*?
His posturing left a legacy of violence—including not only the massacre
at the Tomb of the Patriarchs and the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin, but
also his own death in 1990. Within a day of Kahane's murder, two elderly
Palestinian farmers were shot dead along the roadside near the West
Bank city of Nablus, apparently in retaliation for Kahane’s killing. Thus
the spiral of violence that Kahane encouraged continued. An editorial
writer for the New York Times, who described Kahane's life as ‘‘a pas-
sionate tangle of anger and unreason,” referred to his death as the prod-
uct of a “legacy of hate.””#* Kahane was part of a culture of violence, one
that he himself helped to shape. He and colleagues such as Baruch
Goldstein not only responded to violence but also produced it in new acts
of death and destruction, a spiral of violence that continued long after the
zealous rabbi’s death.

In a curious twist of history, Kahane's murder in downtown
Manhattan on November 5, 1990, was related to a Muslim terrorist at-
tack, the bombing of the World Trade Center, less than three years later.
Kahane had returned to New York City, his home town, to gamer
money and financial support for his radical Kach movement. When he
entered the New York Marriott Hotel at the corner of 49th Street and
Lexington Avenue, a yellow cab circled the block, waiting to pick up an
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accomplice in the planned assassination. Inside the hotel one of the cab
driver’s colleagues, EI Sayyid Nosair, a thirty-four-year-old immigrant
from Egym, waitec patiently for Kahane to speak. The radical rahhi
greeted the crowd of some one hundred orthodox Jews, mostly from
Brooklyn. He then rambled on at some length about the need to create
a Zionist Emergency Evacuation Rescue Organization that would move
Jews from the United States to the new settlements in Israel, to protect
them from the prophesied collapse of the American economy, which
Kahane claimed would trigger a new holocaust against the Jews.4*

After the speech, as well-wishers crowded around the rabbi, they
were joined by Nosair, who had donned a black skullcap for the occa-
sion. Just a few feet from Kahane, Nosair suddenly pulled out a gun
and fatally shot him in the neck, quickly running out into the street,
where he looked for the cab to make his getaway. Seeing a yellow taxi,
he jumped inside. But it was the wrong cab. The driver was not
Nosair’s accomplice but a Hispanic from the Bronx, and his vehicle
soon became caught in traffic. Fleeing the taxicab and running on foot,
Nosair was apprchended by a postal police officer ncarby who heard
the crowd. saw Nosair running, and joined the chase.

The assassination was a shocking event for New York City and a
seminal moment in the histories of three groups. It created a crisis for
the assassin’s colleagues, who later became involved in bombing the
World Trade Center, in part to give them the clout that they thought
would help in their demands for Nosair’s release from prison. On the
Jewish side, the death of their leader radically changed Kahane’s move-
ment: some followers sought revenge for his assassination, and this mo-
tive, along with Kahane’s anti-Arab ideology, compelled his disciple,
Goldstein, to attack Muslim worshippers in the shrine of the Tomb of
the Patriarchs in Hebron in 1995. The assassination also indirectly af-
fected the Palestinian movement Hamas, since the retaliatory attacks of
Goldstein and other militant Jews emboldened them to escalate their
own militant actions and target innocent Jewish civilians, just as
Goldstein had fired on innocent Arabs. This led to a series of suicide as-
saults in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv throughout the 1990s. One of these sui-
cide bombings in a Jerusalem market on July 31, 1997, was to have been
followed by the bombing of public buildings in New York City, a plot
that was intercepted by the FBI and New York police. The copycat
bombing was planned by a Muslim group in Brooklyn said to be asso-
ciated with the group involved in the World Trade Center attack—thus
completing the circle of interaction among the three militant groups.
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'The accomplice who was said to have been driving the yellow cab in-
tended for the man implicated in Kahane’s assassination, Nosair, was
M:ahmnd Ahanhalima 45 As we shall soon see, the role he played in the
World Trade Center bombing was paradigmatic of a certain kind of
militant Muslim involvement in political affairs. As Abouhalima has
made clear, his alleged involvement in Kahane's killing and the World
Trade Center bombing was cornmitted not only out of a hatred of
Kahane’s Jewish extremism and the global American power represented
by the World Trade Center, but also because of a vision of an ideal
Islamic society that he hoped would be more powerful and enduring
than competing versions of political order, be they militantly Jewish or
aggressively secular. In a curious way, Abouhalima’s vision of a reli-
gious society and the vision of a Jewish future longed for by Meir
Kahane, Baruch Goldstein, and Yoel Lerner were remarkably similar.
Ultimately, however, their inherent xenophobia made them incompati-
ble, as Kahane’s murder so graphically demonstrated.



CHAPTER 4

Islam’s “Neglected Duty”

The selection of the American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania as tar-
gets on August 7, 1998, for bombings allegedly arranged by Osama bin
Laden followed a macabre tradition. Symbols of secular political power
were also chosen—perhaps again by bin Laden—when an American
military residence hall in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, was bombed in 1996
and when a truckload of explosives was ignited in the parking garage
of New York City’s World Trade Center in 1993. Although many of the
bombing sites chosen by the Lebanese Amal and Hizbollah movements
in the 1980s and 1990s were military, the actions of bin Laden—along
with Hamas in Palestine and the al Gamaa-i Islamiya movement in
Egypt in the 1990s—were aimed more broadly. They were directed not
only at symbols of political and economic power, such as embassies and
trade centers, but also at other centers of secular life: residence halls,
office buildings, buses, shopping malls, cruise boats, and coffeehouses.
In Algeria the inhabitants of whole villages were slaughtered, allegedly
by supporters of the Islamic Salvation Front. All of these incidents were
assaults on society as a whole.

This series of terrifying events raises a complicated question: why
have these three things—religious conviction, hatred of secular society,
and the demonstration of power through acts of violence—so frequently
coalesced in recent Islamic activist movements? To begin to search for
answers to this question, I talked with one of the men convicted of the
bombing of the World Trade Center, Mahmud Abouhalima. He was
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part of a group of Muslims, most of them from Egypt, who lived on the
outskirts of New York City in Queens and Jersey City and came together
as a paramilitary organization through their commitment to a visionary
Muslim ideology articulated by a remarkable leader, Sheik Omar Abdul
Rahman.

Mahmud Abouhalima and
the World Trade Center Bombing

Mahmud Abouhalima is a strong, tall man whose striking red hair and
beard have led some to call him “Mahmud the Red.”! He was accused
but never convicted of being the cab driver for the bungled getaway fol-
lowing the assassination of Rabbi Meir Kahane in 1990. His relation-
ship with the alleged assassin, El Sayyid Nosair, is well established,
however, and he is said to have admitted to an investigator that he tried
to buy weapons to defend his group against the Jewish Defense League,
an American organization founded by Kahane. The man from whom he
allegedly attempted to buy the weapons, Wadih el Hage, was a
Lebanese Muslim living in Texas who later worked for Osama bin
Laden, and who was arrested in September 1998 for being part of the
network involved in the bombing of the American embassies in Kenya
and Tanzania.? Though Abouhalima’s ties to bin Laden are at best ob-
scure, he is well known for his associations with Sheik Omar Abdul
Rahman and the group responsible for the bombing of the World Trade
Center in 1993, an act for which Abouhalima himself was charged,
tried, and convicted. When [ spoke to him on two occasions in 1997,
he was serving a lifetime sentence at a federal penitentiary.?

According to some accounts of the World Trade Center blast,
Abouhalima was the “mastermind” of the event, a label of notoriety
that is sometimes also given to his fellow activist, Ramzi Yousef.* In the
trial that convicted him in 1994, Abouhalima was portrayed as crucial
to the attack: evidence was presented that placed him at the site of the
New Jersey warehouse where bomb materials were collected and as-
sembled, and among the members of the group who stopped at a filling
station to refuel the rental truck as it made its final trip to the World
Trade Center parking lot the night before the explosion. At the time of
the blast itself, at noon on February 26, 1993, some claimed that
Abouhalima was across the street from the towers, looking expectantly
out the window of the classical-music annex of a record store, J&R
Music, disappointed that the bombing caused such little damage.” If the
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amount of explosives in the truck had been just a little larger and the
truck placed slightly differently in the basement parking area, it would
have brought down an entire tower—which most likely would have
fallen sideways, destroying the second tower as well. Instead of six peo-
ple killed, the number perished could easily have climbed to two hun-
dred thousand. It would have included most of the fifty thousand work-
ers and an equal number of visitors on site at the World Trade Center
on that fateful day, plus another hundred thousand workers in the sur-
rounding buildings, which would have been destroyed if both towers
fell. If indeed Abouhalima had expected that sort of disaster, he must
have been disappointed with the relatively modest explosion that re-
sulted, even though its assault on the public’s consciousness made it one
of the most significant terrorist acts in American history.

The first of two conversations I had with Abouhalima took place in
August 1997, when [ met with him by special arrangement in an oth-
erwise empty visitor's room of the maximum-security prison in
Lompoc, Calif ornia—which prides itself as “‘the new rock,” a formid-
able and secure successor to Alcatraz. He was brought into the room
handcuffed and accompanied by three guards. Dressed in green prison
garb, Abouhalima’s figure was indeed striking—tall, rcd-haired, his face
freckled—and his English was fluid and colloquial. He leaned over as
he spoke, often whispering, as if to reinforce the intimacy and impor-
tance of what he said.

When I talked with him, he was hoping that his conviction could still
be appealed, and for this reason Abouhalima avoided discussing par-
ticulars related to the trial and to the bombing itself. He claimed to be
innocent of all charges, a point that he repeated in letters to me in 1998
and 1999. Moreover, he claimed that he almost never talked with jour-
nalists or scholars for fear of being misquoted or—he said—falsely im-
plicated in the crimes that put him in prison. He spccifically denied the
allegations of direct involvement in the World Trade Center bombing
for which he had been convicted. Abouhalima related to me a dramatic
moment in the trial when the prosecution’s sole witness to his partici-
pation in the act—the New Jersey service station attendant on duty the
night that the truck carrying the explosives was refueled—was asked to
look around the courtroom and identify the tall, red-headed man he
had seen with the truck at the time. Instead of pointing toward
Abouhalima, the attendant startled the audience by pointing past him
toward one of the jurors, saying ‘it was a person like this one.”¢
Abouhalima had reasons, therefore, for thinking that the case against
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him was fairly slim, and it was understandable that he did not want to
discuss the bombing or the events surrounding it.

Although restricted in what he felt he could say, Abouhalima was
quite eloquent on the subject that [ wanted to discuss with him—the
public role of Islam and its increasingly political impact. He also felt
free to talk about the subject of terrorism in general and terrorist inci-
dents of which he was not accused, including the Oklahoma City fed-
eral building bombing. The trial of Terry Nichols, one of the defendants
in the case, was being conducted at the time of my second interview
with him, and in response to my questions, Abouhalima discussed the
progress of the trial and helped me understand why such a bombing
might occur.

“It was done for a very, very specific reason,” Abouhalima told me,
contradicting any impression I might have had that the federal building
was bombed for no reason at all, or for the most general of symbolic
statements. ‘““They had some certain target, you know, a specific
achievement,” Abouhalima said, adding that *‘they wanted to reach the
government with the message that we are not tolerating the way that
you are dealing with our citizens.”?

Was the bombing an act of terrorism, [ asked him? Abouhalima
thought for a moment and then explained that the whole concept was
“messed up.” The term seemed to be used only for incidents of violence
that people didn’t like, or rather, Abouhalima explained, for incidents
that the media have labeled terrorist.

“What about the United States government?”’ Abouhalima asked
me. ““‘How do they justify their acts of bombings, of killing innocent
people, directly or indirectly, openly or secretly? They’re killing people
everywhere in the world: before, today, and tomorrow. How do you de-
fine that?”” Then he described what he regarded as the United States’
terrorist attitude toward the world. According to Abouhalima, the
United States tries to ‘“‘terrorize nations,” to ‘‘oblitcrate their power,”
and to tell them that they ‘“‘are nothing™ and that they ‘““have to follow
us.” Abouhalima implied that many forms of international political or
economic control could be kinds of terrorism. He also gave specific ex-
amples of cases where he felt the United States had used its power to
kill people indiscriminately.

“In Japan, for instance,”” Abouhalima said, referring to the atomic
bomb blasts, “through the bombs, you know, that killed more than two
hundred thousand people.” Perhaps it was just a coincidence, but the
number of casualties Abouhalima cited in Hiroshima and Nagasaki
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was the same number that would have been killed in the World Trade
Center blast, according to estimates, if the bombs had been placed dif -
ferently and both towers brought down, as allegedly planned.

Was the Oklahoma City blast a terrorist response to the govern-
ment’s terrorism? “That’s what I'm saying,” Abouhalima replied. “If
they believe, if these guys, whoever they are, did whatever bombing
they say they did in Oklahoma City, if they believe that the government
unjustifiably killed the people in Waco, then they have their own way
to respond. They absolutely have their own way to rcspond,” he re-
peated for emphasis, indicating that the Oklahoma City bombing “‘re-
sponse’” was morally justified.

“Yet,” I said in an effort to put the event in context, *“it killed a lot
of innocent people, and ultimately it did not seem to change anything.””

“But it’s as I said,” Abouhalima responded, “‘at least the government
got the message.”” Moreover, he told me, the only thing that humans
can do in response to great injustice is to send a message. Stressing the
point that all human efforts are futile and that those who bomb build-
ings should not expect any immediate, tangible change in the govern-
ment’s policies as a result, Abouhalima said that real change—effective
change—*‘is not in our hands,” only “in God’s hands.”

This led to a general discussion about what he regarded as the nat-
ural connection between Islam and political order. Abouhalima said this
rclationship had been weakened by modem leaders of Islamic countries,
such as those in his native Egypt, as a result of the influence of the West
in general and the United States in particular. The president of Egypt, for
example, was not really Muslim, Abouhalima implied, since he “‘wa-
tered down” Islamic law. Leaders such as President Hosni Mubarak
“said yes” to Islamic law and principles, Abouhalima explained, but
then turned around and “‘said yes™ to secular ideas as well, especially re-
garding such matters as family law, education, and financial institutions,
where Muslim law prohibits usery.® He claimed the character of many
contemporary politicians was deceitful: they pretended to be Muslim
but in practice followed secular—implicitly Western—codes of conduct.

Mahmud Abouhalima’s religious influences began at an early age. He
was raised in Kafr al-Dawar, a town in northern Egypt near Alexandria,
where he attended a Muslim youth camp. It offered him the “first light
for understanding what it is to be a Muslim,”” Abouhalima said.® He
took courses at Alexandria University and became increasingly active in
Islamic politics, especially the outlawed al Gamaa-i Islamiya, led by
Sheik Omar Abdul Rahman.
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In 1981, when Abouhalima was 21, he left Egypt—perhaps to escape
the watchful eye of the Egyptian intermal security forces—and went to
Germany on a tourist visa. Egypt’s president Anwar Sadat was rounding
up Muslim activists at the time, and one week after Abouhalima’s de-
parture Sadat was assassinated, allegedly by Abouhalima’s former col-
leagues, supporters of Sheik Omar Abdul Rahman. The sheik himself
stood trial, accused of complicity in the act, but was never convicted.
During this time Abouhalima was living in Munich, but when the
German government tried to deport him in 1982, Abouhalima searched
for a way to remain in the country. A rapidly arranged marriage to a
somewhat emotionally unstable German nurse living in his apartment
building made it possible for Abouhalima to continue his German resi-
dency.!® In 1985 this marriage dissolved and Abouhalima married an-
other German woman, Marianne Weber.

During his initial years in Germany, Abouhalima said, he lived a ““life
of corruption—girls, drugs, you name it.”” He went through the out-
ward signs of Islamic reverence—daily prayers, fasting during the
month of Ramadan—but he had left the real Islam behind.!! After a
while, he “‘got bored” with his wayward existence, began reading the
Qur’an again, and returned to a committed religious life. At this time
his wife, Marianne, who by her own admission had also been living a
dissolute life before she married Abouhalima, became a Muslim as well.
Soon afterward, in 1985, he and Marianne came to the United States.
They settled in New York City, and a three-month visa turmed into an
extended stay. His renewed interest in Islam was nurtured by a large
and active Muslim community centered on Atlantic Avenue in down-
town Brooklyn.

“Islam is a mercy,” Abouhalima told me, explaining that it rescued
the fallen and gave meaning to one’s personal life. This was something
that he desperately needed when lured by the lifestyle of secular society,
first in Germany and then in the United States. Hc told a story, a sort
of parable, about a lion cub that was raised among sheep. The cub
thought he was a sheep until another lion came along and showed him
his reflection in a clear pond. That’s what his Muslim teachers and his
spiritual readings had shown him, Abouhalima said. He was “a
Muslim, not a sheep.””12

Abouhalima seized the opportunity to prove that he was not a sheep
in 1988, when he joined the Muslim struggle in Afghanistan. Although
he had been earning his income as a New York City taxi driver,
Abouhalima was also serving as a volunteer worker at the Alkifah
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Afghan Refugee Center in Brooklyn. There Afghani refugees told of
the Mujahedin’s heroic struggle against the Soviet-backed government
of Najibullah in their homeland. The center was said to have been
funded by Osama bin Laden.!> Abouhalima admitted to me that he
went to Afghanistan during that time (something he had previously de-
nied) but that he was there solely in a nonmilitary “civil”’ capacity.
According to some accounts, however, he was indeed involved in the
military struggle and had volunteered for the suicidal task of
minesweeping, going in front of the Muslim troops with a long stick
to probe the earth for land mines.'* But even if he had not been in-
volved in any direct military way, I said to Abouhalima, it was a dan-
gerous time to be in that country. Why would he want to risk his life
for such a cause? “It is my job,” Abouhalima explained, ‘‘as a
Muslim.” He said that he felt he had a mission “‘to go wherever there
is oppression and injustice and fight it.”’}?

When he returned, his Afghani service had earned him the admira-
tion of many in his circle of Muslim activists, and according to some
accounts he continued to wear his military fatigues and combat boots
on Brooklyn’s city streets.'® He became more deeply engaged in Muslim
political causes and helped arrange for the leading figure in Egypt’s rad-
ical Muslim community—Sheik Omar Abdul Rahman—to become es-
tablished in the United States. The sheik had also been in Afghanistan,
and his arrival in July 1990 from the Sudan made significant waves in
the militant Muslim community in the New York City area. In fact, he
was soon at odds with the man who sponsored his immigration to the
United States, Mustafa Shalabi, the leader of the Alkifah Afghan
Refugee Center and a friend of Abouhalima. Eventually, however, it be-
came clear that Abouhalima’s loyalty in the emerging competition was
with the sheik, and when Shalabi was murdered in 1991, Abouhalima
was a suspect but was never formally charged. With Shalabi out of the
way, the sheik was the unchallenged leader of the New York area’s mil-
itant Muslim community.

Sheik Omar Abdul Rahman was a blind Islamic scholar who had
once been a professor of theology at the prestigious Al Azhar University
in Cairo and who was linked with one of Egypt's most revolutionary
[slamic movements, al Gamaa-i Islamiya (‘“‘the Islamic group’). The
sheik was implicated in the assassination of Anwar Sadat and in a series
of violent attacks on the government in his native region, the oasis area
of Fayourmn—<charges for which he was eventually acquitted. Suspicions
of the sheik’s involvement, however, remained. Followers of the sheik
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were also believed to be responsible for two more killings in Egypt—the
murder of Parliament Speaker Rifaat Mahgoub and a secular writer,
Farag Foda—and assassination attempts on Prime Minister Hosni
Mubarak and the Nobel-prize-winning novelist Naguib Mahfouz. With
the government closing in on his group, Sheik Abdul Rahman repaired
to the Sudan and eventually made it to New Jersey. He entered the
United States presumably by error; officials at the American embassy in
Khartoum did not detect his name on a list of those requiring special
permission—although some commentators claim that the sheik had
been favored by the CIA because of his support for anticommunist
rebels in the Afghanistan war and was allowed to enter the United States
as a sort of reward.

In the United States, Sheik Abdul Rahman became established in a
small mosque called El Salam (“‘the place of peace’) located above a
Chinese restaurant in Jersey City, New Jersey. There he preached
against the evils of secular society and helped the struggling members
of his flock understand why they were oppressed, both in the Middle
East and in the United States. He singled out America for special con-
demnation because it helped to create the state of Israel, supported the
secular Egyptian government, and sent its troops to Kuwait during the
Gulf War, all of which the sheik deemed “‘un-Islamic.”!?

Listening attentively to the words of Sheik Omar Abdul Rahman
was a growing circle of mostly male Islamic activists in their thirties
who had immigrated to the United States from several Middle Eastern
countries. It included Muhammad Salameh, an unemployed
Palestianian refugee; Siddig Ali, a Sudanese organizer; Nidal Ayyad,
who was trained as a chemical engineer; Ibrahim El-Gabrowny, the
president of the Abu Bakr mosque in Brooklyn; his cousin, El Sayyid
Nosair, who was imprisoned from charges related to the killing of Meir
Kahane; and a man known by various names, including ‘““‘Ramzi Ahmed
Yousef,” a Pakistani said to be bom in Iraq and raised in Kuwait whe
had masterminded some of the most imaginative scenarios of recent ter-
rorist history. It also included Abouhalima, who for a time served as the
sheik’s chauffeur and bodyguard.

I wanted to ask Abouhalima why Muslim activists such as Sheik
Abdul Rahman would target the United States as an enemy. Although he
did not respond to that question directly—and in fact praised America
for its religious freedom, claiming that it was easier for him to be a good
Muslim in this country than in Egypt—he did answer indirectly when he
talked about how Jewish influence controlled America’s news media,
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financial institutions, and government. In that sense, Abouhalima ex-
plained, although the United States claimed to be secular and impartial
toward religion, “‘it is involved in religious politics already.”'#

Abouhalima made it clear that Amenca’s involvement in religious
politics—its support for the state of Israel and for ‘“‘enemies of Islam”
such as Egypt's Mubarak—is not the result of Christianity. Rather, it
was due to America’s ideology of secularism, which Abouhalima re-
gards not as neutrality but as hostility toward religion, especially Islam.
He cited the U.S. Department of Justice, which he called the
“Department of Injustice.”” I asked him if the United States would be
“‘at least it would have morals.”!®

Abouhalima’s bitterness toward the Justice Department was com-
pounded by its swift prosecution of the case against him and his col-
leagues in a series of trials. The one that ended on March 4, 1994, fo-
cused on the anti-American motives for the assault; it convicted
four—Muhammad Salameh, Nidal Ayyad, Ahmad Muhammad Ajaj,
and Abouhalima—of bombing the Center and indicted Ramzi Ahmed
Yousef as a fugitive in the crime. The second trial, ending on January
17, 1996, convicted nine—including a life sentence for Sheik Omar
Abdul Rahman—for their part in what the judge described as a “‘ter-
rorist conspiracy’” of a magnitude comparable with militant fascism
and communism.2® The prosecution offered evidence that the circle of
Muslim activists associated with the sheik had intended to blow up not
only the World Trade Center but also the United Nations buildings in
Manhattan, two New York commuter tunnels under the Hudson River;,
and the Manhattan headquarters of the FBIL

A third trial, begun on May 13, 1996, focused on the fugitive, who
had been captured in Pakistan in a dramatic raid on his Karachi hotel
room in February 1995. Yousef, whose real name appeared to be
Abdul Basit Mahmoud Abdul Karim, was implicated not only in the
New York events but also in a series of terrorist plots, including one
aimed at assassinating the pope when he visited the Philippines in
1995 and the so-called Project Bojinka, which, if carried out, would
have led to the destruction of eleven large U.S. passenger airplanes
over the Pacific Ocean in one momentous day in 1995, The trial ended
on September 5, 1996, with Yousef’s conviction for conspiracy in the
case of the Bojinka plot; in August 1997 Yousef again stood trial in
New York City, this time for his part in the bombing of the World
Trade Center.
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After all of these trials, Abouhalima said, secular America still did
not understand him and his colleagues. What, I asked him, was miss-
ing? What was it that we did not understand?

“The soul,”” he said, “‘the soul of religion, that is what is missing.”’
Without it, Abouhalima said, Western prosecutors, journalists, and
scholars like myself ““will never understand who [ am.”” He said that he
understood the secular West because he had lived like a Westerner in
Germany and in the United States. The seventeen years he had lived in
the West, Abouhalima told me, ““is a fair amount of time to understand
what the hell is going on in the United States and in Europe about sec-
ularism or people, you know, who have no religion.”” He went on te
say, “l lived their life, but they didn’t live iy life, so they will never un-
derstand the way I live or the way [ think.”

Abouhalima compared a life without religion to a pen without ink.
“An ink pen,” he said, ““a pen worth two thousand dollars, gold and
everything in it, it’s useless if there’s no ink in it. That's the thing that
gives life,”” Abouhalima said, drawing out the analogy, “the life in this
pen . . . the soul.” He finished his point by saying, “the soul, the reli-
gion, you know, that’'s the thing that's revived the whole life.
Secularism,’ he said, looking directly at me, ‘“*has none, they have none,
you have none.”

And as for secular people, | asked, who do not know the life of reli-
gion? “They're just moving like dead bodies,”” Abouhalima said.

Abdul Aziz Rantisi and
Hamas Suicide Missions

Although their targets were not as spectacular as the World Trade
Center buildings, the series of suicide terrorist attacks in Jerusalem
and Tel Aviv conducted in recent years by Muslim activists associated
with the radical Palestinian movement Hamas wcre equally terrify-
ing— just as vicious in their killing of what are traditionally viewed as
noncombatants, and just as desperate in their attempts to gain the
world’s attention for what was perceived by the perpetrators to be a
religious as well as a political cause. Like the World Trade Center
event, the intended audience included not just those in the immediate
vicinity, but all who observed the media reportage and were horrified
by it.

To many who witnessed them even at a distance, the horror of the
bombings in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv was compounded by the knowledge
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that the bombers purposefully killed themselves in conducting the acts.
Who would do such a thing, and why?

The answers to such questions are best given by those directly in-
volved in them. But because anyone who successfully carries out a sui-
cide bombing is by definition unavailable for interviewing afterward, 1
found that the next best way of hearing their voices is to watch the
videotapes that many of them made the night bcfore the missions.
Often crudely photographed, these testimonies were filmed by their
Hamas colleagues partly to memorialize the young men and partly to
show to other potential volunteers as a kind of recruiting device. These
tapes are clandestinely circulated within the Palestinian conmunity in
Gaza and the towns on the West Bank. | was privileged to see several
that are part of a collection gathered by two American scholars, Anne
Marie Oliver and Paul Steinberg, who once lived in Gaza and have
written & book on the phenomenon of suicide bombings and the val-
orization of the young men who committed them.?!

One of the most moving videotapes in their collcction shows a hand-
some young man, no more than eighteen years old and perhaps less,
looking oddly happy as he talked about the sacrifice that he was about
to make. Dubbed *‘the smiling boy” by Oliver and Steinberg, he was
videotaped in an outdoor setting beside a rock and a bush, wearing
what appears to be a stylish bluejean jacket, his bushy dark hair and
grinning face bathed in sunlight. The mission he and his friend would
carry out involved plastic explosives, either strapped around his waist
or carried in a knapsack, but he was portrayed holding a gun—most
likely included in the video to give him a maitial demeanor.

“Tomorrow is the day of encounter,” the smiling boy said. It was to
be ““the day of meeting the lord of the Worlds.”” He went on to say that
he and his colleagues would “make our blood cheap for the sake of
God, out of love for this homeland and for the sake of the freedom and
honor of this people, in order that Palestine remain Islamic, and in
order that Hamas remains a torch lighting the roads of all the per-
plexed and all the tormented and oppressed [and] that Palestine might
be liberated.””?2

Another of the volunteers, on a different tape, explained that all
people have to die at some time, so one is indeed fortunate to be able
to choose one’s destiny. He explained that there were those “who fall
of f their donkeys and die,” those ““whose donkeys trample them and
they die.”” those who are hit by cars and suffer heart attacks, and
“those who fall off the roofs of their houses and die.”” But, he added,
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“what a difference there is between one death and another,”’implying
that the choice of martyrdom was a rare opportunity and that he was
fortunate to have it.*“Truly there is only one death,” he said, repeat-
ing the words of a famous Muslim martyr, “so let it be on the path
of God.”"2?

The young men on these tapes look so innocent, so full of life, that
the viewer is moved to try somehow to reverse time and stop them from
carrying out their deadly missions. Whatever sympathy they engender
is superseded, however, by the sense of loss and remorse for the deaths
of their victims, who were even more innocent than their attackers.
Unlike the smiling boy and his colleagues, they were never given the
choice of whether or not to give up their lives for the sake of these vi-
olent missions.

On the morning of August 21, 1995, for example, a packed bus
carrying students to classes and police officers to their daily assign-
ments was inching its way from stop to stop in a crowded neighbor-
hood of limestone apartment buildings in the northern section of the
city of Jerusalem, near the Mt. Scopus campus of Hebrew University.
At 7:55 AM. a lone Arab passenger sitting in the back of the bus—
someone very much like the smiling boy—suddenly reached into the
handbag he was carrying and detonated a ferociously explosive bomb.
It contained what police later estimated to be about ten pounds of the
chemical explosive 3-acetone.>* It was an extraordinary blast, in-
stantly incinerating the Arab, a visiting American sitting near him,
and three Israelis seated nearby. The force of the explosion ripped
open the side of the bus and continued outside, destroying another
bus that happened to be traveling alongside. In addition to the five
killed, 107 others in the two buses and passing along the street were
wounded in the attack.

As T mentioned at the beginning of this book, I happened to be in
Israel during those days, presenting a paper on rcligious violence, and |
had visited the Hebrew University campus on Mt. Scopus earlier in the
week on a bus that followed the same route as the one marked for dis-
aster. The day before the blast [ had been talking with members of the
Hamas movement in Gaza, attempting to lind answers to my questions
about the suicide bombings that had occurred earlier in the year in
crowded street corners in Tel Aviv. A little over two years later—after
several more suicide bombings had occurred, including the savage at-
tacks in Jerusalem’s vegetable market and the Ben Yehuda shopping
mall in September 1997—1 received an articulate explanation for these
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missions in a lengthy interview with one of the founders of the Hamas
movement, Dr. Abdul Aziz Rantisi.

[ met Dr. Rantisi on March 1, 1998, in a village in the southern part
of the Gaza Strip that can best be described as only moderately less de-
pressed than the rest of Gaza.2> Some of Gaza’s Mediterranean beaches
are quite lovely, but the streets are dusty and pockmarked, crowded
with old buses and donkey carts. Dr. Rantisi’s attractive new house was
on a small hillside in a suburban area. The driveway was filled with
cars, and posters related to Palestinian political issues were plastered on
the pillars of the entryway.

I was ushered into a comfortable living room containing a row of
couches and overstuffed chairs on one side and several formal-looking
chairs on the other, and was offered strong Middle Eastern coffee. It
seemed clear to me that the room was meant for meetings. At one end
of the room were bookcases and pictures of Rantisi when he was the
spokesman for a group of Hamas supporters who had been caught in
a no-man’s land between Israel and Lebanon in 1992. Next to the
bookcases was a sort of shrine with several drawings and pictures of
Sheik Ahmed Yassin, the spiritual leader of the Hamas movement,
whom [ had met years earlier. Sheik Yassin was freed from captivity by
the Israeli government in 1997 (and again arrested a few months
later). But on the day that I met Rantisi the sheik was in Egypt for
medical reasons.

When Dr. Rantisi came into the room, he greeted me cordially. A be-
spectacled, middle-aged man who spoke excellent English, Rantisi
seemed very much the professor and medical doctor he was trained to
be, and despite the heat he was nattily dressed in a business suit with a
vest. When I asked him how he wanted to be described, he said, ‘‘as a
founder of Hamas.”” Although [ was interested in his views on the con-
nection between religion and politics, I told him I wanted to understand
their relation to the current situation. It was not long until the conver-
sation had turned to the matter of suicide bombings.

Dr. Rantisi corrected me. I should not call them ““suicide bombings,”’
he said. What he preferred was another term, a familiar Arabic word
that he wrote out in my notebook in both Arabic and Roman translit-
eration: istishhadi. “‘It means ‘self-chosen martyrdom,”” Rantisi ex-
plained, adding that “all Muslims seek to be martyrs.” The term one
used to describe this act was important, Rantisi went on to say, because
it conveyed its significance. ‘““Suicide bomber” implied an impulsive act
by a deranged individual. The missions undertaken by the young men
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in the Hamas cadres, he said, were ones that they deliberately and care-
fully chose as part of their religious obligation. “We do not order them
to do it,” Rantisi emphasized, ““we simply give permission for them to
do it at certain times.”*26

But why, I wanted to know, would Hamas give such permission?
Quite aside from the issue of the permissibility of self-martyrdom, there
is the matter of targeting noncombatants. Why would Hamas allow a
mission in which innocent civilians, including women and children,
were the victims in such horrible attacks?

Rantisi answered in military terms, echoing the words that one of
his colleagues used in discussing these matters with me in an earlier
interview: ‘““We're at war.”’2” He added that it was a war not only with
the Israeli government but with the whole of Israeli society. This did
not mean that Hamas intended to wipe Israel from the face of the
earth, he said. although some members of the movement said as
much. Rantisi made it clear that he had no animosity toward Jewish
culture or religion. “We're not against Jews just because they're
Jews,” he said.?® From Rantisi’s point of view, Hamas was presently
in a state of war with Israel simply because of Israel’s stance toward
Palestine—especially toward the Hamas concept of an Islamic
Palestine. It was Islamic nationalism that Israel wanted to destroy,
Rantisi said, claiming that this political position was buttressed by the
attitudes of Israeli society.

For this reason the war between Israel and Hamas was one with no
innocent victims. In the beginning, Rantisi said, the military opera-
tions of Hamas targeted only soldiers. The movement took ‘‘every
measure’’ to stop massacres and to discourage suicide bombings. But
two events changed things. One was the attack by Israeli police on
Palestinians demonstrating in front of the al-Agsa mosque near the
Dome of the Rock in 1990, and the other was the massacre in Hebron
by Dr. Baruch Goldstein in 1994 during the month of Ramadan.
Rantisi pointed out that both of these incidents were aimed at
mosques, and he thought that Goldstein’s attack during Ramadan was
not a coincidence. He concluded that these were attacks on Islam as a
religion as well as on Palestinians as a people. He was also convinced
that despite the Israeli government’s denial that it supported the ex-
tremist Jews who precipitated the al-Agsa incident or caused the
Hebron massacre, Rantisi was certain that the Israeli military had a
hand in them. He pointed out that in Goldstein’s attack, Israeli soldiers
were standing nearby. Goldstein had befriended them, and he was able
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to change his rifle magazine clip four times during the incident with-
out being stopped by soldiers.

Rantisi explained that the young Hamas supporters’ acts of self-
martyrdom—the suicide bombings—were allowed only in response to
these and other specific acts of violence from the Israeli side, acts that
frequently affected innocent civilians. In that sense they were defensive:
“If we did not respond this way,” Rantisi explained, “‘Israelis would
keep doing the same thing.”

Moreover, he said, the bombings were a moral lesson. They were a
way of making innocent Israelis feel the pain that innocent Palestinians
had felt. “We want to do the same to Israel as they have done to us,”
he explained, indicating that just as innocent Muslims had been killed
in the Hebron incident and in many other skirmishes during the Israeli-
Palestinian tensions, it was necessary for the Israeli people to actually
experience the violence before they could understand what the
Palestinians had gone through.

Dr. Rantisi then spoke to me in a manner indicating that his com-
ments were meant not only for me but for the American people he re-
garded me as representing. “It is important for you to understand,” he
said, ““that we are the victims in this struggle, not the cause of it.”” He
repeated this at the end of my interview, when I asked Rantisi in what
way he thought Hamas was misunderstood and what misrepresenta-
tions he would like to correct. “You think we are the aggressors,”
Rantisi said. ““That is the number one misunderstanding. We are not:
we are the victims.”

Rantisi’s passionate commitment to the Hamas cause came in large
part from his own experience of victimization. ‘‘Like most Pale-
stinians,” he explained to me, “‘our family has horrible stories to tell.””
In his case, one of the stories involved the destruction of his prosperous
family’s home in a village that was located somewhere between the
modern Israeli cities of Tel Aviv and Ashdod. The village, like the fam-
ily home, was destroyed in the creation of modern Israel. When mem-
bers of his family struggled against what they regarded as the Israeli oc-
cupation of their land, several were killed: Rantisi’s uncle, three of his
cousins, and his grandfather. In recent years Rantisi witnessed the con-
tinued encroachment of Israel into the limited land that Palestinians
were allocated. According to Rantisi, one-third of the Gaza Strip is al-
lotted to 1500 Jewish settlers, and the remaining two-thirds to the ap-
proximately one million Palestinians crowded there, many as refugees.
Such developments have led to frustration. If the Israeli government
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continues to allow settlements to be built, Rantisi said, ‘““we should use
all means to stop it.”?*

In such a context, Rantisi said, the actions of self-martyrs are un-
derstandable; they are responses. Another Hamas activist, Imad Faluji,
had earlier described them as “letters to Israel.”” They were ways of no-
tifying Israelis that they were engaged in a great confrontation, whether
they had been previously aware of it or not, and that their security as a
people was “‘zero.”*® Moreover, Faluji said, these bombings showed
that Israel's security ““does not lie with Egypt, nor with Libya, nor with
Arafat,” but “‘with us.””3!

The notion that Hamas is engaged in a great war with Israel, one with
both spiritual and political consequences, was articulated in a similar
way by Sheik Ahmad Yassin, the movement’s spiritual leader, when 1|
spoke with him at his home in Gaza a number of years ago. Even then
the competition between the secular Palestinian Liberation Organization
and Hamas was so severe that my taxi driver, a Palestinian from Gaza
who was apparently acting on orders from the PLO, took me to the sec-
ular movement’s unmarked headquarters in Gaza before taking me to
Sheik Yassin. I was told that the sheik and his religious nationalism
should not be regarded as truly representative of the Palestinian strug-
gle, and it was suggested that I visit an area of Gaza where the PLO was
firmly in control—the Jabaliya refugee camp—before visiting the leaders
of Hamas. I happily followed this suggestion—although with my PLO-
supporting driver at the wheel | had little choice—and only afterward
did we proceed to our original destination, Sheik Yassin's modest quar-
ters on a hillside outside Gaza City.

At that time, shortly before he was placed under detention by the
Israelis in 1989, Sheik Yassin was living in a motel-like row of rooms
that comprised his residence, office, mosque, and meeting rooms. The
rooms and the area outside were crowded with a variety of supporters,
most of them men in their thirties and forties, who busily talked with
one another until the sheik appeared, and then lapsed into respectful si-
lence and crowded into the meeting room. On the wall of the room was
the obligatory picture of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem and a
drawing portraying the Qur’an superimposed on a map: it was drawn
with hands extending out of either side of the Holy Book, stretching
from Algeria to Indonesia, encompassing the whole of the Muslim
world. The drawings indicated two different, though compatible, views
of the political significance of Islam—one focusing on a distinctively
Palestinian contribution to Muslim culture, the Dome of the Rock, and
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the other suggesting a transnational Islamic culture that reached from
Africa to Southeast Asia.

The sheik’s attendants eased an old-fashioned wooden wheelchair
out of the private rooms at the end of the building and wheeled the
sheik down the veranda to the public meeting room. Suffering from a
degenerative nerve condition for most of his life, the sheik had to be
lifted from place to place. He sat with difficulty on the carpet in the
meeting room, propped up on cushions, and managed the ritual bow-
ing that accompanies Muslim prayers with the greatest of difficulty, tot-
tering back and forth as he uttered the sacred words. After the prayers
were completed he gave a short homily to the assembled group, and
then, as the group began to disperse, the sheik responded to my ques-
tions—translated by one of his aides—about why Islamic militancy was
necessary at this moment in history.

“There is a war going on,” the sheik explained. Just as Rantisi de-
scribed it in my interview with him years later, Sheik Yassin implied
that the struggle against the Israeli authorities was the expression of a
larger, hidden struggle.32 When I raised the question of why the secular
Palestinian movement was not a sufficient agency to carry out this
cause, the sheik was careful in his response. Without directly opposing
Arafat, he said that the idea of a secular liberation movement for
Palestine was profoundly misguided, because there “‘is no such thing as
a secular state in Islam.”33

This was the position of the Palestinian Muslim Brotherhood, with
which the sheik had been associated for many years and which had
close ties to the Egyptian movement of the same name. Hamas as a
movement began in the late 1980s when the urban, organized strategy
of the PLO had floundered and a new struggle emerged from the
poorer, rural segments of Palestinian society: the intifada, backed by
Hamas. The word hamas means ‘“‘zeal” or *“‘enthusiasm,” but it is also
an acronym for the Arabic phrase that is the formal name of the move-
ment: Harakat al-Muqawama al-Islamiya, or *Islamic Resistance
Movement.”” The term Hamas first appeared publicly in a communique
circulated in mid-February 1988.34

Sheik Yassin and Dr. Rantisi were involved in the movement from the
beginning. Both of them—and therefore the movement—had roots in
the Muslim Brotherhood, with which Rantisi was associated when he
was a medical student in Alexandria in northern Egypt. One of the first
communiques issued by the movement described it as “‘the powerful arm
of the Association of Muslim Brothers.”’?’ Perhaps for this reason,
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Rantisi chafed at the notion that the Hamas movement was similar to
Egypt's radical al Gamaa-i Islamiya, headed by Sheik Omar Abdul
Rahman, who was convicted of conspiracy in relation to the World
Trade Center bombing. ““We are not like al Gamaa-i Islamiya,” Rantisi
told me, “but like the Muslim Brotherhood. We are legitimate.”*¢

This comment indicated that Rantisi was conscious of the criticism
that Hamas reflected only a fraction of Palestinian Muslim sentiment,
and the most marginal and radical fraction at that. He pointed out that
prominent religious figures had been associated with Hamas from the
earliest days of the movement. These included Sheik ’Abd al-Aziz
'‘Odeh and Sheik As’ad Bayud al-Tamimi, a resident of Hebron whe
was a preacher at the al-Agsa mosque in Jerusalem, as well as Sheik
Ahmed Yassin from Gaza.3?7 Yassin, who is described as ““a charismatic
and influential leader,” commanded the Islamic Assembly, which had
ties to virtually all the mosques in Gaza. Dr. Rantisi pointed out that
the religious legitimacy for the acts of self-martyrdom came from a re-
ligious decree—a fatwa—issued by a mufti in the Gulf emirates.

In the 1990s Hamas vastly expanded as an organization, and al-
though the heart of the movement still lay in decentralized, local cadres,
Hamas developed a fairly sophisticated organizational structure, di-
vided between policy and military wings. Within the latter was a sepa-
rate organizational structure for the secret cells that recruited and
trained the young men who were to become operatives in the missions
of self-martyrdom, as Rantisi called them. The men in these cells were
seldom known within the wider Palestinian community, and even mem-
bers of their own families were shocked to discover their involvement,
which was often revealed only after the fatal completion of their mis-
sions. In a videotape in the collection of Oliver and Steinberg that por-
trays funeral ceremonies for these young self-martyrs, a group of young
men is seen entering the crowd, masked and carrying rifles. The crowd
roars in frenzied approval. These were “‘living martyrs,” those who had
already committed themselves to self-martyrdom and were awaiting
their call to action.

In some cases, young people were recruited for a suicide bombing
mission days before the act was to be carried out; they had no previous
affiliation with Hamas and virtually no military training. The explosion
at a busy street corner in downtown Tel Aviv in 1995, for example, was
carried out by a nineteen-year-old student with a backpack full of ex-
plosives. The shy, affable young man had been recruited three days ear-
lier by a Hamas supporter who was asked to find an appropriate
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volunteer. According to the Hamas organizer and recruiter who was in-
terviewed for a segment on the CBS television program 60 Minutes, he
found someone close at hand: his own cousin, who lived next door.*®

A study of suicide bombings conducted by Ariel Merari and other
scholars related to the Center for the Study of Terrorism and Political
Violence at Tel Aviv University indicated that most of the members of
the suicide cell of Hamas received from three weeks to several months
of training. Based on interviews with friends and family members of
thirty three of the thirty four successful perpetrators of Hamas suicide
missions in Israel in recent years, the study showed that they were re-
cruited through friendship networks in school, sports, and extended
families. They were held to their decision by having to commit to one
another in friendship pacts and having to write letters that would be
sent to their families after their deaths. Their parents and other imme-
diate family members were kept in the dark about the young men’s in-
tentions, but the youths died with the knowledge that all would be re-
warded: the dying young man would receive seventy virgins and
seventy wives in heaven, and his family would receive a cash payment
worth twelve to fifteen thousand U.S. dollars.??

Although most Israelis and other non-Palestinians have been aware
of the militant side of Hamas through their actions, in Gaza and West
Bank towns the peaceful face of Hamas has been more visible. The
movement has given support for medical clinics and primary education.
Hamas has also provided support for orphans and free food programs
and offered cash support to those in need—not only the families of self -
martyrs but also those affected by Israeli military assaults on Hamas
operatives. When the Israeli government destroyed Palestinian houses
as a way of punishing those who supported Hamas’s actions, for ex-
ample, the movement provided the Palestinian families with cash set-
tlements often worth more than the values of the houses.

Some Palestinians have supported Hamas not because they agree com-
pletely with its radical platform and actions, but because they believe that
Hamas has kept Arafat and the Palestinian Authority on its toes and
made the organization stronger than it otherwise would be. “We need
Hamas,”” one student supporter of the movement told me at a seaside
cafe in Gaza, adding that the secular Palestinian Authority ‘‘compromises
too easily.”” For that reason, he concluded, Hamas is needed as a correc-
tive.* He thought that the strength of the movement is in its religious
base. Unlike secular organizations, he said, ‘“‘Hamas won't change over
time,” because it was “‘founded on religious principles.”
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Modern Islamic Justifications for Violence

The religious principles on which Hamas was founded have given the
movement credibility and legitimacy, and they have also given it the
most important base of power possible: the ability to justify the use of
force. But Islam is ambiguous about violence. Like all religions, Islam
occasionally allows for force while stressing that the main spiritual goal
is one of nonviolence and peace. The Qur'an contains a proscription
very much like the biblical injunction “Thou shalt not kill.”> The
Qur’an commands the faithful to “‘slay not the life that God has made
sacred.**' The very name Islam is cognate to salam, the word for peace,
and like the Hebrew word shalom, to which it is rclated, it implies a vi-
sion of social harmony and spirtual repose.

For this reason, Muslim activists have often reasserted their belief in
Islamic nonviolence before defending their use of force. According to
Sheik Omar Abdul Rahman in an interview shortly after the bombing
of the World Trade Center, a Muslim can *“‘never call for violence,”” only
for “love, forgiveness and tolerance.”” But he added that *‘if we are ag-
gressed against, if our land is usurped, we must call for hitting the at-
tacker and the aggressor to put an end to the aggression.”*? In other
cases a violent act has been justified as an exception to the rule, as when
Muslim supporters of the al-Salam mosque defended the killing of
Rabbi Kahane, claiming that this deed did not violate the Qur’an since
Kahane was an enemy of Islam.*? In yet other instances, the use of force
has been shown to be consistent with Islamic principles. Iran's
Ayatollah Khomeini said he knew of no command ‘“more binding to the
Muslim than the command to sacrifice life and property to defend and
bolster Islam.”*44

The ayatollah was correct that there are some [slamic tenets that
condone struggle and the use of force. In addition to the Qur’an’s pro-
hibition against killing, there are Muslim principles that justify it.
Violence is required for purposes of punishment, for example, and it is
sometimes deemed necessary for defending the faith. In the “world of
conflict™ (dar al harb) outside the Muslim world, force is a means of
cultural survival. In such a context, maintaining the purity of religious
existence is thought to be a matter of jihad, a word that literally means
“striving” and is often translated as “holy war.”*5 This concept has
been used by Muslim warriors to rationalize the expansion of politi-
cal control into non-Muslim regions. But Islamic law does not allow
Jihad to be used arbitrarily, for personal gain, or to justify forcible
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conversion to the faith: the only conversions regarded as valid are
those that come about nonviolently, through rational suasion and a
change of heart.

Even so, Islam has a history of military engagement almost from its be-
ginning. Scarcely a dozen years after the prophet Muhammad received
the revelation of the Qur'an in 610, he left his home in Mecca and de-
veloped a military stronghold in the nearby town of Medina. Forces loyal
to Muhammad instigated a series of raids on Meccan camel caravans,
and when the Meccans retaliated, they were roundly defeated by the
prophet’s soldiers in the Battle of Badr, the first Muslim military victory.
Several years of sporadic warfare between the two camps ended in a de-
cisive Muslim victory in the Battle of the Trench. By 63() Muhammad
and his Muslims had conquered Mecca and much of western Arabia and
had turned the ancient pilgrimage site of the Kaaba into a center for
Muslim worship. The caliphs who succeeded the prophet as temporal
leaders of the Muslim community after Muhammad’s death in 632 ex-
panded both the military control and spiritual influence of Islam, and
over the years the extraordinary proliferation of the Islamic community
throughout the world has been attributed in no small measure to the suc-
cess of its military leaders in battle.

The Islamic sanctioning of military force is not indiscriminate, how-
ever. Most historical examples have involved the use of force by an es-
tablished military or governmental power for the purpose of defending
the faith. This is a far cry from justifying acts of terrorism, though there
were rogue groups of Muslims in the twelfth century—the Nizari
branch of Ismaili Islam—who used what might be called terrorism in
establishing a small empire based in the north of Persia near the
Caspian Sea. Hardly the models of virtuous society, the members of the
order were said to have used drugs and were dubbed hashshashin—or,
in medieval Latin, assassin/, “‘drug users.” They expanded their politi-
cal power by infiltrating their opponent’s camps and killing their lead-
ers, often by slitting their throats with a knife. Although their empire
was short-lived, they left their legacy on the terminology of political ter-
rorism—the word assassin—even though most Muslims would regard
them as quite peripheral to the mainstream of Islamic tradition.*®

Present-day religious activists look for more traditional Islamic justi-
fications for the use of violence. Dr. Rantisi and Sheik Yassin, for exam-
ple, justified the Hamas use of violence based on the Islamic sanction for
self-defense. Both Yassin and Rantisi expanded the notion to include the
defense of one’s dignity and pride as well as one's physical well-being.47
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One of Yassin’s colleagues, Sheik ’Abd al-Aziz 'Odeh, explained that the
Islamic intifada differed from the intifada waged by secular supporters
of the PL.O in that the Islamic struggle was a moral struggle as well as a
political one, stemming from religious commitment. It was also part of
a tradition of Islamic protest against injustice.*?

This is an interesting idea—that the approval of force for the defense
of Islam can be expanded to include struggles against political and so-
cial injustice—and it is a relatively new one. Perhaps no writer has had
greater influence in extending this concept and reinterpreting the tradi-
tional Muslim idea of struggle—jithad—than the contemporary Egyptian
writer Abd al-Salam Faraj. The author of a remarkably cogent argument
for waging war against the political enemies of Islam in the pamphlet A/-
Fariduh al-Gha'ibah (*“The Neglected Duty’’), Fara) stated more clearly
than any other contemporary writer the religious justifications for radi-
cal Muslim acts. His booklet was published and first circulated in Cairo
in the early 1980s.4® What is significant about this document is that it
grounded the activities of modern Islamic terrorists firmly in Islamic tra-
dition, specifically in the sacred text of the Qur’an and the biographical
accounts of the prophet in the Hadith.

Faraj argued that the Qur’an and the Hadith were fundamentally
about warfare. The concept of jihad, struggle, was meant to be taken
literally, not allegorically. According to Faraj, the ““duty” that has
been profoundly “neglected” is precisely that of jihad, and it calls for
“fighting, which meant confrontation and blood.”’5Y Moreover, Faraj
regarded anyone who deviates from the moral and social require-
ments of Islamic law to be targets for jihad, these targets include
apostates within the Muslim community as well as the expected ene-
mies from without.

Perhaps the most chilling aspect of Faraj’s thought is his conclusion
that peaceful and legal means for fighting apostasy are inadequate. The
truc soldier of Islam is allowed to use virtually any means available te
achieve ajust goal.?' Deceit, trickery, and violence are specifically men-
tioned as options available to the desperate soldier.? Faraj set some
moral limits to the tactics that could be used—for example, innocent
bystanders and women are to be avoided, whenever possible, in assas-
sination attempts—but emphasized that the duty to engage in such ac-
tions when necessary is incumbent on all true Muslims. The reward for
doing so is nothing less than a place in paradise. Such a place was pre-
sumably eamed by Faraj himself in 1982, after he was tried and exe-
cuted for his part in the assassination of Anwar Sadat.
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This way of thinking, though extreme, was not idiosyncratic to
Faraj. He stood in a tradition of radical Islamic political writers reach-
ing back to the beginning of this century and before. Among Sunni
Muslims worldwide, the most important radical thinker was Maulana
Abu al-Ala Mawdudi, the founder and ideological spokesman for
Pakistan's Jamaat-i-Islami religious party.>® His ideas were echoed by
Egypt's most influential writer in the radical Muslim political tradition,
Sayyid Qutb. Qutb was born in 1906 and, like Faraj, was executed for
his political activities.”* Although he was not as explicit as Faraj in in-
dicating the techniques of terror that were acceptable to the Islamic
warrior, Qutb laid the groundwork for Faraj's understanding of jihad
as an appropriate response to the advocates of those elements of
modernity that seemed to be hostile to Islam.

Specifically, Qutb railed against those who encouraged the cultural,
political, and economic domination of the Egyptian government by the
West. Qutb spent several years in the United States studying educa-
tional administration. This experience only confirmed his impression
that American society was essentially racist and that American policy
in the Middle East was dictated by Israel and what he regarded as the
Jewish lobby in Washington, DC.>°> Alarmed at the degree to which the
new government in Egypt was modeled after Western political institu-
tions and influenced by Western values, Qutb, in the early 1950s, ad-
vocated a radical return to Islamic values and Muslim law. In This
Religion of Istam, Qutb argued that the most basic divisions within hu-
manity were religious rather than racial or nationalist, and that reli-
gious war was the only form of killing that was morally sanctioned.’®
To Qutb’s thinking, the ultimate war was between truth and falsehood,
and satanic agents of the latter were to be found well entrenched in the
Egyptian government. It is no wonder that the government found such
ideas dangerous. Qutb was put in prison for most of the rest of the
1950s, and a state execution silenced him forever in 1966.

These ideas of Mawdudi, Qutb, and Faraj have been circulated
widely throughout the Muslim world through two significant net-
works: universities and the Muslim clergy. The two networks intersect
in the Muslim educational system, especially in the schools and colleges
directly supervised by the clergy. It is not surprising, then, that many
who have been attracted to paramilitary movements such as the al
Gamaa-i Islamiya or Hamas were former students or, like Dr. Rantisi,
highly trained professionals.
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When I asked Dr. Rantisi which writers he most respected, the first
name the Hamas leader mentioned was the founder of modern-day
Muslim political activism, Mawdudi.’” When I posed the same question
to Mahmud Abouhalima in the federal penitentiary in Lompoc, at first
he gave no specific reply. When [ suggested Faraj’s name, Abouhalima
seemed surprised that [ had heard of him, though he corrected my pro-
nunciation. Abouhalima confessed to owning both Arabic and English
versions of Faraj's infamous booklet, “The Neglected Duty.”

Abouhalima wanted to make certain that [ would not use his knowl-
edge of Faraj against him. In Abouhalima’s first criminal case, he said,
the evidence that he possessed copies of Faraj’s book was used to show
that he harbored hostile and violent attitudes against the secular gov-
ernment. For that reason, Abouhalima asked me to be careful how I de-
scribed his attitude toward Faraj. “Do not say 'l was influenced by
him,”’ Abouhalima instructed me, but rather *“I respect him.”” Then
Abouhalima leaned over, put his head close to mine, and whispered,
“but he was right, you know.””58




CHAPTER 5

The Sword of Sikhism

At five o’clock in the afternoon of August 31, 1995, when residents of
India’s Punjab state thought that the terrorism associated with the Sikh
separatist movement for fifteen years had finally come to an end, a mas-
sive explosion rocked the parking lot in front of the modernistic secre-
tariate building in the state capital, Chandigarh. In the blast that shud-
dcred through the impressive complex of government buildings designed
by the French architect Le Corbusier, the chief minister of the state,
Beant Singh, was literally blown to pieces. Fifteen of his aides and secu-
rity guards were also killed, and several cars were demolished in the con-
flagration that followed. In the smoldering heap that minutes before was
his ofticial vehicle, only Beant Singh's Sikh bracelet (k:rz) remained to
identify the chief minister.!

Among the mangled and limbless bodies was one bclieved to belong to
thc bomber himself. The car that brought him to the site stood empty
nearby; the accomplice who was supposed to drive it away had apparently
panicked and fled. By tracing the license plate, the police were able to iden-
tify and apprehend several of the alleged conspirators. All were members
of one of the Sikh movement’s deadliest guerrilla cells, the Babbar Khalsa.
They and members of several other groups, including the Bhindranwale
Tigers and the Khalistan Commando Force, had been both victims and
perpetrators in the reign of terror in Punjab since the early 1980s.

The suicide bomber behind the explosion that killed the chief min-
ister was identified as Dilawar Singh, a tall young man in his early

84
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twenties. The details of his last days were revealed by his accomplices
in response to what the police described as “‘rigorous interrogation’”—
a term that many Sikhs understand to be a code name for torture.?
According to their testimony, Dilawar had practiced for the event for
several weeks preceding the explosion in the middle-class suburb of
Mohalli. As he left the comfortable, modern house to commit the
crime that he knew would lead to his death, Dilawar scribbled a sen-
tence in Punjabi on a piece of paper stating that his act was ‘“‘in mem-
ory of the martyrs’’—presumably the martyrs of early Sikh history.
Quite likely, though, he was also referring to his own colleagues, the
many members of the Babbar Khalsa, the Khalistan Commando Force,
and other groups who had fallen in their futile struggle against the
Indian police.

Thousands were killed between 1981 and 1994 on both the police
and rebel sides, with many innocent citizens caught in between. Perhaps
none of the killings was more spectacular or influential, however, than
the assassination of India’s prime minister Indira Gandhi on October
31, 1984, which the murder of Chief Minister Beant Singh replicated.
By grim coincidence, one of Mrs. Gandhi's assassins was also named
Beant Singh, although he was unrelated to the man who later became
Punjab’s chief minister. The killer Beant Singh—like the alleged accom-
plices in Chief Minister Beant Singh’s death—was a member of the se-
curity forces of his victim. He and another guard, Satwant Singh,
turned on Indira Gandhi with automatic rifles as they accompanied her
on a lovely floral path from her home to her office to meet with the
British actor Peter Ustinov, who was waiting in the garden for an in-
terview to be aired on British television.

The assassin, Beant Singh, was killed on the spot, and his partner,
Satwant Singh, and one other accomplice were brought to trial. They
were convicted and hanged for the murder of Mrs. Gandhi. Although
thcy were the only ones convicted, rumors of a wider conspiracy con-
tinued for some years. One scenario was forced out of the co-assassin,
Satwant Singh, in a ‘“‘rigorous interrogation’ conducted by the police
immediately after Mrs. Gandhi was killed. In his confession he impli-
cated several Sikh leaders, including Kehar Singh, an elderly activist,
and a former police official, Simranjit Singh Mann.

Satwant Singh identified Mann as the ringleader. Mann had resigned
from the Indian Police Service in protest against Operation Bluestar,
joined with militant Sikhs in criticizing the government, and gone into
hiding. Within several weeks of Mrs. Gandhi's murder, he was caught by
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the Indian police attempting to flee the country by truck over the Nepal
border, disguised as a construction worker. According to some accounts,
Mann had colluded with a leading militant, Atinder Pal Singh, in an in-
tricate plot to kill the prime minister.? The only evidence, however, was
Satwant Singh’s forced confession. Although Mann was held for some
time in harsh confinement, he was never tried or convicted of the assas-
sination. His relations with the most militant Sikhs have been ambiva-
lent: sometimes they have supported each other, and at other times a
clear line has been drawn between them. When Punjab’s chief minister
was killed in 1995, Mann was living comfortably but still under police
surveillance in a pleasant two-story house blocks from the government
secretariate where the bombing took place.

Simranjit Singh Mann and
India's Assassinations

When I talked with Simranjit Singh Mann at his home in Chandigarh
less than a year after the explosion that killed Beant Singh, he denied
involvement in the assassination of either the chief minister or Indira
Gandhi. But, he said, *“‘no tears were spilled’” when either of these po-
litical leaders was killed.* Mann compared their executions to the at-
tempts to kill Hitler. ““It was an act of punishment,”” he said, referring
to the killing of Chief Minister Beant Singh. He added that “people re-
joiced” throughout the Punjab on hearing the news.

The killing of the chief minister also showed the desperation of the
militant Sikhs in their attempt to assert power, Mann told me. He said
he did not expect the assassination to change things. What he called the
“repression’” of the Indian government toward the Sikhs would likely
continue, he said. But this act did achieve a symbolic victory: it demon-
strated to the world that the struggle would continue. ““This is a war
situation,” Mann told me. “If we open our mouths we're in jail.”
Although the most militant wings of the movement had been crushed
and there had been very few signs of overt hostility since Beant Singh’s
assassination, Mann still regarded the movement as potent. He saw
himself as a kind of soldier. ““It’s a war situation still,”” he said.

What made Mann'’s statement remarkable was not only the apparent
serenity of Punjab’s post-1995 political landscape, but also the com-
fortable circumstances of Mann’s own home. Despite his sometimes
militant words, he has become an established political leader in the
Punjab. When I interviewed him in 1996, he was living not in a bunker
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or a guerrilla hideout but in a two-story suburban house that can only
be described as upper middle class. The living room boasted a large
Kashmiri carpet and carefully chosen fumiture. On the wall were etch-
ings of Punjab life taken from nineteenth-century British travel books.
He was surrounded by the trappings of middle-class success, including
a graceful, articulate wife who served tea, a son who studied business
in the United States, and a friendly cocker spaniel named May.

Mann looked exactly like the career civil servant he had intended to
become after he finished college in Chandigarh and joined the police ser-
vice, serving as the head of posts in Faridkot and elsewhere in Punjab as
well as in Bombay. As his family name indicated, Mann was a member
of one of the Punjab’s most prestigious subgroups within the leading Jat
caste, and when he resigned from government service in protest against
the Indian army’s invasion of the Golden Temple during Operation
Bluestar in 1984, it was major news. In his resignation letter to the pres-
ident of India, Zail Singh, Mann compared the government’s heavy-
handed action to the British atrocities against Indian protesters at
Amritsar’s Jallianwala Bagh square in 1919. In even stronger terms, he
accused the Indian government of being “*bent upon committing the
genocide of the Sikhs.””> The Indian government regarded it as an insult
that someone with his qualifications and rank in the government's elite
civil service would turn against them, and it was no surprise that he
would be accused of complicity in Prime Minister Gandhi’s assassina-
tion a few months later.

Since then Mann had been on the run, under investigation, or in
jail—including tive years of what he described as solitary confinement.
He accused his captors of torture and showed me what he claimed to
be evidence of their brutality. Mann pulled back his beard and showed
scars where he said his beard hair had been pulled out. Other scars
were evident on his legs. Toenails and teeth were missing; these he said
had been broken or yanked out by his captors. He also claimed that his
genitals had been injured from having electric wires attached to them.
One testicle, he said, had shrunk and was now loose in his scrotum.
Mann's imprisonment was officially an act of detention as he awaited
trial. Although he was arrested thirty-two times, Mann was not con-
victed of a single offense. Mann said that this torture and harassment
were characteristic of the Indian government’s heavy-handed response
to Sikh militancy and had helped to swell the ranks of the movement.

In addition to conspiracy to commit violence, charges leveled against
Mann and then dismissed included treason and sedition. Mann told me,
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however, that he was not waging war against India as such. [t was not the
Indian nation that he disdained, but its government. He described the
government sometimes as ‘‘secular,” and sometimes as ‘‘pro-Hindu,” of-
fering the rise of the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) as ev-
idence of the government’s religious preferences. When militant Sikhs at-
tacked supporters of the BJP being bused through Punjab on a Unity
March en route to Kashmir in January 1992, killing five and wounding
sixteen others, they asserted that this notion of India’s religious unity was
precisely what they were against. The Unity March ‘“absolutely had to be
stopped,” Mann said, even *by force.”

Yet the Sikh movement began long before the rise of the BJP, and the
Sikh’s Akali Party—though not Mann’s faction of it—eventually joined
the BJP in forming electoral coalitions. So the Hinduization of India’s
politics could not have been the sole cause of the Sikh rebellion of the
1980s and early 1990s. Mann said that the purpose of the movement
as not simply to rebel against Hindu power but to *“protect the Sikh
community’’ from secular influences. The movement was also aimed at
enlarging the Sikhs’ ability to assert what they felt to be their rights and
their warranted demands. Sikhs were a ‘‘national ethnic minority,”
Mann said, that had to look out for themselves.

The Sikh movement contained a diversity of points of view, however,
and one of the most strident of its advocates—someone whom Mann
admired—saw the struggle almost solely in religious terms. This leader
was Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale, a rural preacher from central
Punjab who became the spokesman for Sikh militancy from its first stir-
rings in 1978 until his movement’s nadir—and Bhindranwale's martyr-
dom—in the tragic events of 1984. Bhindranwale was a homespun vil-
lage preacher who called for repentance and action in defense of the
faith. Mann regarded him as one of Sikh history’s most impressive lead-
ers bccause of his ability to summarize great themes in simple phrases
and clearcut images. According to Mann, he *‘articulated the hegemony
of Hindu power and the injustice suffered by Sikhs, and he did it all
with a consciousness of Sikh history and tradition.”

[ was particularly interested in Mann's cormiments about Bhindranwale,
since it was Bhindranwale's sermmons that triggered my interest in the rela-
tionship between religion and violence and led to my first article on this
topic.® In that study [ examined a collection of audio- and videotapes of
the radical Sikh leader and rough transcriptions of the sermons that had
been made by Prof. R. S. Sandhu, who kindly shared these materials with
me.” [ found that what Bhindranwale disdained—indeed loathed—above
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all else was what he described as ‘“‘the enemies of religion.””® These in-
cluded ““that lady born in a house of Brahmans”—the phrase he used to
describe Indira Gandhi. But it also included his fellow Sikhs, especially
those who had fallen from the disciplined fold and sought the comforts
of modern life. Even his dislike of Indira Gandhi was grounded in a ha-
tred of secularism as much in an opposition to Hinduism; in fact, he
often regarded the two as twin enemies. He reflected an attitude held by
many Sikhs—that what passes for secular politics in India is a form of
Hindu cultural domination. So conscious are many Sikhs of what they
regard as the oppressiveness of Hindu culture that they react strongly
when scholars locate the origins of their tradition in a medieval Hindu
milieu.

So it is understandable that the image of Bhindranwale cast a shadow
over the Sikh community long after his death. Bhindranwale’s role as ex-
emplar was brought home to me several years ago, during the height of
the militant movement, when [ met with young Sikh activists in a room
adjoining a gurdwara (a Sikh house of worship) in Dclhi. The sub ject had
turned from their own potential encounters with the Indian police and
their probable deaths to the martyrdom of their hero, Bhindranwale.
They would like to die as he died, the young men told me: they wanted
to take life to the limit. Unlike the stance of easy compromise taken by
most politicians, they said that Bhindranwale “‘went to his death for what
he believed.”®

During its heyday, from 1981 to 1994, thousands of young men and
perhaps a few hundred women joined the movement. They were initiated
into the secret fraternities of various rival radical organizations. These in-
cluded the Babbar Khalsa, the Khalistan Commando Force, the Khalistan
Liberation Force, the Bhindranwale Tiger Force of Khalistan, and ex-
tremist factions of the All-India Sikh Students Federation. Their enemies
were secular political leaders, heads of police units, some Hindu journal-
ists, and other community leaders. Over time the distinctions between
valid and inappropriate targets became blurred, and virtually anyone
could become a victim of the militants’ wrath. By January 1988, more
than a hundred people a month were killed; 1991 was the bloodiest year,
with over three thousand people killed in the Punjab’s triangular battle
among the police, the radicals, and the populace. One of the more spec-
tacular incidents in 1991 was the attack by Sikh extremists on the Indian
ambassador to Romania in Bucharest. The Romanian government
helped to capture the Sikhs. They were killed, and later that year militant
Sikhs kidnaped a Romanian diplomat in Delhi in retaliation.
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Accompanying the incrcase in violence was a general collapse of law
and order, especially in rural areas of the state near the Pakistan bor-
der. The young activists had intimidated the older Sikh leaders, who be-
came virtual pawns of the militants. The only authority in some areas
came from those who ruled by gun at night. This was due in part to the
erosion of idealism in the Sikh movement and in part to the movement’s
exploitation by what amounted to street gangs and roving bands of
thugs. In addition, the Sikh movement had failed to achieve its political
goals, leaving a cynical and demoralized public in its wake. In the ab-
sence of a legitimate government in the Punjab, the rural area became
a no-man’s-land in the battle between militants and armed police.

In the 1990s older and more responsible leaders in the Jat Sikh com-
munity found themselves in a quandary. They could not capitulate to the
urban Hindu leadership of the central government because that would
mean abandoning their religion and caste. They needed the young Sikh
militants’ support, butat the same time they wanted to regain some sem-
blance of political control over them. One might think that it would be
in the best interests of the central government to help them do that, but
the Congress Party leaders were hesitant. For one thing, they resented
the fact that moderate Sikh leaders identified with the Sikh’s Akali Party
rather than the Congress Party or one of the national coalition parties.
More important, they feared that any concessions they made to Sikh
leaders would have repercussions throughout India. Muslims would im-
mediately demand similar rights, as would leaders of separatist move-
ments in northeastern India and Kashmir.

In Kashmir, where Muslims were the majority community, the rise of
Hindu nationalism throughout India had spurred a separatist move-
ment. Protests erupted in 1986-87, led by the Muslim United Front. In
1988 some elements of the opposition took a more strident course,
forming a paramilitary operation: the Kashmir Liberation Front.
Allegedly supported by Pakistan, the Front called for secession from
India. It organized demonstrations and responded to police attempts to
suppress it by throwing bombs and firing automatic weapons, leading
to bloodshed on both sides. In May 1989, the separatists began calling
themselves mujahedeen (‘*‘holy warriors’™) and characterized their con-
flict with the government as a holy war—a war that continued through
the 1990s.!0

Although the Sikh and Kashmir separatist movements were not re-
lated, any concessions made to the Sikhs would certainly have been de-
manded by the Kashmiris, and vice versa. At the same time, the Indian
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government could not be too harsh on one group without intimidating
the other. In the same week that Punjab’s chief minister Beant Singh was
assassinated in 1995, for example, the Indian government was involved
in delicate negotiations for the release of foreign hostages in Kashmir
and could not have afforded to renew hostilities with the Sikhs.

The rise of Hindu nationalism in India coincided with the decline of
the Sikh movement. As we noted earlier, the attitude of Sikhs toward
Hindu politics has been mixed. After the BJP gained strength in several
northern Indian states, culminating in the formation of a national coali-
tion government in 1998, some moderate factions of the Sikh’s Akali
Party did indeed join forces with the BJP. But these Akali-BJP coalitions
achieved greater electoral success among the urban consitutencies,
which were both Hindu and Sikh, than in the rural Sikh stronghold.
The suspicion of Sikhs toward Hindu politics, like the hatred between
many activist Sikhs and the secular Congress Party, was never com-
pletely overcome.

In 1990, in a poignant attempt to break the vicious cycle of hatred
and reprisal, the Congress prime minister, Rajiv Gandhi, in what was
virtually his last act of office, released Simranjit Singh Mann from
prison. This was an extraordinary act, since Mann was awaiting trial
for his alleged participation in the plot that led to the murder of Rajiv's
mother, Indira Gandhi. Mann had won a parliamentary seat after cam-
paigning from prison, but Rajiv claimed that his pardon was due not to
Mann’s electoral success but to his own desire to “heal wounds.”!!

Following Mann’s release from prison the major factions of the
Akali Party united under his leadership. The unity was brief, however,
and in the years that followed there was considerablc erosion of Mann’s
support. The party broke apart, and Mann’s faction became one of the
smallest of several groups at the Akali periphery. Mann’s political
power had come largely from his ability to broker alliances between
moderate wings of the Sikh leadership and the militants. The militants
had respected Mann not only for his radical rhetoric but also because
of the persecution he had experienced from his alleged role in Indira
Gandhi’s murder. When the armed police were unleashed in 1990 and
the reign of the militants came to an end, Mann’s influence declined as
well.

According to Mann, the tide began to turn against the militants in
1992. They were, in his opinion, destroyed from within as much as
from without. It was a problem of leadership, Mann said. When many
of the leaders were captured, they were enjoying the fruits of their
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spoils, using air conditioners and driving expensive cars. “They advo-
cated puritanical ways to the masses,”” Mann told me, “‘but they lived
in luxury themselves.”” The standards within the movement degener-
ated. “‘Guns controlled the party,” he said, adding that ‘it should have
been the other way around.” Intermal disputes were rife, and many of
the militants were killed by members of rival factions rather than by the
police.

In the late 1990s Mann was among the few activists who had not
been killed, jailed, or sent into hiding abroad—mostly in Pakistan,
England, and the United States. Like the former militants with whom [
talked in India and the United States, Mann expressed bitterness at
both the Indian government, which he felt had persecuted the move-
ment, and the extremist members of the militant cadres, who he be-
lieved had destroyed the movement from within.

1 asked Mann if he thought the militancy of the movement was a
mistake. He said that given the geography of the Punjab, surrounded by
the rest of India with its vastly superior military rcsources, the move-
ment could not have launched a productive military venture—with the
exception of those instances where ‘‘punishment” and “‘retribution”
called for violence, as in the assassinations of Prime Minister Indira
Gandhi and Chief Minister Beant Singh. But in most other cases, he
said, the violence was counterproductive in that it provided the gov-
ernment with a reason for exterminating the movement. Mann would
have much preferred a peaceful solution, such as the one proposed for
the separation of Quebec from Canada. But, Mann said, he was not op-
posed in principle to the use of force for a righteous cause. His dis-
agreement with the use of violence in this instance was not ‘“‘a moral de-
cision,” he said, “‘but a strategic one.”

Sikh and Hindu Justifications for Violence

In considering the terrible toll of fifteen years of terror, one wonders
what could possibly have justified all the bloodshed and destruction.
The costs of the violence were palpable, especially in rural Punjab,
where the social and psychological scars were slow to heal.

In 1998 1 spent a day in Sultanwind village near Amritsar with Prof.
Harish Puri and graduate students from the political science depart-
ment of Guru Nanak Dev University. Sultanwind had been the head-
quarters of one faction of the Khalistan Commando Force during the
stormy days of the movement, and the tragedy of the militant move-
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ment was still very much a part of the village's life. We talked with one
of the student’s relatives, a leading member of the village, Har jap Singh.
The village leader seemed to have every reason to be satisfied: he had
just been elected to the council of the Amritsar Municipal Corporation;
he was a member of the leading subcaste in that area, the Chauhans;
and he was the head of a large family farming complex, which he di-
rected in person and through his cell phone. His family had a long his-
tory of leadership in the Sikh community, and pictures on the wall in-
dicated an association with Punjab’s great post-independence leader,
Pratap Singh Kairon, and with the more recent Akali leader, Simranjit
Singh Mann.!2

Despite Harjap Singh’s success, an aura of sadness surrounded his
household, symbolized by the living room wall that had been devoted to
a shrine for his younger brother, Kanwarjit Singh, whom the family re-
garded as a martyr for the Sikh community. Born in 1966, Kanwarjit
grew up with two passions: Sikhism and sports, especially field hockey.
In 1982, when he was only sixteen years old, he went to hear Jarnail
Singh Bhindranwale and was seduced by the romance and excitement of
the militant Sikh movement. In 1985, even though several families had
extended offers of marriage to the handsome young athlete, Kanwarjit
joined the Khalistan Commando Force. Two years later, at age twenty-
one, he became commander-in-chief of the whole organization.

Those were busy times, the family recalls, as their humble village be-
came the center of a very active and important organization. They were
proud of Kanwarjit’s leadership role. The other young men in the vil-
lage were either under his command or intimidated into silence. There
were rumors of ‘‘actions’” undertaken by Kanwarjit's forces that led to
the deaths of government and police officials and political leaders in
surrounding areas, but members of Sultanwind village, even the police,
were protected from the violence as long as Kanwarjit Singh was alive.

As with most militant Sikh leaders, however, his leadership and his
life did not last long. In 1989 Kanwarjit and two of his colleagues were
cornered by police in a house near the city of Jalandhar. The police
apparently did not realize the importance of their catch and began to
take the group by car to the police station for questioning. One of
Kanwanit's comrades jumped out of the vehicle and ran away, but
Kanwarjit had a metal plate in his leg as the result of an earlier injury
from a police attack and was unable to run. Instead, he swallowed one
of the cyanide capsules he always carried with him for such a situation.
Like many militant leaders, he preferred to kill himself rather than to
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be tortured to death or forced to reveal information about the move-
ment. Kanwarjit Singh was twenty-three at the time. A few months
later most of the other young men in the village were dead as well. An
entire generation of boys had been taken from the community.

Yet they were remembered. In addition to the shrine in the family
home, Kanwarjit's elderly mother had created another, more intimate
shrine in her bedroom, where Kanwar jit was born. Harjap and his sons
knew all the stories about the great days of the movement. Har jap and
the village elders erected a memorial in the center of the village to *““all
of the lost sons’”> who died in police encounters during the years of ter-
ror. They wanted to name a new school in memory of the “lost sons,”
but there was a dispute with the government over the appropriateness
of locating a government facility in a building dedicated to those who
were, after all, enemies of the state. A library adjacent to the school
served as the memorial building instead.

Harjap did not want to talk with me about Kanwarjit’s opposition
to the government, but he waxed eloquent about his brother’s virtues
as a political leader. “Kanwarjit never used his power to get money,”
Harjap told me proudly, adding that he was only “fighting for princi-
ples.”” Other militant groups, such as the Bhindranwale Tigers, Har jap
said, attracted thugs who would use their weapons to get money, drugs,
and women. Kanwarjit's group, the Khalistan Commando Force,
would sometimes “‘eliminate’ these bad elements in order to keep the
whole movement respectable. They would also eliminate members of
their own group, Har jap said, if they found them abusing their power.!?

But what was the power for? What was the purpose of the movement?

At first he seemed somewhat perplexed about how to answer the
question. “To support the Sikh community,” he finally responded.

Was it worth it? Were the deaths of his brother and all of the others
in vain?

Har jap Singh answered indirectly. ““In Sikh history,” he said, “‘young
men go away in battle and do not return. They are our martyrs.”

This simple justification for young men’s fighting in battle—killing
or being killed in sacred struggle—runs deep in India’s religious tradi-
tions. Long before Sikhism developed as a separate religious tradition
in the sixteenth century, in India’s ancient Vedic times, warriors called
on the gods to participate in their struggles and to provide a divine
leverage for victory. The potency of the gods was graphically depicted
in mythic stories filled with violent encounters and bloody acts of
vengeance.'?
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As India’s religious traditions developed, images of warfare per-
sisted. The great epics—the Mahabharata and the Ramayana—-con-
tained grand accounts of wars and battles, and the enduring serimon of
Lord Krishna, the Bhagavad Gita, was recorded in the Mahabharata as
being delivered on a battlefield. The Gita gave several reasons why
killing in warfare is permissible, among them the argument that the
soul can never really be killed: “‘he who slays, slays not; he who is slain,
is not slain.”” Another reason is based on dharma (moral obligation):
the duties of a member of the ksatriya (warrior) caste by definition in-
volve killing, so violence is justified in the very maintenance of social
order.'> Mohandas Gandbhi, like many other modern Hindus who re-
vere the Gita, regarded its warfare as allegorical, representing the con-
flict between good and evil.!® Gandhi, who ordinarily subscribed to
nonviolence, allowed for an exception to this general rule when a small,
strategic act of violence would defuse a greater violence.!”

Most exponents of Hindu nationalism have differed with Gandhi on
the religious necessity for nonviolence, however. The Hindu Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (National Patiiotism Organization) began training
paramilitary cadres for the defense of Hindu culture in the 1920s. A for-
mer member of the RSS was Gandhi’s assassin, and followers of the RSS
stormed an ancient mosaue in Ayodhya in 1992, setting off riots between
Muslims and Hindus throughout India in which thousands were killed.
Many of the leaders of the Hindu nationalist party, the BJP, have come
from the RSS; and when the new BJP national government came to power
in 1998, one of its first acts was to detonate a nuclear explosion as a test
of its military power. Clearly, Hinduism, like most religious traditions, has
bcen able to embrace positions of violence as well as nonviolence.

The history of Sikhism is also one of violent encounters, usually
in the defense of the tradition against its foes.!8 Sikhism’s bloody his-
tory, however, is something of a paradox. Guru Nanak, the sixteenth-
century spiritual master regarded as the Sikhs’ founder, is portrayed in
literature as a gentle soul, one of India’s great medieval saints.!” Yet his
successors came to be engaged in military confrontation with invading
Mughal forces. Members of a tribal group, the Jats, began joining the
Sikh community at the end of the sixteenth century. They were great
warriors and imposed their martial values and symbols onto the whole
of the Sikh community.?® Some observers of Sikhism have contended
that the most militant and aggressive aspects of the tradition—includ-
ing the uprising in the last decades of the twentieth century—are lega-
cies of the Jat influence.
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At the end of the seventeenth century the tenth and final teacher in
the lineage of Sikh masters, Guru Gobind Singh, presided over an army
of considerable size. Martyrdom was the supreme honor bestowed on
those who gave their lives to the cause. The symbols Guru Gobind
Singh is said to have brought to his followers in 1699, and which are
still observed by the faithful, include such emblems of militancy as a
sword and a bracelet-like shield worn on the wrist. The most frequently
displayed symbol of Sikhism today is a double-edged blade surrounded
by a circle- —or perhaps a cooking vessel—and a pair of curved swords.
Warfare, therefore, is not only a part of Sikhism'’s history but a central
feature of its iconography.?!

In the eighteenth century the army of Sikhs in fact consisted of sev-
eral armies, each with its own sphere of influence. Early in the nine-
teenth century the lands and armies of the Sikhs were consolidated by
Maharaja Ranjit Singh, whose kingdom spanned most of the Punjab. It
was the last independent region in India to fall to the British, conquered
only after a hard-fought war later in the century. The British colonial
period saw a decline of the Sikh community until a reform movement
in 1873 began to revive the tradition and imposed standards of faith
and practice. This movement, the Singh Sabha, was disturbed over the
display of what it regarded as Hindu artifacts in the Golden Temple and
other Sikh shrines and gurdwaras (houses of worship-—literally, “the
threshold to the Guru’’).

In 1920 groups of Sikhs began agitating for reforms in gurdwara
management, calling for an ouster of those who had been in control of
the shrines, including the Udasis (a sect that traced its origins to the son
of Guru Nanak, revered Hindu gods and texts, and venerated Guru
Nanak to the exclusion of the other nine founding gurus of Sikhism).
The British government capitulated to these demands in 1925 and es-
tablished a board of control, the Shiromani Gurdwara Prabandhak
Committee (Central Gurdwara Management Committee), consisting
largely of elected representatives. The SGPC became an arena for Sikh
politics. One group of partisans in the gurdwara reform movement, the
Akali Dal (*‘the band of the Immortal One™), later became a political
party, and after independence it successfully contested elections for leg-
islative seats, sharing with the Congress Party the ability to form ruling
governments in the state. Sikh politicians supported India’s fight for
freedom from the British, though some were suspicious of what they re-
garded as Hindu control of the independence movement.22 The success
of Mohammad Ali Jinnah in creating a Muslim state in Pakistan raised
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in the minds of many Sikhs the conviction that there should be a Sikh
state as well.

India’s independence in 1948 brought a certain amount of disillu-
stonment to many Sikhs who had supported the struggle against the
British. They felt peripheral to the mainstream of national politics.
They did not even have control of their area of India, since the Sikhs
constituted less than half of the electorate in the state of Punjab. In the
1950s a political movement emerged demanding that the Indian gov-
ernment fulfill its promise to have Punjab’s boundaries drawn on lin-
guistic lines, as in other Indian states. They wanted the Punjab to in-
clude only speakers of the Punjabi language, a demand that was
tantamount to calling for a Sikh majority state. The charismatic leader
of the time, Sant Fateh Singh, went on a well-publicized fast and threat-
ened to immolate himself in the precincts of the Golden Temple. The
Indian government, captained by Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, con-
ceded, and in 1966 the old Punjab was carved along linguistic lines,
and a new, smaller Punjab was created, which happened to have a nar-
row Sikh majority.

These early campaigns for Sikh autonomy and political power an-
ticipated the movement that erupted in the 1980s. But in many ways
the new movement was more intense, more religious.2 The movement
began during a clash in 1978 between a group of Sikhs and the Sant
Nirankaris, a branch of the Nirankari movement that had splintered
from the Sikh tradition. The Sant Nirankaris followed its own lineage
of gurus. The leader of the Sikhs attacking the Nirankaris was Jarnail
Singh, a young rural preacher who at an early age had joined the
Damdami Taksal, a religious school and retreat center associated with
the great Sikh martyr Baba Deep Singh. Jarnail Singh eventually be-
came its head and assumed the name of the previous leader, who had
come from a village named Bhindran and was therefore called
“Bhindranwale’” (a person from Bhindran). Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale
began to monitor religious standards in the surrounding Sikh society
and found the Sant Nirankaris’ worship of a living guru to be pre-
sumptuous and offensive. In the escalating violence between the two
groups, lives were lost on both sides. In 1980 the Nirankari guru was
assassinated. Some suspected Bhindranwale of being implicated in the
crime, but he was not charged or convicted.

Soon Bhindranwale became busy with a new organization, the Dal
Khalsa (“‘the group of the pure’), which was supported by the prime
minister’s younger son, Sanjay Gandhi, and other Congress Party leaders,
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including the president of India, Zail Singh.2* The group intended to
replace the Akali Dal as the leading party in the SGPC, but it never
succeeded. The next year, the publisher of a chain of Hindu newspa-
pers in Punjab who had been a critic of Bhindranwale was shot dead,;
again, Bhindranwale was implicated but never tried or convicted. In
response to his arrest and the destruction of his personal papers,
Bhindranwale turned against the government. Bands of young Sikhs
began indiscriminately killing Hindus, and later in 1981 a group of
Sikhs hijacked an Indian Airlines plane in Pakistan. The serious vio-
lence had begun.

The situation came to a head on June S, 1984, when Mrs. Gandhi
sent troops into the Golden Temple in what was code-named Operation
Bluestar. In a messy military operation that took two days to complete,
two thousand or more people were killed, including a number of inno-
cent worshippers. Bhindranwale’s forces put up a spirited defense, but
eventually they were all killed, including Bhindranwale. What shocked
the Sikh community was not only the leader’s death but also the dese-
cration of their most sacred shrine. Even moderate Sikhs throughout
the world were horrified at the specter of the Indian army stomping
through their holiest precincts with boots on, shooting holes in the
buildings’ elaborate marblework facades. The assassination of Mrs.
Gandhi on October 31, 1984, was widely regarded as revenge for this
act of profanity. On the following day more than two thousand Sikhs
were massacred in Delhi and elsewhere by angry mobs—a reprisal or-
chestrated, some say, by the police themselves.??

The sermons of Bhindranwale offer clues to his religious sensibilities
and their political implications. In a rambling, folksy manner, he called
on his followers to maintain their faith in a time of trial, and he echoed
the common fear that Sikhs would lose their identity in a flood of
resurgent Hinduism, or worse, in a sea of secularism. One of his more
familiar themes was the survival of the Sikh community; for ‘“‘commu-
nity”” he used the term gaum, which carries overtones of nationhood.2®
As for the idea of Khalistan, a separate Sikh nation, Bhindranwale said
he *‘neither favored it nor opposed it.””?? What Bhindranwale did sup-
port was the Sikh concept of miri-piri, the notion that spiritual and
temporal power are linked.?® He projected the image of a great war be-
tween good and evil waged in the present day—‘‘a struggle . . . for our
faith, for the Sikh nation, for the oppresscd.””?? He implored his young
followers to rise up and marshal the forces of righteousness. **“The Guru
will give you strength,” he assured them.3?
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Violence was not the explicit theme o f Bhindranwale’s messages, but
he did not shirk from what he felt the implications of miri-piri might be
in an unjust world.3! He affirmed that the Sikh tradition, like most re-
ligious traditions, ordinarily applauds nonviolence and proscribes the
taking of human life.*> He acknowledged that “for a Sikh it is a great
sin to keep weapons and kill anyone.”” But Bhindranwale went on to
justify the occasional violent act in extraordinary circumstances and
said that ““it is an even greater sin to have weapons and not to seek jus-
tice.””33 In an extreme moment, he praised his young lieutenants for hi-
jacking an airplane and called for either full concessions to his demands
from India’s political leaders, “‘or their heads.””3*

One of the surviving leaders of the movement concurred that vio-
lence was sanctioned in Sikhism, but ordinarily as a defensive act. The
leader, Sohan Singh, whose name is associated with one of the main co-
ordinating bodies of the militant Sikh movement—the Sohan Singh
Panthic Committee—was in his eighties when [ interviewed him in the
suburb of Mohalli near Chandigarh.3> Sohan Singh spoke eloquently
about the the role of love in Sikhism, saying that the tradition empha-
sizes love and allows for conversion only through moral suasion. But,
Sohan Singh said, if others try to kill you, you are warranted in trying
to kill them. He argued that the violence of the Sikhs in recent years
was primarily a response to the violence of the state. Sohan Singh
claimed that the killings undertaken by militants werc always done for
a purpose; they were “not killing for killing’s sake.””® Moreover, Sohan
Singh said that warnings were given and punishment was meted out
only if the offenders persisted in the conduct that the militants regarded
as offensive.

One might wonder why the militants felt they had the moral au-
thority to make judgments about others and to carry out corporal pun-
ishment on their own. In a remarkable series of interviews with Sikh
militants transcribed and analyzed by Cynthia Kcppley Mahmood in
her book Fighting for Faith and Natron, the militants seem uncon-
cerned about the issue of their moral authority.3? According to Sikh tra-
dition, a council of five leaders is sufficient to give the community guid-
ance; there is no hierarchy of priests or codified authority within
Sikhism. In 1986, shortly after Bhindranwale was killed, the militants
created their own Panthic Committee (an authoritative committee led
by five elders). One of the members of this first committee, Bhai
Dhanna Singh, told Mahmood that the task of the group was to speak
for Sikhs. He said the term Sikh meant anyone “who listens to the
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Guru's command.” The Guru’s command, Dhanna Singh said, was “to
speak against injustice.”” He added that ““anyone who complies with an
oppressive regime is never a Sikh.”’38

Thus the militants assumed a divinely ordained authority to right in-
Jjustice and secure public order. Sohan Singh assumed that he and his
colleagues had the moral jurisdiction to make life-and-death decisions
about their constituency, especially when they thought that the govern-
ment was morally bankrupt. What needed to be shown, he said, was
that he and his colleagues were able to conduct their public role as up-
holders of political righteousness in a responsible manner. As an indi-
cation of what Sohan Singh considered to be the militants’ good man-
ners, he cited the apology they had extended to the families of those
who were inadvertently killed in the explosion that took the life of
Punjab’s chief minister, Beant Singh, whom Sohan Singh described as “‘a
killer”” who was killed in the “‘heat of battle.”” This apology showed the
“moral courage” of the militants, Sohan Singh said.?’

Though Sohan Singh showed little reservation about the way that the
militants used their force, Simranjit Singh Mann was more reflective.
Although he had no moral qualms about Sikhs destroying those consid-
ered to be enemies of the faith, he felt that there were strategic choices
to be made. Mann made a distinction between “‘random killing’” and
“targeted killing.”” The former, he said, simply scared the general popu-
lation and made it vulnerable to the potential for even more terror from
the state in reprisal. Targeted killing, on the other hand, could broaden
the base of support for the movement by inviting sympathy and elimi-
nating ruthless persons. The assassination of Chief Minister Beant Singh
was an effective example of targeted killing, Simranjit Singh Mann said,
since he was a symbol of the state’s tyranny. Punjab’s former police chief,
K. P. S. Gill, was a similar symbol. If he were to be killed, it would also
be a symbolic act. It would indicate the collective judgment of the Sikhs
and the continuing power of the movement.

Another former leader of the militant movement, Major General
Narinder Singh, agreed that Chief Minister Beant Singh “had to be
killed,”” and that K. P. S. Gill would be targeted soon—*‘‘tomorrow,”” as
he put it.*® Narinder Singh could justify such an act, for he accepted vi-
olence for purposes of defense and punishment. He thought that the
militant movement provided stability in a time of anarchy and official
corruption. Yet he also felt that the militant movement had gone far be-
yond these purposes in the quixotic quest for power through armed
struggle.
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In explaining the years of terror visited on the Punjab, Narinder
Singh concluded that sometimes ““the boys”’—as the Sikh militants were
commonly described in the Punjab—*were hot-headed.””#' It was this
passion that was their eventual undoing. *““Eventually the people be-
came sick of all the killings,”” he explained in accounting for why the
movement came to an end. Someday, he added, the movement will rise
again. But not now, he said. ““All the boys are dead.”



CHAPTER 6

Armageddon in a
Tokyo Subway

Perhaps the religious tradition in which one least expects to find vio-
lence is Buddhism, and the location for which a violent act of religious
terrorism is least anticipated is modern urban Japan. Yet it was an off-
shoot of Japanese Buddhism, Aum Shinrikyo, that was catapulted into
the world’s attention on March 20, 1995, when its members released
vials of poisonous sarin gas in the Tokyo subway, killing a number of
commuters and injuring thousands more.

It was 7:45 A.m., during the Monday morning rush hour, when five
male members of the movement, scientists in Aum’s elite Ministry of
Science and Technology, boarded trains at differcnt ends of Tokyo's
sprawling subway system. Their trains were expccted to converge al-
most exactly a half hour later at a single central stop: the Kasumigaseki
station in the heart of the city’s governmental district, blocks from the
parliament building, government agencies, and the Imperial Palace.

Taking his place in a train on the Hibiya line was a young graduate
student in physics at Tokyo University. At the other end of the same line
was another physics graduate. Joining a Chiyoda line train was a for-
mer cardiovascular surgeon who had studied in the United States and
graduated from Keio University in Japan. On one end of the
Marunouchi line was a former physics student from Waseda University,
and at the other end of the same line was an electronics engineer.! What
all of these infense and dedicated yonng men had in common, aside
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from their skilled scientific training, was a deep devotion to Master
Shoko Asahara. On this occasion they also shared more peculiar assets:
each carried an umbrella with a sharpened tip and held in his arms a
loosely wrapped newspaper. Inside the papers were plastic sacks of liq-
uid chemicals.

As the trains began to converge on the Kasumigaseki station in cen-
tral Tokyo, each of the men put his newspaper on the floor of the train
and punched the plastic sack with the sharpened end of the rolled-up
umbrella. The men quickly exited the trains at intermediate stops, and
the trains rolled on without them. But they left bchind the leaking plas-
tic bags and an evil odor that began to permeate the subway cars. Sarin
gas in its pure form is odorless, but the batch that was mixed by Aum’s
scientists had impurities that made it smell. According to some wit-
nesses the odor was like mustard; others compared it with the smell of
burning rubber.?

Within minutes, commuters on the trains were coughing, choking,
and clutching themselves in fits of nausea. As the trains stopped, pas-
sengers stumbled out, vomiting and writhing on the train platform in
spasms. Still, the car doors closed and the trains moved on to
Kasumigaseki. Passengers inside collapsed on the floors, twisting in
agony, convulsing, foaming at the mouth, unable to breathe. Even those
who managed to clamber outside and escape death were sick and
blinded for days. Doctors and nurses who treated the contaminated
commuters themselves developed sore throats and eye irritations.
Eventually twelve died, lying in subway stations or perishing in hospi-
tals soon after, and over 5,500 people were affected, many with per-
manent injuries.

The public response to the event was one of shock and disbelief that
innocent people could be assaulted in such a calculated and vicious
manner in what most Japanese regard as the most mundane and reli-
able aspect of public life: the subway transportation system. The pub-
lic attitude turned to anger when police investigations made clear that
the perpetrators of the act were leaders of one of Japan’s ubiquitous
new religious movements. The unfolding investigation was followed
closely by the Japanese public in a barrage of news reports. A year after
the incident the leader of the movement, Shoko Asahara, and his inner
circle were arrested for planning and conducting the assault. They were
held in prison as their trial extended for many years.

The Tokyo nerve gas attack was one of Japan’s most discussed events
of the late twentieth century. Many Japanese saw in it the dark side of
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a modern urban society, the result of desperate searching for social
identity and spiritual fulfillment. Scholars of social violence have found
the case intriguing because it signaled a new kind of terrorism: one that
created a colossal event for the sake of a catastrophic vision of world
history and employed for the first time weapons of mass destruction.
For my efforts to understand the cultures of violence that give rise to
religious terrorism, it raised the question that anyone might ask on
hearing about such a horrific action: why would religion, much less
Buddhism, lead to such a thing?

When | went to Tokyo to find answers, | was interested in exploring
the cultural context of the event as well as understanding the mindset
of members of the Aum Shinrikyo movement. Despite the extraordi-
nary public interest in the case and the nearly unanimous condemna-
tion of the movement within Japanese society, Aum officials agreed to
meet with me in their Tokyo headquarters days before it was closed
down by the Japanese government. The headquarters were housed in a
small office building on the corner of a major intersection in the
Aoyama section of the city. When I entered 1 had to pass through a pha-
lanx of television cameras, reporters, and police barricades.

During this time, less than a year after the nerve gas incident, the
spiritual leader of the movement, Shoko Asahara, and the movement’s
spokesman, Fumihiro Joyu, were under arrest. The officers with whom
I met, the general secretary and the head of public affairs of the Tokyo
office, were primarily concerned with keeping the movement alive.’
The Japanese government’s attempts to outlaw Aum Shinrikyo, disband
it entirely, and revise the government’s liberal Religious Corporation
Law worried not only these Aum Shinrikyo leaders but also many other
concerned Japanese. They feared a government crackdown on religious
freedom and the persecution of Japan's many new religious move-
ments.*

The Aum Shinrikyo leaders were also concerned over the treatment of
their jailed spiritual master. The public affairs officer, Yasuo Hiramatsu,
told me that Master Asahara denied his alleged role in the attack, and he
assured me that *‘all our members still trust our Master.”” Yet. Hiramatsu
confessed, he had his doubts. When I asked him directly if he thought
that Asahara was guilty of having planned the gas attack, Hiramatsu
said, “1 don't know.” What if he were found to be guilty beyond a rea-
sonable doubt, I asked. **I'hat,”” Hiramatsu responded in what was some-
thing of an understatement, ‘““would be very difficult to explain.” Yet
“even if he did do it,”” the public affairs officer professed, this would not
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shake his faith or cause him to abandon his belief in Master Asahara and
the Aum Shinrikyo movement. If the master was involved, Hiramatsu
told me, he must have had “‘a religious reason.””> This view was shared
by other members with whom I spoke, including volunteer clerks in the
Aum Shinrikyo bookstore, which was located up several flights of stairs
in a high-rise office building in the Shibuya area of Tokyo. When I
spoke with the Aum volunteers, their bookstore, the last in what had
been a flourishing chain throughout Japan, was due to close in a mat-
ter of days.®

It was a convulsive moment in the history of thc movement, not only
because it had come under public attack, but also because the world
view that the members had so obediently and comfortably accepted
was shattered. The best account I received of how the members viewed
the world before and after the nerve gas event came from a young man
who had been a member of the staff in the Tokyo office. This former
Aum Shinrikyo member, whom I will call ‘“Takeshi Nakamura,”” left the
movement in the turbulent days after the attack. When I talked with
him at Tokyo’s International Ilouse in January 1996, less than a year
later, he still had a great deal of respect for the movement's teac hings
and an appreciation of its role in giving him a sense of hope and confi-
dence about life.

Takeshi Nakamura and
the Aum Shinrikyo Assault

Takeshi Nakamura was a thin, nervous young man who had joined
Aum Shinrikyo in January 19985, just two months before the incident
that tore the movement apart.” The time immediately before his joining
the movement, he told me, had been a difficult one in his career and his
personal life. What impressed him when he joined was the movement’s
critique of traditional Japanese religion. Most forms of Buddhism, he
said, were for scholars or existed solely to facilitate funerary rites. The
form of religion that Aum offered was what Nakamura was searching
for: something personally transformative and socially prophetic.
Nakamura had previously been interested in religion---especially Zen
Buddhism—and in social reform. He regarded the Japanese social sys-
tem as hierarchical and powerful, one that did not adequately exemplify
the principles of justice, faimess, and freedom. It was also, Nakamura
felt, a society that could not easily change. What the Aum Shinrikyo
movement offered was not only a mystical personal experience but also
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an egalitarian community and a vision of a transformed social order that
greatly appealed to Nakamura'’s social concerns.

Despite these attractions it took some profound signs to indicate to
Nakamura that Aum was the proper path for him to follow. Soon after
his encounter with Aum teachings, Nakamura had a dramatic experi-
ence: he felt that his soul was traveling outside of his body. Then all of
Japan vicariously experienced the earthquake that leveled the city of
Kobe in January 1995. Nakamura took both of these events as spiritual
signs that the world was awry and that great changes were under way.
On January 23, he mailed the postcard expressing his interest in Aum
Shinrikyo and soon thereafter became a member of the movement.

Joining the movement was relatively inexpensive. He was charged
ten thousand yen (approximately one hundred dollars) at the outset
and was required to pay dues of a thousand yen (ten dollars) per
month. All of the publications, videotapes, and other accouterments of
the faith were available on a cash basis. During the initial stages of his
membership, Nakamura was required to study books on Aum
Shinrikyo, including the teachings of Shoko Asahara. Ile was also told
to listen to audiotapes and watch videos of his teachings, and to prac-
tice meditation techniques while sitting in the lotus position. He was to
live an austere existence, eschewing sporting events, avoiding movies
and television, and refraining from sex. He and other members were to
avoid reading or listening to reports from the news media because of
*‘the impurity of the data that one receives about the world.” To his de-
light, Nakamura soon began having mystical experiences while prac-
ticing meditation and reciting the five principles of Aum. He saw bright
lights coming toward him, heard a bell in the darkness, and felt his con-
sciousness rising. The latter Nakamura described as the awakening of
his kundalini, the term for one’s personal energy center that is em-
ployed in Hindu meditation practices.?

Nakamura was ready to be initiated into the movement. The four-
day initiation began on March 5. Nakamura and three other candidates
were brought into a small room, where they removed all of their cloth-
ing. They then put on diapers as if they were infants and donned
pullover robes. They could eat. sleep, and go to the bathroom only
when permitted. They were required to sign a note saying they would
not reveal the secrets of the initiation and would not complain. They
were left in silence tor what seemed a very long time and then asked to
complete the following sentence: “I am . . . .” After answering this
question, they were asked to speculate on what happens after death.
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They were assured, however, that whatever their fates, Master Asahara
would be with them on that final journey.

The high point of the initiation was the appearance of Master
Asahara himself. It was Asahara’s charisma that had attracted
Nakamura to the movement, so he regarded this as an especially dra-
matic moment. It was as if Christ himself had appeared. Asahara
seemed so profound in his knowledge of religion, so certain in his pre-
dictions, so clear in explaining the forces that caused the world to be
fractious and confused.

Part of Asahara’s mystique came from his blindness. He was afflicted
with infantile glaucoma shortly after he was born in 1955 in a small vil-
lage in Japan’s southern island of Kyushu. The disease left him com-
pletely blind in one eye; in the other he had only limited sight. When it
came time for him to go to school, he was sent with his brother, who
was totally blind, to a special institution. There he is said to have
gained a great deal of power over the other students, all of whom were
sightless, by his limited vision.? They gave him money and status to use
his abilities to describe the world around them or guide them through
the local town. One of the housemothers in the school described him as
“bossy and violent.”’10

Asahara came to Tokyo for his higher education. After failing two
college entrance examinations, including one that would have allowed
him to attend the prestigious Tokyo University, he undertook spiritual
lessons on his own. He joined a new religious movement, Agonshu,
which was led by a strong, charismatic figure able to prophecy future
events. The movement’s teachings borrowed liberally from a variety of
Buddhist traditions, and even reached out to Taoist ideas from China
and yoga practices from India. It was from Agonshu that Asahara
learned about the Hindu idea of the kundalini, a kind of inner con-
sciousness that had to be elevated within the seif through yogic prac-
tices. By 1984 Asahara had become disenchanted with Agonshu and
left, taking the ideas of the movement and a dozen of its members with
him to establish his own group. After a trip to the Himalayas in 1986,
where he claimed to have received mystic visions from Hindu masters,
he returned to Japan. He changed his name to Shoko Asahara from the
one given him at birth—Chizuo Matsumoto—and in 1987 he named
his new group Aum Shinrikyo. Aum is a variant spelling of the Hindu
mantra, om, followed by shinn, the Japanese term for “‘supreme truth,”
and kyo, for “religious teaching.” His followers regarded this supreme
truth as virtually anything that Asahara uttered.
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The appearance of the master during the initiation ceremony, there-
fore, was more than the high point of the event; it was the event, as far
as Nakamura was concerned. His master entered the room accompa-
nied by a retinue of twenty assistants and was seated on a cushion.
Nakamura said that Asahara appeared to be practically blind, though
he thought he might have been able to see slightly through one eye. His
attitude was serious, even angry, and Nakamura felt he was judging
each of them personally. He took a sip from a glass and ritually passed
it around the circle of initiates. Nakamura drank from it as instructed.
Then Asahara gave a little homily. He told them that he was devoted to
both Shiva and the Buddha, and that he expected total devotion from
his initiates.

After Master Asahara spoke, the initiates were led away from him
to another room, where they were seated on a vibrating mat. They felt
the vibration move up their spines as they chanted a mantra and re-
cited the five principles Asahara had taught them. Whatever had been
in his drink began to take effect; Nakamura later speculated that it
might have been laced with LSD. lle began to hallucinate, and
Nakamura and the other candidates had mystical experiences. The ini-
tiates were asked to report what they saw and felt; they were cau-
tioned that if they saw a dreadful god, all they had to do was to think
of Master Asahara and it would vanish. Then actors came into the
room, disguised as what Nakamura described as *‘terrible’ and
“peaceful’” gods. They told the initiates that they were in hell and chal-
lenged them to think about what they might have done to warrant
such a predicament. Nakamura confessed to being frightened by the
experience, but a woman who was a seasoned member of the move-
ment was at his side, assuring him that if he continued to trust in
Asahara he would survive. After tearful confessions and proclamations
of forgiveness were given and the effects of drink had diminished, the
initiation was completed. They watched videos of the master's teach-
ings, undertook meditation practices, and were administered intra-
venous fluids to end their fast.

After initiation, Nakamura was not allowed to return to his home.
He was sent instead to an Aum monastery, where he devoted himself to
meditation. He was then sent back to the Tokyo office, where he
worked with the staff. Only a few days after he had taken his position
at the otfice in ‘lokyo’s Aoyama district, he discovered the movement
and his office to be at the center of public attention. It was March 20,
1995, and the city had suffered a spectacular nerve gas attack.
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When Nakamura first heard the news of the incident, he knew ex-
actly what it meant. He thought that “the weird time had come.” !
When I asked what that meant, Nakamura whispered, ‘*‘Armageddon.”

At the core of Asahara’s prophecies was a great cloud casting its
shadow over the future: the specter of a world catastrophe unparalleled
in human history. Although World War II had been disastrous to
Japanese society, this destructive conflagration—including the nuclear
holocausts at Hiroshima and Nagasaki—was nothing compared with
the coming World War II1. The term that Asahara chose for this cata-
clysmic event, Armageddon, is an interesting onc. It comes from the
New Testament book of Revelation in the Christian Bible and refers to
the place where the final conflict between good and evil will occur.!? In
the biblical account of this conflict, an earthquake splits a great city
into parts, and in the calamity that follows all nations perish.

Asahara took the prophecies of Revelation and mixed them with vi-
sions from the Old Testament and sayings of the sixteenth-century
French astrologer Nostradamus (Michel de Nostredame). It was from
Nostradamus that Asahara acquired the notion that Freemasons have
been secretly plotting to control the world. To these fears Asahara
added the same sort of obsession that Christian Identity thinkers pos-
sess regarding Jews as a source of international conspiracy. The CIA
was also thought to be involved. Asahara also incorporated Hindu and
Buddhist notions of the fragility of life into his prognosis for the world,
and claimed that his dire prophecies would be fulfilled in part because
humans needed to be taught a lesson about mortality. ‘‘Armageddon,”
Asahara said, must occur because ‘‘the inhabitants of the present
human realm do not recognize that they are fated to die.”'3

When Armageddon came, Asahara said, the evil forces would attack
with the most vicious weapons: “Radioactivity and other bad circum-
stances—poison gas, epidemics, food shortages-——will occur,” the
Master predicted.'* The only people who would survive were those
“with great karma’” and those who had the defensive protection of the
Aum Shinrikyo organization. “They will survive,” Asahara said, “‘and
create a new and transcendent human world.”">

Asahara’s prophecies gave Nakamura a sense of clarity about the
world around him and hope for the future. He longed to be one of those
survivors who would help to build a better world. Like many Japanese of
hus generation, he telt that the world had been moving too fast and was
becoming too intense for comfort. Before he joined the movement, his
own life had seemed empty and unsuccessful. Tt was reasonable ta assume
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that someone must be profiting from his discomfort. When Asahara
talked about an international cadre that was conspiring to enslave the
world, the specter frightened him. But, he told me, intuitively Asahara’s
views made sense.

These prophetic statements of Master Asahara came ringing back to
Nakamura when he heard the news of the incident on March 20.
Nakamura told me that it felt like the moment in a play when one is
suddenly called from the quiet of the wings onto the boisterous stage.
Since Asahara had told them that Armageddon was expected in 1997,
Nakamura and his colleagues thought that the subway incident was the
harbinger of that awful cataclysm, and he fully expected a sequence of
horrific events to follow within days or months. The drama, Nakamura
said, had begun.

One of the things that immediately convinced Nakamura that the
nerve gas attack was the forerunner of the dreaded Armageddon was
the location in which it occurred: not just the subway system, but on
trains converging at the Kasumigasek: station in downtown Tokyo.
Since the deep underground station was located in the heart of Tokyo’s
government area, many journalists at the time jumped to the conclusion
that the site had been chosen as an attack on the Japanese government.
But inside the Aum Shinrikyo movement's headquarters in Tokyo, the
members—those who were not informed that their own leaders had
been implicated in the plot—offered somewhat different scenarios.
Takeshi Nakamura and his colleagues thought that the assault might
indeed have been an attack on the Japanese government, albeit a de-
ceptive one. They suggested that the government ofticials had attacked
themselves to deflect the public’s attention from what the Aum mem-
bers thought had really occurred: World War Il had begun, and the
Japanese government had been secretly captured by America. The use
of nerve gas seemed to confirm this theory, since the Aum members had
been told by their leaders that only the American army in Japan pos-
sessed such a weapon.!®

A book of Asahara’s prophecies published by the movement a few
months before the subway attack indicated another reason the
Kasumigaseki station was significant. Among the predictions of the great
conflagration at the end of the twentieth century was one that nerve
gas—sarin was mentioned by name—would be used against the popu-
lace. Asahara urged the public to join movements such as Aum that were
preparing themselves against such an attack, since the Japanese govern-
ment could not sufficiently protect them; it had prepared “a poor defense
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for the coming war,” Asahara said.'” He went on to say that the govern-
ment had constructed only one subway station of sufficient depth and se-
curity to be used as a haven in time of nuclear or poisonous gas attack.
“Only the Kasumigaseki subway station, which is near the Diet Building,
can be used as a shelter,” and even it was vulnerable.!8

Nakamura felt secure since the Aum organization had developed
means of protecting its members against weapons of mass destruction.
He thought it significant that no members of Aum Shinrikyo had been
injured in the subway gas incident. Nakamura concurred with another
member of the movement when he said that this event proved that
Asahara was watching over the safety of his followers. “Master pre-
dicted the gas attack,” the grateful member said, adding that through
this warning, “he saved us.””'? Initially Nakamura and other members
of the movement did not hear the news reports about their own lead-
ers’ involvement in the incident because the movement denied them ac-
cess to outside media. Later, when they began to hear rumors about the
reports, Nakamura said, they did not believe them. They assumed that
they were efforts to discredil the movement.

A little over a month later, Nakamura was transferred to an office
some distance from Tokyo, where he became embroiled in a dispute
with the local director. Nakamura wanted to help beautify the place but
was told that he was not yet religious enough to help with such mat-
ters. Nakamura felt that he was not respected by the director, and the
next day he decided to leave. His decision to depart Aum Shinrikyo,
therefore, had nothing to do with the ne1ve gas incident; it was a mat-
ter of pride. He had joined the movement because he lacked a sense of
worth, and it had given him a feeling of self-confidence. He was not
going to sacrifice that to play what he regarded as a humiliating role,
he said. So he left.

In the six months between his departure from Aum and my interview
with him in Tokyo's International House—only a few subway stops
away from the Kasumigaseki station—he had helped to counsel some
of the estimated one thousand members who lett the movement because
of its negative publicity. Fearing repnisals, however, he kept his address
secret. Still feeling the need for spiritnal succor and personal support,
he turned to Christianity. A pastor comforted him, and he began to at-
tend church in Tokyo.

When [ asked Nakamura what he now thought about Aum’s teach-
ings, he said that he never believed all aspects of the elaborate global con-
spiracy theory---especially the involvement of Freemasons, which he had
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found to be far-fetched. He still suspected, however, that Armageddon
was possible. But if it did come, Nakamura told me, there was nothing
we could do about it. For that reason it was best to concentrate on the
present. “‘Why speculate on world history?” he asked me.2"

Nakamura now believed that Asahara was indeed responsible for the
Tokyo nerve gas attack. In response to my questions about Asahara’s
motives, Nakamura gave three reasons for his former master’s role. In
the first place, he said, Asahara wanted to control Japan and *‘be like a
king.” Engineering the nerve gas attack gave him a sense of power.
Since Asahara had already allegedly masterminded the murders of sev-
eral of the movement’s former members and critics, and nothing had
happened to him, he believed he could literally get away with murder.
“He felt he could do anything,”” Nakamura said. Second, Asahara and
his colleagues felt trapped by police investigations and wanted to go out
“with a bang.” Finally, Nakamura said, Asahara “‘wanted to be seen as
a savior” by creating an act that appeared to fulfill his own prophecies.
He “wanted to be like Christ.””?!

Can Buddhist Vialence Be Justified?

Neither Christ, Buddha, nor any of Asahara’s other spiritual heroes were
murderers. What needed to be explained was how a community of in-
tense spiritual devotion could be involved in such a savage act of vio-
lence. The personal megalomania of Shoko Asahara could help us un-
derstand his own actions, but it did not explain why so many intelligent
and sensitive followers, including Takeshi Nakamura, assented to them.
Nor did it reveal what Asahara’s “religious reason’ for the attack, as
Hiramatsu put it, might have been.?2

One might expect that the doctrine of ahimsa—nonviolence— would
make any Buddhist organization, even one as eclcctic in its teachings as
Aum Shinrikyo, immune from religious justification for acts of terror.
Yet the history and teachings of Buddhism are not spotless. The great
military conquests of the Sinhalese kingdoms in Sri Lanka, for instance,
have been conducted in the name of the Buddhist tradition and often
with the blessings of Buddhist monks. In Thailand the tradition called
for those who rule by the sword as kings to first experience the discipline
of Buddhist monastic training. They had to be *““‘world renouncers” be-
tore they could be **world conquerors,” as Stanley ‘I'ambiah put it.23

Some traditional Buddhist teachings have tried to identify exactly
when the rule of nonviolence can be hroken, accepting the notion that
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circumstances may allow some people to be absolved from the accusa-
tion that they killed or attempted to do so. The teachings require that
five conditions be satisfied in order to certify that an act of violence in-
deed took place: something living must have been killed; the killer must
have known that it was alive; the killer must have intended to kill it; an
actual act of killing must have taken place; and the person or animal at-
tacked must, in fact, have died.?* It is the absence of the third condi-
tion—the intention to kill—that typically allows for some mitigation of
the rule of nonviolence. Many Buddhists will eat meat, for instance, as
long as they have not themselves intended that thc animal be killed or
been involved in the act of slaughtering it. Using violence nondefen-
sively for the purpose of political expansion is prohibited under
Buddhist rules. But armed defense—even warfare—has been justified
on the grounds that such violence has been in the nature of response,
not intent. Like Islam, the great expansion of Buddhism in various parts
of the world has been credited in part to the support given it by victo-
rious kings and military forces who have claimed to be fighting only to
defend the faith against infidels and to establish a peaceful moral order.

In Sri Lanka, where great battles in the name of Buddhism are part of
Sinhalese history, acts of violence perpetrated by Sinhalese activists in the
latter decades of the twentieth century have been supported by Buddhist
monks. I was told by a monk who had participated in violent anti-
government protests that there was no way to avoid violence “‘in a time
of dukkha’—the age of suffering that Buddhists regard as characteristic
of recorded human history.?” In such a time, he said, violence naturally
begets violence. Politicians who were ruthless and were seen as enemies
of rcligion could reasonably expect bloodshed as a sort of karmic revenge
for their actions. During such times in Sinhalese history, he claimed, evil
rulers were overthrown. “We believe in the law of karma,” he added,
“and those who live by the sword die by the sword.”’?® The killing of Sri
Lanka’s prime minister, S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike, by a Buddhist monk in
1959 is evidence that Buddhists, like their counterparts in other religious
traditions, have been able to justify violence on moral—or, rather,
supramoral—grounds.

Precedent has thus been established for the justification of acts of
killing within the Buddhist tradition, though rarely in the forms of
Buddhism found in Japan. Perhaps for that reason Shoko Asahara
reached out to other Buddhism traditions for interpretations of the law
of karma, the rule of moral retribution, that would allow acts of de-
struction to be undertaken in religion’s name.
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In Tibetan Buddhism, Asahara claimed to have found such an ex-
emption. Rather than concentrating on the adverse effect that killing
has on the killer’'s moral purity, this teaching focuses on the one who is
killed and the merit that comes after death. The concept of phoa—that
consciousness can be transferred from the living to the dead to elevate
their spiritual merit—was extended by Asahara to imply that in some
cases people are better off dead than alive.?” According to Asahara'’s in-
terpretation of this Tibetan principle, if the persons killed are
scoundrels, or are enmeshed in social systems so evil that further exis-
tence in this life will result in even greater negative karmic debt, then
those who Kill are doing their victims a favor by enabling them to die
early. Their early deaths would be a kind of mercy killing, allowing
their souls to move to a higher plane than they would otherwise have
been able to achieve.

Aum members told some scholars investigating the movement that
they saw Asahara’s teachings on this Tibetan principle in a textbook
that was made available only to advanced members.2® lan Reader, a
Scottish scholar of Japan’s new religions, has seen the text, which he de-
scribed as a 360-page photocopied manuscript written in Japanese.
Reader said that it contained numerous references to the moral accep-
tance of mercy killing and that it supported the *‘right of the guru and
of spiritually advanced practitioners to kill those who otherwise would
fall into the hells.””2® Scholars of Tibetan Buddhism with whom I have
consulted doubt, however, that such a teaching is written in any au-
thentic Tibetan text. It appears to be Asahara’s own concoction. To his
followers, however, it had the ring of truth.

They also accepted another notion that Asahara planted in their
minds: the Hindu concept of planes of consciousness. Nakamura told
me that the master had the ability to travel from one plane to the other
in a fraction of human time. This ability explained in part why Asahara
did things that might seem unusual from a human point of view.
According to Hiromi Shimada, who at one time publicly defended
Asahara and lost his position as a professor of religion at a women’s
college as a result, Asahara taught his followers that he lived in a non-
material world.?® He had appropriated Hindu concepts of planes of ex-
istence. At the lowest level is the worldly plane, in which ordinary his-
torical activity occurs. Beyond that is the causal plane, which is the
source of all meaning in the material world; and even turther beyond 1s
the astral plane, which has no shred of the material world whatsoever.
Asahara was thought by his followers to be capable of existing in the
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astral plane, but for the sake of his worldly admirers he hovered in the
causal and material planes, allowing those who believed in him to ele-
vate their own souls.

Because he lived on a higher plane, however, he could see things that
ordinary people could not see, and his actions were consistent with
causal plane reality, not our own. For this reason anything Master
Asahara might do that seemed to ordinary mortals as odd—even in-
volvement in conspiracies to kill other people—could be explained as
having its impetus and hence its justification in a higher plane of real-
ity. The killers and their victims were simply actors in a divine scenano.
When Asahara was put in jail, Nakamura told me, the members of the
movement regarded this incident like a scene in a play: Asahara was
playing the role of prisoner, following a script of which they were un-
aware, for a purpose that only he knew.

The most dramatic scenario described by Asahara was Armageddon,
and that concept also justified the taking of life. Once one is caught up
in cosmic war, Asahara explained, the ordinary rules of conduct do not
apply. *“The world economy will have come to a dead stop,” he said,
somewhere around August 1, 1999.3' “The ground will tremble vio-
lently, and immense walls of water will wash away everything on earth.
- . . In addition to natural disasters,” Asahara prophesied, “‘there will
be the horror of nuclear weapons.””32 Nerve gas would also be used in
that horrific war—sarin gas, specifically.??

In a perceptive analysis of the Aum Shinrikyo movement, Ian Reader
has linked Aum’s concept of cosmic war to a feeling of humiliation.
According to Reader, the development of Asahara’s concept of
Armageddon went hand in hand with a history of rejection experienced
both by Asahara and by members of his movement. This sense of re-
jection led to conflict with the society around them, and these encoun-
ters in turn led to greater rejection. This downward spiral of humilia-
tion and confrontation led ultimately to a paranoid attitude of ‘“Aum
against the world.”3*

In a peculiar way, the paranoia of its leaders might have been a part
of Aum’s appeal. Like many of Japan's other new religious movements,
its attraction was due in part to its opposition to mainstream Japanese
society. Where Japanese society has been hierarchical, the new religious
movements have provided a spirit of family fellowship—albeit under
the powerful control of paternal and maternal hgures. Where society’s
values have been material, the new movements have given the impres-
sion of heing transcendently spiritual.
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According to Susumu Shimazono, Tokyo University's most respected
scholar of contemporary religion, the new religious movements in his
country have recently gone through two waves of activity: one in the
1970s and early 1980s, and the other in the late 1980s and 1990s.
Shimazono said that the most recent wave was characterized by move-
ments such as the Institute for Religion and Human Happiness,
Worldmate, and Aum Shinrikyo. These were movements with political
agendas, including a resurgent nationalism and millenarian prophecies.
Shimazono said that these traits reflect an uneasiness that Japanese peo-
ple feet about the future, a nervousness about Japanese identity in a
global society, and a lack of trust in their political leaders to provide
moral vision and social solidarity in times of economic and social dis-
array.?

Perhaps because they reflect some of the deepest concerns that Japanese
have about their society, these movements experienced enormous popu-
larity. Not even the infamy of Aum Shinrikyo dampened the public’s in-
terest in such movements, apparently including even Aum Shinrikyo itself.
In 1998 there was said to have been a resurgence in Aum membership, not
only in Japan but also in Russia and other parts of the world where it had
previously enjoyed a sizable following.3® Although the Japanese govern-
ment had debated over whether to use its authority to limit the freedom
of religious movements and outlaw the Aum movement entirely, it backed
off from such harsh measures. New religious movements in Japan, in-
cluding Aum, have continued to enjoy a great deal of lautude and consid-
erable government leniency regarding their freedom of action and range of
public expression.

Perhaps for this reason Takeshi Nakamura was correct in his assess-
ment at the close of my interview that the Aum Shinrikyo movement
was far from demolished. Destroying its center, he said, would likely
strengthen it, since it would allow splinter groups and renegade cadres
within the movement to establish their own bases of power. The reason
for its persistence, Nakamura said, was that it spoke to the needs of
people to find certainty and a framework for understanding the unseen
forces in the world around them. It was this quest, Nakamura said, that
first brought him to Aum. Though he was now regarded ‘as a traitor™
to the movement, Nakamura said that he missed much of what Aum
offers to its believers. For him personally the quest that brought him to
Shoko Asahara was not over.3’



The Logic of
Religious Violence



CHAPTER 7

Theater of Terror

Do these stories of piety and mayhem have anything in common? This
is a critical question, and considering the frequency of acts of religious
terrorism around the globe, either answer is significant. If the answer is
no, these cases may suggest a worldwide loosening of social control
that makes inexplicable acts of violence possible. If it is yes, and if we
can find convincing explanations for these patterns, we may shed some
light on why violence and religion have reemerged so dramatically at
this moment in history, and why they have so frequently been found in
combination. The question, then, is whether there are common themes
in the stories of Rev. Michael Bray, Timothy McVeigh, Rev. lan Paisley,
Yoel Lerner, Dr. Baruch Goldstein, Mahmud Abouhalima, Dr. Abdul
Aziz Rantisi, Simranjit Singh Mann, Takeshi Nakamura, and many
other religious activists around the world.

As we begin to look for answers, the very nature of the violence may
provide our first clue. After all, these have been acts not only of de-
struction but alsu of bloodshed executed in a deliberately intense and
vivid way. It is as if these acts were designed to maximize the savage na-
ture of their violence and meant purposely to elicit anger.

The catastrophic bombings of the American embassies, the World
Trade Center, the Oklahoma City federal building, and the American
military residence in Saudi Arabia; the burning of abortion clinics and
the shooting of a clinic doctor in the face; the assassination of Israeli
and Indian political leaders: the massacre of innocent worshipers at a
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mosque; the slaying of a busload of Hindu pilgrims in the Himalayan
foothills by a band of radical Sikh youths; the agonizing effects of the
nerve gas attack in a Tokyo snhway; and the hloody confusion of sni-
cide bombings on the otherwise peaceful streets of Jerusalem and Tel
Aviv—all of these are notjustincidents of violence. They are acts of de-
liberately exaggerated violence.

Perhaps nothing in recent years has demonstrated this more than the
gruesome sight that greeted Kashmiri villagers on a pathway near the
mountain town of Pahalgam on August 13, 1995. There they encoun-
tered the mutilated body of Hans-Christian Ostro, a twenty-seven-year-
old Norwegian man who had come to India to study dance and relied
on the advice of a government tourist agent in Delhi that a trek in
Kashmir would be completely safe. The Kashmiri separatists who cap-
tured Ostro and several other American, British, and German tourists
threatened to murder the hostages if their demands were not met.
Receiving no affirmative response, they slaughtered Ostro and dis-
played his carcass in a vividly provocative manner: they decapitated the
young man and balanced the scvered head between his thighs.

The purpose of such acts was to terrorize using ‘‘the most macabre
means,” a Protestant activist in Belfast explained.' In an interview with
a British journalist, Unionist activist Kenny McClinton admitted that in
his struggle against Irish Republicans he advocated beheading Cath-
olics and impaling their heads on the railing of a park in the Protestant
Shankhill area of Belfast.2 His group, the Shankhill Butchers, were ac-
cused of more than thirty gory murders, all committed for the purpose
of political intimidation: to show the power of thc Protestant commu-
nity and to scare Catholics into withdrawing their support for the IRA.
They attacked an innocent Catholic working man, for instance, chosen
at random as he walked to his post as a security guard in a border area
between Catholic and Protestant communities, and slowly, viciously
killed him. The Catholic was stripped naked, tied, and ritually carved
as a sculptor would carve a block of wood.? Still alive after having re-
ceived 147 wounds over his body, the hapless victim was suspended
from a beam by a slowly tightening noose, where he eventually died of
strangulation. His mutilated corpse was then put on display for
Catholics and Protestants alike to see.

Even when terrorist actions have involved less direct methods of
killing—such as car bombs and suicide attacks—many were carried out
in such a manner as to be both vivid and horrifying. Targets were often
chosen because they were familiar and secure—shopping malls, mar-
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ketplaces, and centers of mass transit. The timing of the events often en-
sured that the maximum number of pcople would be gathered at the
target sites—the [J.S. emhassies and the Oklahoma federal huilding, the
World Trade Center, the Tokyo subway system, and a Tel Aviv shop-
ping center, for example. The explosive devices used were often aimed
at wounding people rather than damaging buildings. Nails were em-
bedded in the bombs of Hamas suicide bombers, for instance, to in-
crease their maiming capability. The Aum Shinrikyo scientists consid-
ered adding a floral scent to the deadly sarin gas they were to unleash
to encourage more people to inhale it.*

In the August 1998 bombing at the town of Omagh in Northern
Ireland, authorities were warned of the bombing in advance, but they
were told that the attack was to take place in a different area from
where the bombs were in fact planted. As a result, unsuspecting citizens
were herded into an area directly adjacent to the bomb site, and a larger
number were killed and wounded than would have been if they had re-
mained where they were. Although spokespersons for the ““Real IRA,”
which took responsibility for the bombing, claimed that they had not
intended so many civilians to be killed, authorities were not so sure.
Many agreed with the assessment of the secretary of Northern Ireland,
that the Real IRA’s statement was a ‘““pathetic attempt to apologize for
and excuse mass murder.””> They remained convinced that the objcct of
the false information was to kill as many of the townspeople as possi-
ble, and to do so in a deliberately horrific manner.

Many terrorist incidents have been aimed at killing massive numbers
of victims. If the sarin gas unleashed in the Tokyo subways on March
20, 1995, had been 70 to 80 pcrcent pure, rather than diluted to only
30 percent of its full strength—solely to protect the safety of the Aum
members transporting it—thousands would have perished. An incident
a few weeks later at the Shibuya station in Tokyo would have killed
twenty thousand if the device had not malfunctioned and been discov-
ered by alert station attendants.® If the explosives in the World Trade
Center had been as strong as the perpetrators expected, as I noted ear-
lier, the entire pair of buildings would have collapsed, taking at least
two hundred thousand lives. As of July 1999, the largest number of ca-
sualties in a single terrorist incident were the 329 passengers killed in
the explosion of an Air India jumbo jet off the coast of Ireland on June
23, 1985. It is only by sheer good fortune that more people have not
lost their lives in events designed to be spectacular in their viciousness
and awesome in their destructive power.
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Such instances of exaggerated violence are constructed events: they
are mind-numbing, mesmerizing theater. At center stage are the acts
themselves—stunning, ahnormal, and ontrageons murders carried ont in
a way that graphically displays the awful power of violence—set within
grand scenarios of conflict and proclamation. Killing or maiming of any
sort is violent, of course, but these acts surpass the wounds inflicted dur-
ing warfare or death delivered through capital punishment, in large part
because they have a secondary impact. By their demonstrative nature,
they elicit feelings of revulsion and anger in those who witness them.

Performance Violence

How do we make sense of such theatrical forins of violence? One way
of answering this is to view dramatic violence as part of a strategic plan.
This viewpoint assumes that terrorism is always part of a political strat-
egy—and, in fact, some social scientists have defined terrorism in just
this way: “the use of covert violence by a group for political ends.””? In
some cascs this dcfinition is indecd appropriatc, for an act of violence
can fulfill political ends and have a direct impact on public policy.

The Israeli elections in 1996 provided a case in point. Shortly after
the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin, his successor, Shimon Peres, held a
20 percent lead in the polls over his rival, Benjamin Netanyahu, but this
lead vanished following a series of Hamas suicide attacks on Jerusalem
buses. Netanyahu narrowly edged out Peres in the May elections. Many
observers concluded that Netanyahu—no friend of Islamic radicals—
had the terrorists of Hamas to thank for his victory.

When the Hamas operative who planned the 1996 attacks was later
caught and imprisoned, he was asked whether he had intended to affect
the outcome of the elections. “No,” he responded, explaining that the
internal affairs of Israelis did not matter much to him. This operative
was a fairly low-level figure, however, and one might conjecture that his
superiors had a more specific goal in mind. But when I put the same
question to the political leader of Hamas, Dr. Abdul Aziz Rantisi, his
answer was almost precisely the same: these attacks were not aimed at
Israeli internal politics, since Hamas did not differentiate between Peres
and Netanyahu. In the Hamas view, the two Israeli leaders were equally
opposed to Islam.® “Maybe God wanted it,”” the Hamas operative said
of Netanyahu's election victory. Even if the Hamas leaders were being
disingenuous, the fact remains that most of their suicide bombings have
served no direct political purpose.
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Other examples of religious terrorism have also shown little strategic
value. The release of nerve gas in the Tokyo subways and the bombing of
the World Tracdle Center did not pravide any immecliate political henefits
to those who caused them. Although Mahmud Abouhalima, convicted
for his part in the World Trade Center bombing, told me that assaults on
public buildings did have a long-range strategic value in that they helped
to ““identify the government as enemy,” in general the ““political ends”” for
which these acts were committed seemed distant indeed.?

A political scientist, Martha Crenshaw, has shown that the notion of
“strategic’ thinking can be construed in a broad sense to cover not just
immediate political achievements but also the internal logic that pro-
pels a group into perpetrating terrorist acts. As Abouhalima said, many
of those who committed them felt they were justified by the broad,
long-range benefits to be gained.!'® My investigations indicate that
Crenshaw is right—acts of terrorism are usually the products of an in-
ternal logic and not of random or crazy thinking—but [ hesitate to use
the term strategy for all rationales for terrorist actions. Strategy implies
a degree of calculation and an cxpectation of accomplishing a clcar ob-
jective that does not jibe with such dramatic displays of power as the
World Trade Center bombing. These creations of terror are done not to
achieve a strategic goal but to make a symbolic statement.

By calling acts of religious terrorism “‘symbolic,”” [ mean that they
are intended to illustrate or refer to something beyond their immediate
target: a grander conquest, for instance, or a struggle more awesome
than meets the eye. As Abouhalima said, the bombing of a public build-
ing may dramatically indicate to the populace that the government or
the economic forces behind the building were seen as enemies, to show
the world that they were targeted as satanic foes. The point of the at-
tack, then, was to produce a graphic and easily understandable object
lesson. Such explosive scenarios are not tactics directed toward an im-
mediate, earthly, or strategic goal, but dramatic events intended to im-
press for their symbolic significance. As such, they can be analyzed as
one would any other symbol, ritual, or sacred drama.

I can imagine a line with “strategic’’ on the one side and “‘symbolic™
on the other, with various acts of terrorism located in between. The
hostage taking in the Japanese embassy by the Tupac Amaru in Peru in
1997-—clearly an attempt to leverage power in order to win the release of
members of the movement held prisoner by the Peruvian government—
might be placed closer to the political, strategic side. The Aum Shinrikyo
nerve gas attack in 1995 might be closer to the symbolic, religious side.
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Each was the product of logical thought, and each had an internal ratio-
nale. In cases such as the Tokyo nerve gas attack that were more symbolic
than strategic, however, the logic was foensed not on an immediate po-
litical acquisition, but at a larger, less tangible goal.

The very adjectives used to describe acts of religious terrorism—
symbolic, dramatic, theatrical—suggest that we look at them not as tac-
tics but as perforinance violence. In speaking of terrorism as ‘‘perfor-
mance,” | am not suggesting that such acts are undertaken lightly or
capriciously. Rather, like religious ritual or street theater, they are dra-
mas designed to have an impact on the several audiences that they af-
fect. Those who witness the violence—even at a distance, via the news
media—are therefore a part of what occurs. Moreover, like other forms
of public ritual, the symbolic significance of such events is multifaceted;
they mean different things to different observers.

This suggests that it is possible to analyze comparatively the perfor-
mance of acts of religious terrorism. There is already a growing literature
of studies based on the notion that civic acts and cultural performances
arc closcly rclated.!! The controvcrsial parades undcertaken cach ycar by
the Protestant Orangemen in Catholic neighborhoods of Northem
Ireland, for instance, have been studied not only as cultural events but
also as political statements.'? So it is not unreasonable to view public vi-
olence as performances as well.

In addition to referring to drama, the term performance also implies
the notion of “performative”—as in the concept of “performative
acts.” This is an idea developed by language philosophers regarding
certain kinds of speech that are able to perform social functions: their
very utterance has a transformative impact.!® Like vows recited during
marriage rites, certain words not only represent reality but also shape
it: they contain a certain power of their own. The same is true of some
nonverbal symbolic actions, such as the gunshot that begins a race, the
raising of a white flag to show defeat, or acts of terrorism.

Terrorist acts, then, can be both performance events, in that they
make a symbolic statement, and performative acts, insofar as they try
to change things. When Yigal Amir aimed his pistol at Israel's prime
minister, Yitzhak Rabin, and when Sikh activists targeted Punjab’s chief
minister with a car bomb in front of the state’s office buildings, the ac-
tivists were aware that they were creating enormous spectacles. They
probably also hoped that their actions would make a difference—if not
in a direct, strategic sense, then in an indirect way as a dramatic show
so powerful as to change people’s perceptions of the world.
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But the tact that the assassins of Prime Minister Rabin and Chief
Minister Beant Singh hoped that their acts would make such a state-
ment does not mean that they in fact did. As 1 noted, pnhlic symbols
mean different things to different people, and a symbolic performance
may not have the intended effect. The way the act is perceived—by
both the perpetrators and those who are affected by it—makes all the
difference. In fact, the same is true of performative speech. One of the
leading language philosophers, J. L. Austin, has qualified the notion
that some speech acts are performative by observing that the power of
the act is related to the perception of it. Children, for example, playing
at marriage are not wedded by merely reciting the vows and going
through the motions, nor is a ship christened by just anyone who gives
it a name.'?

The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, carrying further the idea
that statements are given credibility by their social context, has insisted
that the power of performative speech—vows and christenings—is
rooted in social reality and is given currency by the laws and social cus-
toms that stand bchind it.!> Similarly, an act of tcrrorism usually im-
plies an underlying power and legitimizing ideology. But whether the
power and legitimacy implicit in acts of terrorism are like play-acted
marriage vows or are the real thing depends in part on how the acts are
perceived. It depends, in part, on whether their significance is believed.

This brings us back to the realm of faith. Public ritual has tradition-
ally been the province of religion, and this is one of the reasons that per-
formance violence comes so naturally to activists from a religious back-
ground. In a collection of essays on the connection between religion and
terrorism published some years ago, one of the editors, David C.
Rapoport, observed—accurately, I think—that the two topics fit to-
gether not only because there is a violent streak in the history of religion,
but also because terrorist acts have a symbolic side and in that sense
mimic religious rites. The victims of terrorism are targeted not because
they are threatening to the perpetrators, he said, but because they are
“symbols, tools, animals or corrupt beings™ that tie into “‘a special pic-
ture of the world, a specific consciousness’ that the activist possesses.'®

The street theater of performance violence forces those who witness
it directly or indirectly into that ““consciousness’—that alternative view
of the world. This gives the perpetrators of terrorism a kind of celebrity
status and their actions an illusion of importance. The novelist Don
DeLillo goes so far as to say that ““only the lethal believer, the person
who kills and dies for faith,” is taken seriously in modern society.!”
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When we who observe these acts take them seriously—are disgusted
and repelled by them, and begin to distrust the peacefulness of the
warld around us—the purposes of this theater are achieved

Setting the Stage

In looking at religious terrorism as theater, the appropriate place to
begin is the stage—the location where the acts are committed, or rather,
performed. When followers of an expatriate Muslim sheik living in
New Jersey chose to make a statement about their unhappiness with
American and Jewish support for Middle East leaders whom they per-
ceived to be enemies of Islam, they found the most dramatic stage in
sight: the World Trade Center. It turned out to be an apt location for a
variety of symbolic reasons.

Designed to be the tallest buildings in New York City, and at one
time the highest in the world, the 110-story twin towers of the World
Trade Center house the headquarters of international businesses and fi-
nancial corporations. Among its many officcs arc quartcrs for thc fed-
eral Secret Service and the governor of the state of New York. More
than fifty thousand employees daily enter the huge edifice, which also
includes a hotel, shops, and several restaurants. From the windows of
the penthouse restaurant, Windows on the World, the executives who
come to lunch can scarcely identify Jersey City and the other industrial
areas stretched out across the Hudson River in a distant haze.

From across the river in Jersey City, the twin towers of the building
are so tall that when no other part of the skyline in New York City is
visible, the tower tops are seen ethereally suspended above the eastern
horizon. When Muhammad A. Salameh came to the Ryder Truck
Rental lot on Jersey City’s busy Kennedy Boulevard on Wednesday,
February 24, 1993, to rent a ten-foot Ford Econoline van, therefore, he
could catch glimpses of the World Trade Center in the distance.

Two days later, at noon, shortly after the van was driven to level B2
of the parking basement of the World Trade Center, an enormous blast
shuddered through the basement levels, collapsing several floors, killing
several workers instantly, and ripping a 180-foot hole in the wall of the
underground Port Authority Trans-Hudson train station. On the 110th
floor, in the Windows on the World restaurant, young executives who
were attending a career-launching lunch felt a thump and heard what
seemed to be a mild earthquake or a clap of thunder. When the elec-
tricity went off and they were told to evacuate the building, they
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headed downstairs jauntily singing “One Hundred Bottles of Beer on
the Wall.”” Their joviality turned to nervous apprehension when they
were greeted with clonds of soot and smoke as they groped their way
down 110 flights of stairs into a scene of confusion and suffering on the
ground floor.'#

Throughout the world the news media projected images of American
power and civic order undermined. Based on the belief by government
officials that the World Trade Center was targeted pnmarily as a pub-
lic symbol, security was rushed to federal monuments and memorials in
Washington, DC, later that afternoon. Although six people were killed
in the blast, it was the assault on the building itself that received the
most prominent reportage. Within an hour of the World Trade Center
bombing, a coffeehouse in Cairo was attacked—allegedly by the same
group implicated in the World Trade Center incident. This bombing
killed more people but garnered very little attention outside of Cairo.
Regardless of the number killed, a coffeehouse is not the World Trade
Center. The towers are in their own way as American as the Statue of
Liberty or thc Washington Monumcnt, and by assaulting thcm activists
put their mark on a visibly American symbol.

The same can be said about the bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah
Federal Building in Oklahoma City on April 19, 1995, by Timothy
McVeigh and Terry Nichols. In this case the number killed was much
greater than at the World Trade Center, and an enormous outpouring
of public sympathy for the victims overshadowed any concern about
damage done to the building. Yet there were several similarities be-
tween the two events: McVeigh and Nichols used a mixture of ammo-
nium nitrate fertilizer and diesel fuel not unlike that used in the World
Trade Center blast, and they mimicked the World Trade Center
bombers by employing a Ryder rental truck. Like Mahmud Abou-
halima and his colleages, these self-designated soldiers were fighting a
quasi-religious war against the American government, and they chose a
building that symbolized what they regarded as an oppressive govern-
ment force.

In the downtown area of Oklahoma City, the Murrah building was
an imposing edifice. It served as the regional headquarters for a variety
of agencies linked with the federal government. The overwhelming ma-
jority of these offices were related to the beneficent side of governmen-
tal affairs, such as welfare and social security. But the building also
housed the regional offices of the federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco,
and Firearms (ATF), from which agents were sent to Waco, Texas, to
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enforce firearm laws in a confrontation that led to the standott at the
Branch Davidian headquarters. For this reason the Oklahoma City of-
fices of the ATF, along with the regional offices of the FRI (whose head-
quarters were also in Oklahoma City, but some fifty blocks away from
the Murrah building), had been the frequent target of verbal abuse by
protesting members of right-wing militias. The sidewalk in front of the
Murrah building had been the site of antigovernment demonstrations
from both ends of the political spectrum: antiwar protestors from the
left and firearms supporters from the right.

If one had to choose a single building that symbolized the presence
of centralized federal governmental power in this region of mid-
Amcrica, the Murrah building in Oklahoma City would be it. When the
dust settled after the devastating roar of the enormous explosion on
Wednesday morning, April 19, 1995, the entire front of the building
had been sheared off, killing 168 and injuring more than five hundred.
Among the dead and injured were scores of children in the building’s
day care center, but only four ATF officials were injured, and none were
killed. Clearly, the target of the attack was not so much the government
agents, or even an agency such as the ATF, as it was the building itself
and its everyday staff of government workers.

What was targeted was a symbol of normal government operations.
In this scenario of terrorism, the lives of the workers were, like the
building, a part of the scenery: they and the edifice constituted the stage
on which the dramatic act was to be performed. If the building were at-
tacked at night without the workers present, the explosion would not
have been a serious blow to government operations, nor would the pain
of the event be felt as acutely by society at large. If the building’s em-
ployees had been machine-gunned as they left their offices, with the
building itself left unscathed, the symbolism of an attack on normal
government operations would have been incomplete. Such targets as
the World Trade Center and the Oklahoma City federal building have
provided striking images of a stable, seemingly invulnerable economic
and political power. Yet all buildings are ultimately vulnerable, a fact
that performers of terror such as Abouhalima and McVeigh have been
eager to demonstrate.

Some groups that have targeted the lifeblood of modern society have
chosen a different symbol of centrality: its major transportation sys-
tems. In today’s cities, the most vibrant structures are often the airports.
Their importance is demonstrated by the sheer size of their landing
fields and the frequency of their air traffic as much as by the grandeur
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of their architecture. Therefore, some terrorist attacks have focused on
airport buildings and landing fields.

But hecaunse air traffic itself is indicative of a society’s economic vi-
tality, often airplanes rather than airports have provided terrorism’s
stage. The most dramatic example is Ramzi Yousef's Bojinka plot,
aimed at eleven U.S. trans-Pacific passenger airplanes and alleged to
have been funded by Saudi millionaire Osama bin Laden, which would
have created a catastrophic event on one fateful day in 199S5. The term
Bojinka was one that Yousef himself had chosen and was the label for
the file in the hard disk of his white Toshiba laptop computer that listed
the details of the plot—where flights would depart, what routes they
would take, and where the participants in the plot should deplane in
order to escape the explosions caused by the bombs that they were to
leave behind. In the trial that convicted him of conspiring to commit
these acts of terrorism, Yousef, acting as his own lawyer, offered as his
main defense the notion that anyone with computer expertise could
have planted such information on his hard disk. Yet he was not able to
refute the testimony of witnesses who heard him talk about the plot
and the Philippines airline stewardess who saw him sitting in the very
seat under which a bomb exploded on a later leg of the flight, after
Yousef had departed. In December 1994, Yousef is said to have board-
ed the plane and, once it was aloft, entered one of the bathrooms and
mixed a highly inflammable cocktail involving a liquid form of nitro-
glycerin. He sealed it in a container and attached a blasting cap and a
timer. Returning to his seat, he strapped the device underneath the
cushion and departed the plane at its next stop, lcaving the bomb be-
neath the seat to explode in midair as the plane journeyed on to its next
destination. It is a scenario eerily similar to one account of how TWA
Flight 800 may have exploded shortly after takeoff at Kennedy Airport
in New York on July 17, 1996, two months after Yousef’s trial began,
which is one reason some journalists jumped to the conclusion that the
plane must have been downed by Muslim activists allied with Yousef.!®

According to a chronology of terrorist acts maintained by Bruce
Hoffman at the RAND Corporation and St. Andrews University,
twenty-two airliners were bombed worldwide from 1969 to 1996, and
many others were hijacked. A nation can feel dishonored by the bomb-
ing of one of its airlines even when the plane, such as the downed Pan
Am 103, is far from home. In that case the bomb—plastic explosives
hidden in a portable radio-tape player, allegedly placed by Libyan in-
telligence agencies operating out of Malta—blew up the aircraft as it
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flew above Scotland in 1988, the shredded pieces of the plane landing
near the small town of Lockerbie.

When an Air Indiz jumbho jet exploded in midair over the Irish coast
in 1985, in what was assumed to be a terrorist act, the plane was also
far from home. It was also far from the struggle for a Sikh homeland in
the northern Indian state of Punjab, which many people believe was
connected to the bombing. Although Sikh activists deny that any of
their groups were involved—*‘It simply did not serve our purposes,”
one Sikh leader told me—the act was most likely committed by some-
one with a grievance against the Indian government, perhaps a rene-
gade Sikh unit unknown even to the movement's leaders.2? Although
the airplane was downed thousands of miles from India’s soil, the at-
tack on the Air India airliner was regarded by the Indian press and by
the country’s leaders as an attack on India itself.

Especially when the struggle that serves as the context for terrorist
acts is a local feud—between two factions or between a separatist
movement and the state—the transportation system targeted is often
not an international carricr but a local onc. In the conflict between the
militant Muslim Hamas movement and the secular Israeli state, buses
were the targets of suicide bombers in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. Buses
were also a favored target of Sikh activists in the Punjab, as were trains,
during the heyday of the separatist movement in the late 1980s.%!

In the United States, saboteurs derailed an Amtrak train in October
1995 near Phoenix, Arizona, killing one person on the train and injur-
ing seventy-eight. A note at the scene signed by ‘“‘Sons of the Gestapo”—
a little-known local right-wing group—specified rctaliation for the fed-
eral government’s brutality at Waco and Ruby Ridge as the reason for
the attack. Although Amtrak is a nongovernmental corporation, pre-
sumably the fact that the trains lumbering through the empty Arizona
desert were part of a national transportation system was sufficient rea-
son to identity the train as a symbol of an oppressive governmental pres-
ence in the American hinterlands.

In Paris, subway trains and stations have been the objects of a series
of terrorist attacks in the 1990s allegedly undertaken by Algerian sup-
porters of the Islamic Front Party (FIS) unhappy over the French gov-
ernment’s support for the Algerian military regime. The regime can-
celed elections in the former French colony that would have brought
the Islamic party into power. One of the most publicized of the Parisian
attacks was a bomb placed in the St. Michel station, one of the busiest
in Paris, located near the Notre Dame Cathedral.
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‘The placement of this bomb was strikingly similar to a terrorist ac-
tion undertaken by a quite different group in another part of the world:
the subway nerve gas attack committed hy members of the Anm
Shinrikyo movement in Tokyo. As I noted in the previous chapter, the
multiple bags of deadly sarin that were unsealed on several subway
lines were designed to achieve their maximum destructive power when
the trains converged at the central Kasumigaseki subway station. The
choice of this location was telling because it was calculated to simulta-
neously humiliate the government, whose main buildings were within
walking distance of the Kasumigaseki stop, and cast questions on the
ability of the government to protect the public and itself. Like acts of
terrorism by groups in other parts of the world, thc movement was as-
saulting the very concept of national security.

In virtually every other recent example of religious terrorism, the build-
ing, vehicle, structure, or locale where the assault took place has had sym-
bolic significince. In some cases the symbolism of the locale was specific:
the abortion clinics in the United States that were bombed by religious
pro-lifc activists or the tourist boats and hotcls in Egypt that were attacked
by Islamic activists who regarded them as impositions from a foreign cul-
ture. Sheik Abdul Rahman had proclaimed such tourist sites as *‘sinful”
and insisted that *‘the lands of Muslims will not become bordellos for sin-
ners of every race and color:’*?? The shrine of the Tomb of the Patriarchs
in Hebron, where Dr. Goldstein killed scores of praying Muslims, also had
specific symbolic significance, for Goldstein and his group regarded the
shrine as emblematic of the Muslim occupation of Jewish territory.

The symbolism of other locations has been more general: the loca-
tions represented the power and stability of the society itself. As we
have seen, buildings such as the World Trade Center and the Oklahoma
City federal building, along with transportation systems, are examples
of such general symbols. One group—the Islamic al Fuqgra (‘‘the im-
poverished””) movement based in upstate New York—attacked the
power of the government in a literal as well as a figurative sense: it was
accused of hatching a plot to disable Colorado's electrical system.>?
Computer networks and Internet channels are also symbols of a soci-
ety's centrality—its central communication system. As the Melissa virus
in 1999 demonstrated, acts of sabotage can cripple large corporations
and government agencies. In response to NATO’s bombing in Serbia
and Kosovo in May 1999, hackers electronically entered the computer
systems of several United States government agencies, leaving antiwar
messages in their wake.
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By revealing the vulnerability of a nation’s most stable and powertul
entities, movements that undertake these acts of sabotage have touched
virtually everyone in the nation's society. Any person in the linited
States could have been riding the elevator in the World Trade Center,
visiting the Oklahoma City federal building, traveling on Pan Am 103,
or using a computer when a virus invaded it, and everyone in the
United States will look differently at the stability of public buildings,
transportation networks, and communication systems as a result of
these violent incidents.

Why is the location of terrorist events—of performance violence—so
important? David Rapoport has observed that the control of territory
defines public authority, and ethnic-religious groups have historically
gained their identity through association with control over particular
places.?* Roger Friedland and Richard Hecht have taken this point fur-
ther in an article comparing the struggle between Hindus and Muslims
over a sacred site in the town of Ayodhya in India, and the conflict be-
tween Muslims and Jews over Temple Mount in Jerusalem. The authors
point out that rcligious conflicts arc oftcn not only about spacc, but
about the centrality of space.”’

Such central places—even if they exist only in cyberspace—are sym-
bols of power, and acts of terrorism claim them in a symbolic way. That
is, they express for a moment the power of terrorist groups to control
central locations—by damaging, terrorizing, and assaulting them—
even when in fact most of the time they do not control them at all. Even
before the smoke had cleared at the World Trade Center, life inside was
returning to normal. Although the Murrah Federal Building was de-
stroyed, the governmental functions that had been conducted there
continued unabated. Yet during that brief dramatic moment when a
terrorist act levels a building or damages some entity that a society re-
gards as central to its existence, the perpetrators of the act assert that
they—and not the secular government—have ultimate control over that
entity and its centrality.

The very act, however, is sometimes more than symbolic: by demon-
strating the vulnerability of governmental power, to some degree it
weakens that power. Because power is largely a matter of perception,
symbolic statements can lead to real results. On the whole, however, the
small degree to which a government’s authority is discredited by a ter-
rorist act does not warrant the massive destructiveness of the act itself.
More significant is the impression—in most cases it is simply an illu-
sion—that the movements perpetrating the acts have enormous power
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and that the ideologies behind them have cosmic importance. In the
war between religious and secular authority, the loss of a secular gov-
ernment’s ahility to control and secure puhlic space.s, even for a terrihle

moment, is ground gained for religion’s side.

A Time to Kill

Much the same can be said about the dramatic time—the date or sea-
son or hour of day that a terrorist act takes place. There are, after all,
centralities in time as well as in space. Anniversaries and birthdays
mark such special days for individuals; public holidays demarcate hal-
lowed dates for societies as a whole. To capture the public’s attention
through an act of performance violence on a date deemed important to
the group perpetrating the act, therefore, is to force the group’s sense of
what s temporally important on everyone else.

When Timothy McVeigh and his colleagues chose the date of their
explosion at the Oklahoma City federal building, they were essentially
imposing a public holiday—a dramatic public reccognition—as a mcmo-
nial to several events. April 19, 1995, was a special day for McVeigh
and other Christian Identity activists for a number of reasons. It was
Patriot’s Day in New England, the day the American Revolution had
begun in 177S; it was the day in 1943 that the Nazis moved on the
Warsaw ghetto to destroy the Jewish population on what in that year
was the Day of Passover; and it was the day in 1993 when the Branch
Davidian compound in Waco, Texas, burned to the ground. It was also
the day in 1995 when a Christian Identity activist, Richard Wayne
Snell, was due to be executed in prison for murder charges. According
to Kerry Noble, one of Snell's colleagues in the Arkansas compound
called the Covenant, the Sword, and the Arm of the Lord (CSA), Snell
himself had planned to bomb the Oklahoma City federal building in
1983 in opposition to what he regarded as the demonic and oppressive
actions of the U.S. government.2® For various reasons that project was
aborted. Was it only coincidence that the building was finally destroyed
on the day of Snell’s death? Noble suggested that McVeigh knew Snell
through his contacts with Elohim City, also a Christian Identity com-
pound, which McVeigh is known to have visited from time to time. The
leader of Elohim City, Robert Millar, was Snell’s primary adviser and
defender.

The date. April 19, clearly had significance to McVeigh. Soon after
Snell's execution date had been set., McVeigh created a fake driver’s
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identification card that listed his birth date as April 19; his real birth-
day was April 23. Eleven days before the bombing, McVeigh is said to
have gone ta a har with one of the leaders of Flohim City and bragged
to another customer, “Youre going to remember me on April 19.727
Hours after the Oklahoma City bombing, as he was being prepared for
his own execution later that evening, Snell caught glimpses on televi-
sion of the devasted building that he had once planned to destroy. ““Hail
his victory,” Snell is said to have proclaimed shortly before he was put
to death.?® His body was taken to Elohim City for burial.

In some cases the days that are held sacred by an activist group are
known only to that group; according to Noble, ““The entire right wing
was aware of Snell's pending execution date.” In other instances public
religious holidays create times of heightened sensitivities and hold the
potential for violent reprisals. Noble warned government agencies that
they should not provoke radical groups associated with the Christian
Identity movement during three times of the year. One is mid-April,
with its association with Easter and the resurrection of Jesus; some
groups bclicve that anyonc who is killed at that timc of the ycar will be
resurrected three days later. A second period is mid-August, historically
a time of persecution for Jews and by implication the “‘real Jews’” of the
Christian Identity tradition. The third period to avoid is September and
October during the Feast of Tabernacles, thought to be a time of mira-
cles.??

One of the most notorious incidents in recent Jewish history—Dr.
Goldstein’s massacre at the shrine of the Tomb of the Patriarchs at
Hebron—also occurred during a religious holiday. Goldstein chose
Purim as the time for his assault, a day that is revered by Jews as the
celebration of vengeance against Amalek. The scroll of Esther notes
that Haman was a direct descendant of the Amalekite king Agag, and
according to one Israeli author, “Goldstein wasn't killing innocent men
at prayer, but Haman and Hitler and Arafat, sanctifying God'’s name by
avenging Amalek.”?0 In that sense, Goldstein was calling on Jews
everywhere to reclaim their tradition, redress the humiliation of Jews,
and give an immediate political meaning to the ideas they professed to
honor on their sacred days.

Goldstein’s attack occurred on a date that is sacred not only to Jews,
however. As luck would have it, his attack occurred during Muslims’
most sacred month, Ramadan. This fact was not lost on many Muslim
activists in the Hamas movement, who saw Goldstein's timing not only
as a way of honoring Jewish tradition but as an attempt to discredit
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Islam. T'hey became convinced of this interpretation when they heard
rumors—never confirmed—that Goldstein had acted not alone, but on
the hehest of the Israeli government and army. Regardless of whether
or not Goldstein had acted under official Israeli sanction, from the
Hamas point of view the facts spoke for themselves: the attack was
done in a mosque, during worship, and during Ramadan. When “the
Israelis killed our women and children during the holy month of
Ramadan,”” one Hamas leader told me, ‘““we wanted to do the same to
Israel, to show them that even their women and children are vulnera-
ble: none are innocent.”” Timing, it turned out, was as important to
Hamas leaders as it was to Goldstein, and many of their suicide mis-
sions coincided with the anniversaries of the deaths of Hamas heroes
killed by Israelis. With the choice of those dates, the attacks created a
macabre sort of memorial to these martyrs.

Ramadan has also been a time for heightened violence in Algeria.
The country has been devastated by violence ever since the military
halted the elections of 1991-92, denying the leading religious party, the
Islamic Salvation Front, an opportunity for victory. Pcrhaps thc most
horrific events have been the wholesale slaughter of villagers at night-
time. The villages appeared to have been chosen at random for an act
undertaken in an almost sacrificial manner: the throats of the villagers
were slit in a style not unlike that of the ritual killing of animals for re-
ligious sacrifices. Moreover, the most frequent occurrence of these mas-
sacres was in the weeks immediately preceding the holy month of
Ramadan. In December 1998, for instance, seven villagers were at-
tacked in this manner in the town of Merad, sixty miles west of Algiers,
two weeks before Ramadan began.?2 Another thirty were killed in
neighboring villages at the end of the month.*?

Independence Day 1999 was the date chosen by Benjamin Nathaniel
Smith to go on a shooting spree across central Illinois and Indiana. The
shootings, though random, were all aimed at racial minorities: Smith, a
member of a white supremacist church, killed an African American bas-
ketball coach and a Korean graduate student, and he seriously
wounded six Orthodox Jews, a Taiwanese student, and two other
African Americans. According to Smith's former girlfriend, the
Independence Day timing was not a coincidence. Smith wanted to pro-
claim the freedom of white Americans, she said, from the increasing
pluralism of American society.

“There is a time to kill,”” Rev. Michael Bray wrote, paraphrasing a pas-
sage trom the book of Ecclesiastes in the Bible.3* In his case, however,
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Bray was talking not about particular dates but about a period of history,
a moment justifying what he called *““defensive actions on behalf of the
unhorn™ and what others have called terrorist acts against abortion clin-
ics and their staffs. From Bray’s perspective an appropriate time could
also have been a sequence of events—one that led to what he regarded as
virtually an inevitable occurrence of violence. Bray offered this sense of
timing as one explanation for why his friend, Rev. Paul Hill, killed a doc-
tor and his escort at a Florida clinic. Bray said that the timing was right—
indeed, it required it—and if Hill had not done the deed at that time, Bray
would have felt called upon to do it himself.*>

Bray set the context. He and his colleagues had long held the con-
viction that killing abortion clinic staff members was justified. Their
moral calculations were supported by one of the tenets of the just-war
theory in Christian theology: a small act of violence may be justified in
order to stop a much greater violent assault. In Bray's view, the hun-
dreds of ‘“‘unborn babies,’” as he termed them, who were daily killed in
what Bray called ‘“‘abortuaries” warranted an act of violence in an at-
tcmpt to stop the slaughtcr. The issuc, then, was not whether violent at-
tacks on abortion clinic staff were justified, but when they should be
implemented.

The issue was one of timing. There had been two botched attempts
at killing abortion clinic staff in the years immediately prior to Paul
Hill's act, and Bray and Hill felt that this momentum of failure had to
be reversed. It was essential to members of Bray's circle that this “‘de-
fensive action’” be done right. In Pensacola, Florida, on March 10,
1993, prior to Hill's attack, Michael Griffin shot Dr. David Gunn three
times in the back. killing him instantly. At first Hill was jubilant over
the incident and appeared on television's Donalwe show, praising
Griftin’s action. But as the case moved to trial, Griffin tried to defend
himself by blaming his rash actions on the pro-life movement. In the
view of Bray and Hill, Griffin had lost his nerve.3¢ According to Bray,
Hill was deeply disappointed over this turn of events. Hill had hoped
that the killing of Dr. Gunn would be a watershed in the pro-life move-
ment and that an IRA sort of paramilitary uprising would occur. But
this did not happen, and Hill blamed Griffin for robbing his act of the
significance Hill thought it deserved.

Hill was equally disappointed by another attempt at killing an abor-
tion doctor that went awry. In this instance Shelly Shannon, who was
part of Hill and Bray's circle of activists, attempted to kill Dr. George
Tiller at a Wichita, Kansas, abortion clinic in August 1993. After firing
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at the doctor she was immediately caught. As she was being led away
by the police, she was heard to yell out, “Did I kill him?”> The answer
was no. The coctor was wounded but still quite alive. Shannon did not
try to wriggle out of her charges, and she received a lengthy prison sen-
tence for the act, but because the abortion clinic doctor lived to work
another day—in fact, was back at work the very next day—in the eyes
of Hill and Bray her attempt was flawed. “Shelly had great character
but fell short,” Bray said, adding that ““Griffin did the job but not with
good character.”

According to Bray, these attempts set up a need—a ‘““destiny’’ in his
way of thinking—that this act be done, and that it be done correctly. It
should be an effective military operation carried out by a soldier of
righteous and unwavering motives. This soldier could have been Rev.
Michael Bray, but the lot fell to his friend, Rev. Paul Hill. Bray told me
that Hill had the Christian “calling” to do the action.3” *“The Lord had
called me and He showed me the way,”” Hill confirmed in a letter that
he wrote to Bray and other supporters after the killing.38

On Friday, July 29, 1994, as Dr. John Britton and his voluntccr cscort,
James Barrett, drove up to the clinic where abortions were to be per-
formed, Hill shot through the windows of the truck, hitting them both in
the head, killing them instantly and wounding Barrett's wife, June, who
was accompanying her husband. As Hill was being taken away, he
shouted, “No innocent babies are going to be Kkilled in that clinic
today.”3? After the attack Bray and others in his circle were kept under
surveillance by police, who feared that more violence was forthcoming.
But according to Bray they need not have worried. After Hill’s action was
completed, he said, it was no longer necessary for a similar one to be at-
tempted. The deed had finally been done correctly, the symbolic state-
ment had been made, and Hill, in Bray’s eyes, had made the ultimate sac-
rifice. The moment had been fulfilled, and time had moved on.

This sense of a great momentum in history leading to a cataclysmic
moment punctuated with violence has characterized other movements
as well. Perhaps the most spectacular example in recent history was the
Tokyo nerve gas incident. Immediately preceding the event the leaders
of Aum Shinrikyo had felt that the government and police were closing
in on them for crimes of murder and kidnaping that had been commit-
ted earlier, and for which the nerve gas incident provided a denouement
and a deflection of the police’s attention. But although this may have
precipitated the attack, there was another, grander purpose that was re-
lated to the movement’s notion of cataclysmic history. For years the
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movement’s leader, Shoko Asahara, had predicted that history was
gathering momentum toward an awesome conflagration, a battle even
greater than World War IT: Armageddon.

Asahara’s worst predictions were supposed to materialize sometime
around the year 2000. As the months and years moved toward the end
of the millennium, the anticipation had become so great that the fol-
lowers felt that something had to happen. When the nerve gas was re-
leased in the Tokyo subways, many of Asahara’s followers received the
news with a sense of excitement and relief. They saw this attack as a
vindication of Asahara’s prophecies and thought that Armageddon was
indeed upon them. This is what Takeshi Nakamura meant when he told
me he thought that the “weird time” had come.4?

The year 2000 is momentous for other movements as well. Early in
1999, fourteen members of an American group called the Concerned
Christians were suddenly deported from I[srael, where they had come to
prepare for the coming of the millennium. Based in Denver, Colorado,
they had abandoned their worldly possessions and come to Jerusalem
with the cxpectation that the end of the millennium would be the oc-
casion for the apocalyptic confrontation predicted in the book of
Revelation—Armageddon—after which Christ would return to earth.
The group was charged with planning to instigate a series of terrorist
acts in order to precipitate Armageddon, and perhaps to kill themselves
in an act of mass suicide in the process. Other religious groups shared
their anticipation of a cataclysmic end to the millennium. By mid-1999,
more than a hundred Christians from Europe and the United States had
moved to Jerusalem to await the coming of the Messiah. Israeli au-
thorities feared that some of them shared the designs of the Concerned
Christians to precipitate Armageddon through an act of terrorism—
“‘the most serious of crimes that harm state security,” as the Israeli mag-
istrate who deported the Concerned Christians had called it.#

In all of these cases a certain time, or timing, was critical to the ter-
rorist act. It provided a proscenium for the event. An aura of specialness
was imparted by the day or moment in history in which the act occurred.
By locating themselves within a transcendent temporal dimension, the
perpetrators declared their missions to be of transcendent importance as
well. Ultimately they were attempting to capture and reshape what soci-
ety regarded as central in time as well as in space.

What was significant about such symbolically central times and
places—and for that matter, central things, including subways and air-
planes—is that they represented power. They were centers, in Clifford
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Geertz's use of the term: *“‘concentrated loci of serious acts.’”*? Such
places and times constituted the ““arenas” of society ‘‘where its leading
ideas come together with its leading institutions’ and where ‘“momen-
tous events” were thought to occur.*> When activists attacked such a
place, be it the World Trade Center or the Kasumigaseki subway sta-
tion in central Tokyo, during one of those momentous times, they chal-
lenged the power and legitimacy of society itself.

Reaching the Audience

As the novelist Don DeLillo once said, terrorism is ‘‘the language of
being noticed.””** Without being noticed, in fact, terrorism would not
exist. The sheer act of killing does not create a terrorist act: murders
and willful assaults occur with such frequency in most societies that
they are scarcely reported in the news media. What makes an act ter-
rorism is that it terrifies. The acts to which we assign that label are de-
liberate events, bombings and attacks performed at such places and
times that they arc calculated to be obscrved. Terrorism without its hor-
rified witnesses would be as pointless as a play without an audience.

Rev. Michael Bray said as much when he explained the secondary ef-
fect of bombing abortion clinics. He admitted that bombing one or two
clinics did not make much of a dent in the volume of abortions com-
mitted on a particular day in American society. Yet, he said, the actions
had “‘symbolic value” in that they deterred abortionists and their clients
who heard about the attacks and were intimidated by them.*> Bray im-
plied that the primary purpose of such attacks was to have the image
of burned and damaged abortion clinics portrayed across the nation.
Indeed, Bray regularly published such images in his own newsletter. The
images of such terrorist acts were more important than whatever direct
effect the acts themselves had.

Perhaps the most enduring image from the tragic bombing of the
Oklahoma City federal building on April 19, 1995, was the photograph
of the bloody, mangled body of an infant carried in the arms of a res-
cue worker who attempted—futilely, as it turned out—to save the small
child’s life. Perhaps no other picture could have portrayed as poignantly
the pathos of innocence defiled or evoked so strongly the righteous
anger of many over what appeared to be a hideous and senseless act.
The perpetrators of the bombing were not the photographers of this
picture, of course, nor were they the ones who distributed it on the
front pages of newspapers around the world. Yet this picture, its wide
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circulation, and the public revulsion it produced were an intrinsic part
of the terrorist event, magnifying its horror far beyond the number of
people immecliately affected by the hlast.

For many who have been involved in plotting terrorist attacks, the
ability to seize the attention of the public through the news media is
precisely the point. When I asked Mahmud Abouhalima what he felt to
be the greatest threat to Islam, he gave a surprising answer: media mis-
representation.*® He told me that secularism held a virtual lock on
media control and that Islam did not have news sources to present its
side of contemporary history. By implication, acts of terrorism such as
the one for which he was convicted—the bombing of the World Trade
Center—Ilaid claim to the images and headlines of the world’s media, at
least for a moment. Abouhalima himself was very media conscious. He
carefully read news accounts about him and his group, indicating
which ones he felt were fair (Time magazine, for example), and which
ones he thought were scurrilous (New York Times and Newsday, for in-
stance). Abouhalima was particularly incensed over a book written by
Ncwsday reporters, Two Scconds under thc World, in which he was
characterized as the master conspirator behind the World Trade Center
bombing.4” On the other hand, he proudly kept in his cell a copy of
Time magazine in which his picture appeared on the cover and the ac-
count of his life was the lead story. In this case, he felt that the facts
about him were portrayed fairly and nonjudgmentally.

In my own attempts to interview activists supporting or involved in
terrorist acts, I found individuals fairly receptive to meeting with me
and telling their stories. My initial contacts with them were through
academic colleagues or journalists. Many of them were more open to
the possibility of my interviewing them if the contacts came through
news media connections. The more international the media network,
the better. In Japan, for instance, I was told by officials in Aum
Shinrikyo that they would speak with me as long as 1 was not accom-
panied by Japanese journalists or scholars. I had the impression that
they were concerned not only with objectivity—suggesting that non-
Japanese could judge their situation more honestly—but also with the
breadth of their audience. In talking with an American scholar they
hoped to get their message to the wider world.

Moreover, there was not much more the Japanese media could have
discovered about the Aum Shinrikyo movement: the media coverage of
the group in Japan was already at a saturation level. The March 20,
1995, nerve gas incident marked the beginning of an extraordinary media
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trenzy that lasted most of that year and much ot the next, encompassing
hundreds of hours of television time and thousands of articles and books.
One of the jonrnalists reporting the story herself hecame a celebrity as a
result of her reportage, and other journalists clamored to interview her.*
One American journalist working in Japan told me that this story was
“bigger than the Kobe earthquake—bigger than the O. J. Simpson tnial,”
and he added that “‘the Japanese public can’t get enough of it.”#? Just as
the American public was drawn into the events following the bombing of
the U.S. embassies in Africa, the World Trade Center, and the Oklahoma
federal building, and as the news media of the Middle East have been
dominated by the terrorist acts of Muslim and Jewish activists, the
Japanese came to look on terrorism as a kind of national drama.

The New York Times, in considering whether to publish the
Unabomber’s 35,000-word manifesto in 1995, agonized over the role
that the news media was being coerced into playing, and questioned
whether the newspaper’s coverage---especially its willingness to publish
the bomber’s writings—would alleviate terrorism by helping to solve
thc mystcry of thc bomber’s identity or add to terrorism’s suffcring by
inadvertently encouraging other activists to seek the exposure that the
newspaper seemed willing to offer. The publisher of the Times, Arthur
Sulzberger, Jr., lamented the idea of ‘“‘turning our pages over to a man
who has murdered people.”” But he added that he was “convinced” that
they were **making the right choice between bad options.”>®

The fact that the publication of the manifesto eventually led to the
identification of Theodore Kaczynski as the bomber by his brother
David would seem to vindicate the decision of the Times publishers. It
brought to an end a seventeen-year string of violence involving sixteen
letter bombings that wounded twenty-three and left three others dead.
Still, it is unclear whether other activists might have been spurred on by
the newspaper's capitulation to a terrorist’s media demands. In the case
of the visual medium of television, however, there is little that terrorists
need to demand, since the highly sensational nature of their activities
captures television’s attention immediately and completely.

In a collection of essays on contemporaiy culture, Jean Baudrillard de-
scribed the terrorism of the late twentieth century as “‘a peculiarly modern
form™ because of the impact that it has on public consciousness through
electronic media. According to Baudrillard, terrorist acts have emerged
*“less from passion than from the screen: a violence in the nature of the
image.”>! Baudrillard went so far as to advise his readers “not to be in a
public place where television is operating, considering the high probability
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that its very presence will precipitate a violent event.”’>? His advice was hy-
perbolic, of course, but it does point to the reality that terrorist events are
aimed at attracting news media exposure and perhaps would not happen
as frequently, or in the same way, if the enormous resources of the news
media were not readily at hand to promote them.

The worldwide media coverage of the bombings of the U.S. em-
bassies in Africa, the World Trade Center, and the Oklahoma City fed-
eral building illustrates a new development in terrorism: the extraordi-
nary widening of terror's audience. Throughout most of history the
audiences for acts of terrorism have been limited largely to government
officials and their supporters, or members of rival groups. What makes
the terrorism of recent years significant is the breadth of its audience, a
scope that is in many cases virtually global.

When television does not adequately report the ideas and motiva-
tions behind their actions, many activist groups have found the Internet
and the World Wide Web to be effective alternatives. Movements such
as Hamas and Aryan Nations have well-established web sites. An anti-
abortion site, “The Nuremberg Files,”” which advocated the killing of
abortion clinic doctors and maintained a list of potential targets, was
removed by its Internet service provider in February 1999, after a red
line was drawn through the name of Dr. Barnett Slepian on the day
after he was killed by an assassin. The creator of the site, Neal Horsley,
said that the move was ‘“‘a temporary setback™ and vowed to return to
the World Wide Web.>? Other groups, including Christian Identity and
militia activists, have protected their sites with passwords that allow
only their members to gain access. Thus, even when the audience is se-
lective, the message has been projected through a public medium.

In some cases an act of violence sends two messages at the same
time: a broad message aimed at the general public and a specific com-
munication targeted at a narrower audience. In cases of Islamic vio-
lence in Palestine and Sikh terrorism in India, for instance, one of the
purposes of the assaults was to prove to movement members that the
leadership was still strong enough to engender the life-and-death dedi-
cation of their commandos. In other cases, the point was to intimidate
followers of the movement and to force them to follow a hard-line po-
sition rather than a conciliatory one.

Motives such as these help to explain one of the most puzzling forms
of contemporary violence: silent terror. These intriguing acts of terror-
ism are ones in which the audience is not immediately apparent. The
public is often mystified hy an explosion accompanied only hy an eerie
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silence, with no group claiming responsibility or explaining the purpose
of its act. As days passed after bombs npped through the American em-
bassies in Kenya and Tanzania on Angnst 7, 1998, and no person or
group took credit for the actions, questions arose as to why no group
had owned up to the attacks in order to publicize its cause.

This question has also been posed after other, similarly unexplained
terrorist events. The 1985 bombing of the Air India jetliner, the 1994
truck bomb that destroyed a Jewish center in Buenos Aires, and the
1996 explosion of a U.S. military housing complex in Dhahran, Saudi
Arabia, were all followed with silence. In cases where the anonymous
perpetrators have been identified, such as the Pan Am 103 bombing over
Lockerbie, Scotland, in which Libyan government officials were ac-
cused, acknowledgment of the crime by the perpetrators still has not
been forthcoming.

Even in the cases where the accused were brought to trial and con-
victed—such as the World Trade Center and Oklahoma City bombings
and the Tokyo subway attack—the guilty have still denied their com-
plicity. Mahmud Abouhalima, even after being convicted of participa-
tion in the World Trade Center bombing, told me that he was ““nowhere
near’’ the building at the time of the blast and that he had no relation-
ship with Sheik Omar Abdul Rahman, the spiritual leader of the group
convicted of the bombing.’* Assuming for the moment that the gov-
ernment case against him was strong and that he was in fact involved
in the crime for which he was convicted, why would he or any other ac-
tivist involved in a violent incident deny it?

When he discussed the Oklahoma City bombing, Abouhalima said
that it made no difference who the perpetrators of that event were, as
long as the event made the point that the American government was an
enemy. This was significant, Abouhalima said, since one of the things
that frustrated him was the American public’s complacency, its inabil-
ity to recognize that great struggles were going on in the world, and its
denial that the U.S. government was deeply involved in them. Bombing
a public building demonstrated the reality of that hidden war. Since ter-
rorism is theater, the catastrophes at the World Trade Center, the
Oklahoma City federal building, and the U.S. embassies in Africa
broadcast that message to the world. From the point of view of the per-
petrators, this was enough; the message was successfully sent, and they
did not need to brag about their ability to convey it.

In a world in which information is a form of power, public demonstra-
tions of violence have conveyed potent messages indeed. When groups are
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able to demonstrate their capacity for destruction simultaneously in dif-
ferent parts of the world, as in the case of the U.S. embassy bombings in
1998, this is an even more impressive display than single-target events. It
is no less so if the only audiences who know who did it, who can appre-
ciate the perpetrators’ accomplishment, and who can admire their com-
mand over life and death are within the group itself. The act demonstrates
their ability to perform a powerful event with virtually global impact.

The forms of religious terrorism that have emerged in the last decade
of the twentieth century have been global in two senses. The choices of
targets have often been transnational. Egyptians and Palestinians
bombed the World Trade Center in New York City to protest against
secular governments in the Middle East, and U.S. embassies in Kenya
and Tanzania were attacked by a group with ties to Afghanistan, Egypt,
and Sudan. These incidents have also been global in their impact, in
large part because of the worldwide, instantaneous coverage by
transnational news media. This has been terrorism meant not just for
television but for CNN.

Increasingly, terrorism has been performed for a television audicnee
around the world. In that sense it has been as real a global event as the
transnational events of the global economy. Ironically, terrorism has be-
come a more potent global political force than the organized political
efforts to control and contain it. The United Nations lacks the military
capability and intelligence-gathering capacity to deal with worldwide
terrorism. Instead, consortia of nations have been forced to come to-
gether to handle the information sharing and joint operations required
to deal with forces of violence on an international scale.

This global dimension of terrorism’s organization and audience, and
the transnational responses to it, gives special significance to the un-
derstanding of terrorism as a public performance of violence—as a so-
cial event with both real and symbolic aspects. As Bourdieu has ob-
served, our public life is shaped as much by symbols as by institutions.
For this reason, symbolic acts—the “rites of institution’’—help to de-
marcate public space and indicate what is meaningful in the social
world.?3 In a striking imitation of such rites, terrorism has provided its
own dramatic events. These rites of violence have brought an alterna-
tive view of public reality—not just a single society in transition, but a
world challenged by strident religious visions of transforming change.
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Figure 1. Rev. Paul Hill (Jeft) and Rev. Michael Bray (center) holding a sign
saying “‘Is it wrong to use force to stop the murder of innocent babies?"”
(Property of Michael Bray, 1993)




Figure 2. Timothy McVeigh, convicted bomber of the Oklahoma City fed-
eral building. (AP/Wide World Photos)



Figure 3. The Oklahoma City federal building after the bombing. (AP/Wide
World Photos)




Figure 4. Sinn Féin headquarters in Belfast. The large stones placed in front
are meant to deter the exploding of car bombs in front of the building. (Mark
Juergensmeyer)
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Figure 5. Aftermath of the bombing in Omagh, Northern Ireland, on
August 16. 1998. The worst single attack in three decades of violence killed

twenty-eight people and injured more than two hundred. (AP Photo/Alastair
Grant)



Figure 6. The western wall of the ancient Jewish temple adjacent to the
Muslim shrine the Dome of the Rock, in old Jerusalem. (Mark Juergensmeyer)

Fignre 7 Yoel [ erner, an acrivisr
for right-wing Jewish causes, in his
study in old Jerusalem. (Mark
Juergensmeyer)




Figure 8. Guard at gravesite of Baruch Goldstein near Hebron (feft) with
the author. (Mark Juergensmeyer)

Figurc 9. Mahmud Abouhalima (bottom center) hoisting defense lawyer
William Kuntsler onto his shoulders after the 1991 acquittal of El Sayyid
Nosair on charges of murdering Rabbi Meir Kahane the previous year.
Abouhalima was accused but never convicted of being the cab driver for the
bungled getaway attempt following the assassination. (Newsday, Inc. ©1991)
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Figure 10. Victims from the World Trade Center bombing
following the blast, on February 26. 1993. (AP/Widc¢c World
Photos)



Figure 11. Dr. Abdul Aziz Rantisi,
political leader of Hamas, in Khan
Yunis, Gaza, with a drawing of
Sheik Ahmed Yassin in the back-
ground. (Mark Juergensmeyer)

Figure 12. Sheik Ahmed Yassin, founder and spiritual leader of Hamas, in
Gaza with the author. (Mark Juergensmeyer)



el

Figure 13. Osama
bin Laden, the elusive
Muslim activist al-
leged to have
bankrolled terrorist
acts, including the
bombing of U.S. em-
bassies in Africa in
1998. (AP/Wide
World ’hotos)

Figure 14. Simranjit Singh Mann, Sikh political leader, imprisoned under
suspicion of masterminding the assassination of Indira Gandhi, showing

where his beard hair had allegedly been pulled out in acts of torture during
his imprisonment. (Mark Juergensmeyer)



Figure 15. Aum Shinrikyo nerve gas laboratories located near Mt. Fuji,
Japan. guarded by police after the subway attack. (Mark Juergensmeyer)

Figure 16. Shoko Asahara, leader of the Aum Shinrikyo sect, after being
taken into custody by Japanese police, August 16, 1996. (AP Photo)



CHAPTER 8

Cosmic War

The world is at war, Osama bin Laden proclaimed in a fatwa delivered
in February 1998, months before the bombing of the American em-
bassies in Kenya and Tanzania—bombings he was accused of master-
minding and financing. Bin Laden wanted to make clear that it was not
he who started the war, however, but Americans, through their actions
in the Middle East. These had constituted, in bin Laden’s words, “‘a
clear declaration of war on God, His messenger and Muslims.””! His
own acts of violence, by implication, were merely responses to a great
ongoing struggle.

Bin Laden’s was not the only war recognized by religious activists
around the world, nor was it the only one targeting America. When Bo
Greitz, the leader of the American Patriot movemcnt, led a posse into
the woods of South Carolina in August 1998 to hunt for the alleged
abortion clinic bomber, Eric Robert Rudolph, he explained that
Rudolph considered himself “‘a soldier at war”’—one whose enemy was
the American government. Greitz could be confident of that assess-
ment, since many of his militia colleagues viewed themselves in ex-
actly the same way. The acronym RAHOWA, which stands for ‘“‘racial
holy war,” is in fact a greeting and a rallying cry in the World Church
of the Creator, the group associated with Benjamin Nathaniel Smith’s
racially targeted killings in Illinois and Indiana in July 1999.

“The Lord God is a man of War,” Christian Identity leader Kerry
Noble reminded his followers in the Arkansas compound of the
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Covenant, the Sword, and the Arm of the Lord.2 In 1998, after he had
served prison time and left the movement, Noble regretted his radical
stance but explained that he then felt it necessary, since his group
“needed to know that it was time to cross the line into violence,” and
that these actions would be ‘“‘acceptable to the Lord.”* When one of
Noble’s former colleagues, Bob Matthews, took seriously this mandate
for violence and killed a Jewish radio talk show host, he secluded him-
self in a hideout on Whidbey Island, north of Seattle, where he issued
a statement declaring that he and his comrades were in “‘a full and un-
relenting state of war™ against the U.S. government.* The Bible is “a
book of war, a book of hate,” another Christian Identity activist re-
marked.’

These images of divine warfare are persistent features of religious ac-
tivism. They provide the content and the themes that are played out in
the grand scenarios that lie behind contemporary acts of performance
violence. In many cases these images are not new but are a part of the
heritage of religious traditions that stretch back to antiquity, and abun-
dant examples of warfarc may be found in sacred texts. In a booklet en-
titled Prepare War!, for instance, Kerry Noble provided a scriptural ra-
tionale for his martial stance and for his involvement in the Christian
Army of God. Because God was ‘““a man of war’” (Ex 15:3) and took
vengeance on his enemies, Noble argued, it behooved his followers to
do the same. Like many activists who have turned to terror, he has been
driven by an image of cosmic war.

I call such images ““‘cosmic’ because they are larger than life. They
evoke great battles of the legendary past, and they relate to metaphys-
ical conflicts between good and evil. Notions of cosmic war are inti-
mately personal but can also be translated to the social plane.
Ultimately, though, they transcend human experience. What makes re-
ligious violence particularly savage and relentless is that its perpetrators
have placed such religious images of divine struggle—cosmic war—in
the service of worldly political battles. For this reason, acts of religious
terror scrve not only as tactics in a political stratcgy but also as cvoca-
tions of a much larger spiritual confrontation.

The script of cosmic war is central to virtually all of the incidents of
performance violence described in the first part of this book. In
Christian movements, the literature of the militia and the Christian pa-
triots—including Timothy McVeigh’s favorite book, The Tumer
Diaries—is rife with images of warfare.® A brochure published by the
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Christian Identity-affiliated group Aryan Nations included this state-
ment in their creed of faith: ““We BELIEVE there is a battle being fought
this day between the children of darkness (today known as Jews) and
the children of Light (God), the Aryan race, the true lIsrael of the
Bible.””’

The Christian Reconstruction preacher Rev. Michael Bray described
his violent abortion clinic protests as part of a “‘culture war’ being
waged in the United States that includes, among other issues, conflicts
between “‘big and little government, high and low taxation, gun control
and no gun control, abortion rights and no abortion rights, rights to
sodomy and no sodomy rights.””® In Northern Ireland Rev. lan Paisley,
who has frequently spoken in military terms about faith and politics,
launched a magazine in October 1997 named The Battle Standard.” A
follower of Paisley who was convicted of tervorist acts assented to the
notion that his assaults on Irish Catholics were part of a “‘religious
war.”’ 1Y

Jewish activists following Rabbi Meir Kahane have also been con-
vinced that their violent acts have been authorized as weapons in a di-
vine warfare sanctioned by God. Dr. Baruch Goldstein's massacre at the
shrine of the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron in 1994 was described
as a military act. **All Jews,” one of his supporters told me—implying
that it was common knowledge—are ‘‘at war with the Arabs.”!

In an odd echo of this Jewish activist’s statement, Hamas supporters
claim that they too are ““at war”—a war with Israel.!? It is this great
conflict that has created the need for Hamas, Sheik Ahmed Yassin told
me.'”* Mahmud Abouhalima warned me that Americans are unaware
that there is ‘“‘a war going on.”'* Shortly before the bombing of the
World Trade Center, when Abouhalima was driving a taxicab in New
York City, an ABC journalist recalls riding with the Muslim activist and
being lectured that America would lose the war against [slam without
even knowing that it was in it, or when the moment of defeat had ar-
rived.!?

The Muslim concept of struggle— jihad—has been employed for cen-
turies in Islamic theories of both personal salvation and political re-
demption. “Life is faith and struggle,” said Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini,
indicating that the notion of fighting is basic to human existence and on
a par with religious commitment.!® As noted earlier, Abd al-Salam
Faraj and others have exploited the idea of jihad to call for physical
force, if necessary, in the struggle against all ideas, ideologies, and
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political institutions that they regard as alien to Islam. But the concept
of jihad is not a carte blanche for violence. The use of the idea to jus-
tify nondefensive attacks—such as acts of terrorism—has been highly
controversial within Muslim theological circles. An American scholar
of Islam, Bruce Lawrence, has argued that the term changes in meaning
depending on its historical context and has always had social and eco-
nomic, as well as military and political, dimensions. !’

Regardless of the nuances of its usage, however, jihad is fundamentally
a concept of struggle, an image that abounds in the rhetoric of violent re-
ligious activists in both Abrahamic and non-Abrahamic faiths. When the
militant Sikh leader Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale exhorted his followers to
action, he called for ““a struggle . . . for our faith, for the Sikh nation, for
the oppressed.”!® On the personal level it is a conflict between faith and
the lack of faith; on the social level it is a battle between truth and evil.
Supporters of the Bharatiya Janata Party in India evoked images of the
grcat wars of the Hindu epics, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana. The
leader of the Buddhist syncrctist movement Aum Shinrikyo imagined
warfare in the grandest of terms: a global war that would surpass World
Wars I and Il in its savage intensity and powers of destruction. !?

These nearly ubiquitous images of warfare evoked by militant reli-
gious groups in the 1990s are significant for the understanding of vio-
lence and religion that will be explored in the remainder of this book.
In this chapter and the next, we will see how the notion of cosmic war
provides the script being played out in the violent performances of mil-
itant religious activists and is linked to notions of conquest and failure,
martyrdom and sacrifice. In Chapter 10, we will see how violence can
be part of a broader justificatory scheme that is empowering on both
the personal and social levels. In the final chapter we will explore ways
that images of struggle have helped to make religion an agent of honor
and legitimization, thereby raising the importance of religion as an ide-
ology of order that sustains public life.

Grand Scenarios

Looking closely at the notion of war, one is confronted with the idea of
dichotomous opposition on an absolute scale. It is not just a matter of
differing opinions or an even contest with an opponent. After all, the
articulation and adjudication of differences are not advanced by war-
fare. War suggests an all-or-nothing struggle against an enemy whom
one assumes to be determined to destroy. No compromuse is deemed
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possible. The very existence of the opponent is a threat, and until the
enemy is either crushed or contained, one’s own existence cannot be se-
cure. What is striking about a martial attitude is the certainty of one’s
position and the willingness to defend it, or impose it on others, to the
end.

Such certitude on the part of one side may be regarded as noble by
those whose sympathies lie with it and dangerous by those who do not.
But either way it is not rational. One of the first rules of conflict reso-
lution is willingness to accept the notion that there are flaws on one’s
own side as well as on the opponent’s side. This is the sensible stand if
one’s goal is to get along with others and avoid violence.??

But what if that is not one’s goal? A bellicose stance fundamentally
contradicts the purpose of compromise and understanding, and adopt-
ing an inflexible position of militancy early in a dispute calls into ques-
tion the motive for doing so. A warring attitude implies that its holder
no longer thinks compromise is possible or—just as likely—did not
want an accommodating solution to the conflict in the first place. In
fact, if one’s goal is not harmony but the empowerment that comes with
using violence, it is in one’s interest to be in a state of war. In such cases,
war is not only the context for violence but also the excuse for it. War
provides a reason to be violent. This is true even if the worldly issues
at heart in the dispute do not seem to warrant such a ferocious posi-
tion.

This may explain why acts of terrorism seem so puzzling to people
outside the movements that perpetrate them and entirely understandable
to those within them. The response to abortion clinic bombings and the
killing of abortion doctors is a case in point. To many people in the
United States the issue of abortion is a serious moral concern, a matter
of public policy worth discussing, debating, protesting, and fighting
over. But as heated as the subject may be, few on either side would re-
gard this issue as one for which they are prepared to die or to Kkill.

Rev. Michael Bray takes a different position. He has defended the
need to kill and, if necessary, to die over the issue of abortion, but not
because he sees it as a matter of public policy. Rather, he sees the im-
position of laws accepting abortion—and homosexuality, for that mat-
ter—as symptoms of a much greater conflict and a more devious form
of social control. From his perspective American society has been in the
grip of a demonic force for some time, and the great struggle to liber-
ate it has only begun. There has been a great war going on, he alleges,
one that goes unseen largely because the enemy has imposed its control
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gradually and subtly. As a result, the masses are unaware of the enemy's
power and unconcerned over its effects.

From Bray’s point of view the world is already at war, one that he
regards as similar to World War IL. “The issues are comparable,” Bray
told me, adding that *‘the issues that would justify violence now are the
same.””?! Bray is impressed by the enormous sense of guilt that has sad-
dled many Christians as they recall the gradual imposition of Nazi
power and their indifference and inactivity during those awful years.
The Nuremberg trials brought to public awareness much of what had
transpired and implicated otherwise sensitive Christians in a silent com-
plicity with the Nazis. Now, Bray reflected, Christians say to them-
sclves, ““would that we had moved earlier” to stop the killing. This sit-
uation Bray compares with the killing involved in abortions.

What disturbs Bray is not just the slaughter of what he describes as
the “unborn,” but also what he feels is a Nazi-like attitude—a disre-
gard for human life and a penchant for indiscriminate killing—that
characterizes the ruling powers of contemporary American society. He
despairs that overt rebellion or revolution against this power will occur
only with an economic collapse or social chaos sufficiently catastrophic
to make people aware of the situation, ““to give people the strength or
the zeal to take up arms.””22 [n the meantime, what he calls ““defensive
acts,” and what most Americans call terrorism, can provide public re-
minders of the silent war that is going on and perhaps serve as a wake-
up call for Americans to join the rebellion.

Michael Bray's vision of a world caught in an imminent and almost
eschatological confrontation between the forces of good and evil ar-
rayed on the battlefield of politics is not idiosyncratic: it is remarkably
similar to the view promoted by militant Sikhs in India, the Aum
Shinrikyo in Japan, Rabbi Kahane's Kach party in Israel, Sheik Omar
Abdul Rahman’s following in Egypt and New Jersey, and other groups
associated with recent acts of terrorism. Theirs have been acts of des-
peration in response to what they perceive as a desperate situation: a
world gone terribly awry. What is strikingly similar about the cultures
of which they are a part is their view of the contemporary world at war.

In Japan, for instance, the members of Aum Shinrikyo have posited
that the world is on the brink of a conflagration similar to World War
11. What the Japanese remember about that war is not so much the
genocide of Hitler as the annihilation of Japanese cities under the rain
of American bombs, including the largest weapons of mass destiuction
ever used against an opponent: the atomic bombs that destroyed
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Hiroshima and Nagasaki. [t is this reign of terror that is returning, the
spiritual master of Aum Shinrikyo prophesied, in a war that will be
even more catastrophic than World War 11. “The weapons used in
World War III.”” Asahara told his followers, ““will make the atomic and
hydrogen bombs look like toys.”’?? Although the full force of the great
war would not be apparent until 1999, the first stages of Armageddon,
as he called it, had arrived years earlier at Japanese shores.

Master Asahara waxed eloquent about the nature of this great con-
flagration, this Armageddon. Its goal, he said, would be “‘to completely
annihilate the cities, produce a state of anarchy, and then establish a
worldwide, unified political power.”’?* The shadowy forces behind this
plot included Jewish capitalists, Freemasons, the Amcrican army, and
thc Japanese government. The takeover was so subtle, however, that
most people were not aware of it. This is where the prophetic teachings
of Aum Shinrikyo were so important: they allowed the enlightened few
to be cognizant of the coming disaster and to prepare for it. As far as
its followers knew, the creation of nerve gas in Aum chemical labora-
tories was solely for the purpose of developing preventive medicines
and devices to protect those in the movement against poisonous gases
once Armaggedon arrived and the evil forces began to use chemical
weapons against the populace. Only the most loyal were willing to be-
lieve these prophecies without any evidence that World War Il was in
fact beginning. The release of nerve gas in the Tokyo subways provided
dramatic proof of the prophecies—at least to Asahara’s followers, and
to them only until it became clear that Asahara himself was implicated
in the attack.

The Christian Identity scenario of cosmic war is also something of a
self-fulfilling prophecy. According to Identity teaching, contemporary
social struggles can be traced back to a conflict as old as the creation of
the universe, when Lucifer, the satanic anti-God of the underworld, be-
came jealous of God's order, conspired to seize the world, and yearned
to establish his own kingdom of evil.2> Christianity was a major effort
by God to counteract Lucifer, but it was plagued from the start by
Lucifer’s forces. Some of Lucifer’s agents came in the guise of people
who claimed to be Jews but in fact were not; the true Jews were Aryans,
according to Identity doctrine. Those who called themselves Jews were
in fact Lucifer’'s henchmen out to confound Christians. Even the apos-
tle Paul was suspect. The emergence of Roman Catholicism as the dom-
inant form of European Christianity was a *fraud.” Freemasons were
also implicated in this conspiracy. In recent years the “Jewish-Catholic-
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Freemason agents of Satan> were thought to have received powerful al-
lies in the form of communists and liberal democrats.

Followers of Christian Identity offer a book as proof that all of these
forces are allied against the relatively small band of pure white
Protestant Christians. This spurious manual, The Protocols of the
Learned Elders of Zion, is alleged to be the handiwork of a Zionist
congress held at Basel, Switzerland, in 1897 under the leadership of
Theodor Herzl. According to James Aho, a sociologist who was shown
a copy of the document, it contains twenty-four specific steps necessary
for the Jewish-communist conspiracy to take over the world. They
itemize trends in global society that presumably were occurring when
the fictional document was written but are presentcd as prophetic, as if
thcy had been written at the time alleged, at the end of the nineteenth
century. These trends include the establishment of corporate monopo-
lics, arms races, the promotion of civil rights for minorities, the advo-
cacy of free speech, the encouragement of pornography, progressive in-
come taxes, and the establishment of a national bank (such as the
Federal Reserve Corporation, widely thought by Christian Identity fol-
lowers to be an instrument of sinister economic control).26 Credit cards
that could be electronically traced and the use of social security num-
bers for identification purposes were cited as further indications of gov-
ernmental control. The fact that all of these items are part of modern
society and are promoted or protected by the government constitutes
simple proof to Identity activists that such a conspiracy exists and is
succeeding.

Christian militias, therefore, are defensive responses to an ancient
and ongoing war that Identity activists believe is threatening their lives
and their way of living. The Michigan Militia, for example, the twelve
thousand—-member paramilitary survivalist organization to which
Timothy McVeigh has been linked, has promoted the idea that the U.S.
government has already initiated a program to completely control the
life of every American. Accordingly, through training in guerrilla war-
fare and survivalist techniques, the militia has prepared itself to resist
what it maintains are plans by the Clinton administration to deploy
United Nations forces utilizing cast-off Soviet military equipment or
hordes of communist Chinese troops, backed by Latino and black
inner-city American street gangs, to crush any opposition.

The Christian Identity-influenced novel The Tumer Diarres imagines
ascenario that begins with a liberal-dominated Congress enacting a law
abolishing private ownership of firearms. To enforce the act, legions of
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‘“jackbooted” federal agents stalk the countryside, seizing weapons
wherever they find them. Seeing this as a move toward federal dicta-
torship, a group of white Christian patriots form an underground cell
to resist. They adopt guerrilla tactics, creating a homemade bomb from
ammonium nitrate and fuel oil, which they load on a delivery truck
parked outside FBI headquarters in Washington, DC. According to the
novel, the subsequent explosion kills seven hundred people. The
Washington Post supposedly receives a telephone call with the message
“White America shall live.”” [tis a scenario that was played out in chill-
ing detail in real life by Timothy McVeigh and his colleagues in demol-
ishing the Oklahoma City federal building.

Religious struggles in other parts of the world—evcn those that seem
more rational, in that they relate to contentions ovcr the control of land
to which both sides have legitimate claims—nonetheless have employed
images of warfare on a grand scale. Yochay Ron, the young Jewish ac-
tivist with whom I talked at the graveside of Dr. Goldstein near Hebron,
told me that the war with the Arabs did not begin with the intifada in
the 1980s, or even with the establishment of the state of Israel. It goes
back ““to biblical times,”” Ron explained, indicating that the present-day
Arabs are simply the modern descendants of the enemies of Israel de-
scribed in the Bible for whom God has unleashed wars of revenge.’
Ultimately, he thought that the warfare could end, but only when Arabs
leave the land and Israel is, in his view, complete. Sarah Nachshon, who
like Ron lived in the embattled Beit Hadassah settlement in Hebron, also
understood the violence of the present day to be explained as warfare:
“It’s written in the Bible,”” she said, ‘‘that until the Messiah comes there
will be a big war, and the war will be in Jerusalem.”’??

The Palestinian conflict is conceived as something larger than a con-
test between Arabs and Jews: it is a cosmic strugglc of Manichaean pro-
portions. This view is shared by religious activists on both sides. Sheik
Yassin, for example, described the conflict in virtually eschatological
terms as ‘‘the combat between good and evil.”” A communiqué issued
by Hamas when Americans sent troops to the Saudia Arabian desert
following Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 declared it to
be ‘“‘another episode in the fight between good and evil” and “‘a hateful
Christian plot against our religion, our civilization and our land.”’2??

Insofar as the Islamic use of this grand polarity suggests a meta-
physical duality between the spiritual and material order, it is theolog-
ically out of line with a strict monotheism that encompasses everything
ultimately within the sphere of God. Khomeini’s one-time associate
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Banisadr wrote at some length about the notion of struggle, explaining
how, although the monotheism of Islam does not allow for a division
between the world and the spirit—for it does not recognize that dual-
ity—it does allow for a struggle against duality itself.?® Thus it is pos-
sible, Banisadr argued, for grand conflict to occur even within the the-
ological borders of Islam.

The absolutism of cosmic war makes compromise unlikely, and
those who suggest a negotiated settlement are as excoriated as the
enemy. In the Palestinian situation, the extreme religious positions on
both sides condemn the carefully negotiated compromise created by
Israel’s Yitzhak Rabin and Palestine’s Yasir Arafat. ““There is no such
thing as coexistence,”” Yoel Lerner told me, explaining that there is a
biblical requirement for Jews to possess and live on biblical land. This
is why he despises the peace accords, and regards Israeli leaders as
trcasonous for signing them.?' Later on the same day in which I had
this conversation with Lerner, I met with Hamas leaders in Gaza and
heard Dr. Abdul Aziz Rantisi say essentially the same thing about the
necessity for Arab Muslims to occupy what he regarded as their
homeland. Like Lerner, Rantisi expressed anger toward the secular
leadership—in his case, Arafat—for having entered into a dangerous
and futile path toward an accommodation deemed to be impossible.3
The extremists on both sides—Lerner and Rantisi—preferred war
over peace.

One of the reasons a state of war is preferable to peace is that it
gives moral justification to acts of violence. Violence, in turn, offers
the illusion of power. Christian Reconstruction theologians argue
that public executions are appropriate in a time of warfare, implying
that they, rather than the state, can mete out punitive judgments. [n
a similar vein, followers of Christian Identity claim that in a time of
war the ends justify the means, thereby rationalizing their attempts
to confound the everyday workings of secular society. When asked if
he would consider the use of poison to contaminate the water sup-
ply of a major American city, a member of the Phineas Priesthood
said, ““When one is at war, one has to consider such things, unfortu-
nately.”’3* Rev. Michael Bray made an ethical distinction between
what is legal in a peaceful society and what is morally justified in a
situation of warfare: the latter includes transgressing property rights
and laws against murder. In an interesting way, Bray’s argument is
similar to that of the assassin of Mohandas Gandhi, Nathuram
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Godse, who in his court trial eloquently justified what he called his
“moral” though “illegal’ act of killing the mahatma.3*

The idea of warfare implies more than an attitude; ultimately it is a
world view and an assertion of power. To live in a state of war is to live
in a world in which individuals know who they are, why they have suf-
fered, by whose hand they have been humiliated, and at what expense
they have persevered. The concept of war provides cosmology, history,
and eschatology and offers the reins of political control. Perhaps most
important, it holds out the hope of victory and the means to achieve it.
In the images of cosmic war this victorious triumph is & grand moment
of social and personal transformation, transcending all worldly limita-
tions. One does not easily abandon such expectations. To be without
such images of war is almost to be without hope itself.

Symbolic War

“That was the most marvellous experience of my life,” explained
Richard Butler, describing his first reaction to the Christian Identity the-
ory of cosmic war. *“The lights started turning on, bang-bang-bang,”
Butler, the dean of the Identity movement, told a reporter for the Los
Angeles Times in 1999.35 Butler went on to say that the knowledge that
“war had been going on for over six thousand years between the sons
of Cain and the sons of God™ was a cathartic experience for him,
“opening up who we were, where we came from, and why we were
there.” He added that this epiphany was “‘the greatest thrill”” he ever
had, and from this moment on he knew ‘‘what my mission was.”

“Wow, this is it,”” Denver Parmenter exclaimed in similar terms as he
related how he discovered Christian Identity teachings. He claimed that
this view of ancient and continuing warfare led to a sudden stroke of
awareness that provided him “‘the reason things are going wrong 3¢
This grand scenario gave him a view of the world that he could partic-
ipate in, thus helping him not only to understand his destiny but to con-
trol it.

Like the rituals provided by religious traditions, warfare is a partic-
ipatory drama that exemplifies—and thus explains—the most profound
aspects of life. It has great appeal, then, for people such as Butler and
Parmenter who feel not only confused about what is going on in their
lives but also buffeted by unseen forces. Parmenter was able to directly
participate in this struggle by taking part in the plot to kill a Jewish
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radio talk show host whom Parmenter and his Identity colleagues
thought was an agent of Satan.

The idea of warfare has long had an eerie and intimate relationship
with religion. History is studded with overtly religious conflicts such as
the Crusades, the Muslim conquests, and the Wars of Religion that
dominated the politics of France in the sixteenth century. Although
these have usually been characterized as wars in the name of religion
rather than wars conducted in a religious way, historian Natalie Zemon
Davis has uncovered what she calls “‘rites of violence” in her study of
religious riots in sixteenth-century France. These constituted *‘a reper-
tory of actions, derived from the Bible, from the liturgy, from the action
of political authority, or from the traditions of popular folk practices,
intcnded to purify the religious community and humiliate the enemy
and thus make him less harmful.”” Davis observed that the violence was
“aimed at defined targets and selected from a repcrtory of traditional
punishments and forms of destruction.”’*” According to Davis, “even
the extreme ways of defiling corpses-—dragging bodies through the
streets and throwing them to the dogs, dismembering genitalia and sell-
ing them in mock commerce—and desecrating religious objects” had
what she called “‘perverse connections’ with religious concepts of pol-
lution and purification, heresy, and blasphemy.38

Anthropologist Stanley Tambiah showed how the same “rites of vi-
olence” were present in the religious riots of South Asia.3? In some in-
stances innocent bystanders would be snatched up by a crowd and
bumed alive. According to Tambiah, these horrifying murders of de-
fenseless and terrified victims were done in a ritual manner, in ‘“mock
imitation of both the self-immolation of conscientious objectors and
the terminal rite of cremation.””#¢

In a macabre way, the riotous battles describcd by Davis and
Tambiah were religious events. But given the prominence of the rhetoric
of warfare in religious vocabulary, both traditional and modern, one
can turn this point around and say that religious events often require
the participants to invoke images of battle. One can argue that the task
of creating a vicarious experience of warfare—albeit one usually imag-
ined as residing on a spiritual plane—is one of the main businesses of
religion.

Virtually all cultural traditions have contained martial metaphors.
The ideas of a Salvation Army in Christianity and a Dal Khalsa (“‘army
of the faithful””) in Sikhism characterize disciplined religious organiza-
tions. Images of spiritual warfare are even more common. The Muslim
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notion of jihad is the most notable example, but even in Buddhist leg-
ends great wars are to be found. In Sri Lankan culture, for instance, vir-
tually canonical status is accorded to the legendary history recorded in
the Pali Chronicles, the Dipavamsa and the Mahavamsa, that relate the
triumphs of battles waged by Buddhist kings. In India, warfare has con-
tributed to the grandeur of the great epics, the Ramayana and the
Mahabharata, which are tales of seemingly unending conflict and mili-
tary intrigue. More than the Vedic rituals, these martial epics defined
subsequent Hindu culture. Whole books of the Hebrew Bible are de-
voted to the military exploits of great kings, their contests related in
gory detail. Though the New Testament did not take up the battle cry,
the later history of the Church did, supplying Christianity with a
bloody record of crusades and religious wars.

Warfare has not just been relegated to religion’s legendary histories,
however; it is also intricately related to its contemporary symbols.*
Protestant Christianity is an example. Though the reformed tradition is
strongly pacifist, martial images abound in the rhetoric and symbolism
of the faith. Protestant preachers everywhere have encouraged their
flocks to wage war against the forces of evil, and their homilies are fol-
lowed with hymns about “Christian soldiers,” fighting “the good
fight,” and struggling “manfully onward.”*? One scholar of popular
Protestantism, Harriet Crabtree, surveyed the images that are promi-
nent in what she called the ‘“‘popular theologies’ projected in the
hymns, tracts, and sermons of modern Protestant Christianity, and
found the “model of warfare” to be one of the most enduring.4?

What is significant about the popular Protestant talk about war,
Crabtree stated, is that the image was meant to be taken more than
metaphorically. When the writers of hymns urged ‘‘soldiers of the
Cross™ to “‘stand up, stand up for Jesus,” this was interpreted as a re-
quirement for real, albeit spiritual, combat. Protestant writers such as
Arthur Wallis have claimed that *““Christian living is war.” Wallis ex-
plained that the warfare is not ‘‘a metaphor or a figure of speech™ but
a “literal fact™; the character of the war, however—*‘the sphere, the
weapons, and the foe”—are spiritual rather than material.#* Crabtree
asserted that the image of warfare is attractive because it “‘situates the
listener or reader in the religious cosmos.”™

The images of warfare in Protestant Christianity situated the faithful
in a religious cosmos that inevitably had a moral valence, but this has
not been the case in all traditions. The battles of the Mahavamsa, the
Hebrew Bible, and the Hindu epics, for example, testify to a different
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sort of ultimate encounter. The motif that runs through these mythic
scenes of warfare is the theme of us versus them, the known versus the
unknown. In the battles described in the Hebrew Bible and in such
epics as the Ramayana, the enemies were often foreigners from the
shady edges of known civilization—places such as Canaan, Philistine,
and Lanka. These foes often embodied the conceptual murkiness of
their origins; that is, they represented what was chaotic and uncertain
about the world, including those things that defied categorization al-
together. [n cases where the enemy possessed a familiar face—as in the
M:ahabharata, where war was waged between sets of cousins—chaos is
embodied by the battle itself. It is the wickedness of warfare itself that
thc battle depicts, as the mythic figure Arjuna obscrved at the outset of
his encounter with Lord Krishna on the battlefield.?® To fight in such a
circumstance was to assent to the disorder of this world, although the
contestants knew that in a grander sense this disordcr is corrected by a
cosmic order that is beyond killing and being killed. Such was the
message of Lord Krishna in his address to Anuna in the Bhagavad
Gita

Ultimately, such struggles are battles against the most chaotic aspect
of reality: death. Among scholars, there is a persistent recognition that
much of the religious imagination has been built around notions of the
afterlife and the overcoming of human frailty and corruption—often
symbolized by rituals involving the avoidance of pollution. The Jewish
notion of raising the dead, the Christian and Muslim notions of heaven
and hell, the Roman Catholic concept of purgatory, the Buddhist idea
of Icvels of consciousness (and, in the Mahayana tradition, heavenly
mansions), and the Hindu theory of karmic cycles of reincarnation—all
of these offer ways of avoiding what humans know to be a fact: even-
tually they will die. Even bodily decay and corruption can supposedly
be postponed by Jewish, Hindu, and other rituals of pollution avoid-
ance. All of this adds up to what Ernest Becker has called religion’s *‘de-
nial of death.”48

[ agree with Becker, but what strikes me is the way religion has em-
ployed symbols of violence not only to deny death but to control all
that is intimately related to death: disorder, destruction, and decay. By
evoking and then bridling images of warfare, religion has symbolically
controlled not only violence but all of the messiness of life. It is inter-
esting in this regard that the etymology of the modern English term war
is the Old English word werra (or guerra in Old French), which means
“confusion,” ““discord,” or “strife” and in verb form implies the bring-



COSMIC WAR 159

ing into a state of confusion or discord. In this sense war is the ultimate
state of confusion, as many soldiers who have been in battle can con-
firm.

When religious cultures portray warfare as something that is ac-
knowledged and ultimately controlled, therefore, they are presenting an
almost cosmological reenactment of the primacy of order over chaos.
In the stained glass windows of the great European cathedrals portray-
ing Christ as king, emerging from his grave like a general victorious in
battle, the designers were stating something fundamental about
Christianity and every other religious tradition: religion reaffirms the
primacy of order, which requires that violence and other forms of dis-
ordcr be conquered.

The irony of these bloody images is that the object of faith has al-
ways been peace. But in order to portray a state of harmony convinc-
ingly, religion has had to emphasize disharmony and its ability to con-
tain it. Religion has dealt with violence, therefore, not only because
violence is unruly and has to be tamed, but because religion, as the ul-
timate statement of meaningfulness, must always assert the primacy of
meaning in the face of chaos. For that reason, religion has been order
restoring and life affirming even though it has justified the taking of life
in particular instances. Jesus’ heroic and sacrificial act in allowing him-
self to be painfully put to death, for instance, has been seen by the faith-
ful as a monumental act of redemption for humankind, tipping the bal-
ance of power and allowing a struggle for order to succeed.

Rcligious images have been mechanisms through which peace and
order can conquer violence and chaos, so it is understandable that the vi-
olence portrayed in religion has been in some way controlled—in the air
of normalcy with which the “body of Christ” is eaten in the Christian rit-
ual of Eucharist, for instance, and the lack of sclf-consciousness with
which Christians sing hymns filled with talk of blood and battle. In rit-
ual, violence is symbolically transformed. The blood of the Eucharistic
wine is ingested by the supplicant and becomes part of living tissue; it
brings new life. In song a similarly calming transformation occurs as the
images are absorbed aurally. As Christian theology explains, in Christ vi-
olence has been bridled. Christ died in order for death to be defeated, and
his blood was sacrificed so that his faithful followers could be rescued
from a punishment as gruesome as that which he suffered.

Other religious traditions have dealt with violence in much the same
way. In the Sikh tradition, for instance, the two-edged sword provides
an image of the domestication of violence. This familiar symbol has
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been worn on lockets and proudly emblazoned on shops and garden
gates, and it stands in front of Sikh gurdwaras, where it is treated as
reverently as Christians treat their own emblem of destruction and tri-
umph, the cross. Other images of violence in Sikhism also have func-
tioned like their counterparts in Christianity: the gory wounds of Sikh
martyrs, like those of Christian saints, bleed on in calendar art as a re-
minder that because their blood was shed, the faithful need fear no
harm. Sikh theologians and writers, like those in the Christian faith,
have been eager to explain the meaning of such symbols and stories al-
legorically. They point toward the war between belief and unbelief that
rages in each person’s soul. In a similar way, interpreters of Jewish and
[slamic culture have transformed the martial imagcs in their traditions.
The chroniclers of the Hebrew Bible have seen acts of war as God’s
vengeance. So too have Muslim historians; some Islamic mystics have
even spoken of the true jihad as the one within each person’s soul.

Thus violent images have been given religious meaning and domesti-
cized. These acts, although terribly real, have been sanitized by becom-
ing symbols; they have been stripped of their horror by being invested
with religious meaning. They have been justified and thereby exonerated
as part of a religious template that is even larger than myth and history.
They are elements of a ritual scenario that makes it possible for the peo-
ple involved to experience safely the drama of cosmic war.

When Symbols Become Deadly

But if religious images are meant to conquer violence, one must ask the
obvious but difficult question: why and how are these symbolic pre-
scntations of violence occasionally linked to real acts of violence? They
should prevent violent acts by allowing the human urges to conquer
and control to be channeled into the harmless dramas of ritual. Yet we
know that the opposite is often the case. The riotous rites of violence
described by Natalie Davis and Stanley Tambiah in the texts cited ear-
lier in this chapter and the abundant examples of religious terrorism re-
ferred to throughout this book have demonstrated that the violence of
religion has, at times, been savagely real.

The question of why images of cosmic struggle are translated into
real acts of violence is complicated, since the line between symbolic and
actual violence is thin. Symbols are sometimes more than just fictional
representations of the real thing. Rites of sacrifice, for instance, often
involve killing, and feats of martyrdom lead to death. This symbiosis
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between symbolic and real violence is profound and goes to the very
heart of the religious imagination. It is a relationship that we will ex-
plore more fully in the next chapter.

For now, however, we can speculate on the conditions that make it
likely for cosmic war to be located on a worldly stage. One way of
doing this is to identify the aspects of religious thinking that link spiri-
tual struggle with worldly conflict. It was this approach that I at-
tempted several years ago when I was studying the rhetoric of religious
violence in Sikhism. [ came up with a list of several conditions, includ-
ing the following, indicating when Sikhism—or any religious tradi-
tion—is susceptible to becoming associated with actual acts of violence:

The cosmic struggle is understood to be occurring in this world
rather than in a mythical setting.

Believers identify personally with the struggle.

The struggle is at a point of crisis in which individual action can
make all the difference.49

Although I still regard this as a useful list of conditions, my com-
parative study of terrorism has encouraged me to think about the prob-
lem in another way, one that complements this perspective. In many of
the cases discussed in this book, not only have religion’s charactenstics
led spiritual persons into violence, but also the other way around: vio-
lent situations have reached out for religious justification. The two ap-
proaches are not contradictory: extremism in religion has led to vio-
lence at the same time that violent conflicts have cried out for religious
validation. But because [ emphasized the former approach in my earlier
studies, I wish to focus on the latter here.

Rather than beginning with religious images, then, this approach
starts with real-life situations, rather than why religion leads to vio-
lence, the question is why real-world struggles involve religion. The fol-
lowing characteristics, based on the case studies in this book, indicate
when a confrontation in the world is likely to take on the trappings of
cosmic war:

WHEN CONFRONTATION IS LIKELY TO BE CHARACTERIZED
AS COSMIC WAR

1. The struggle is perceived as a defense of basic identity and dignity.
If the struggle is thought to be of ultimate significance—a defense not
only of lives but of entire cultures, such as Sikhism or Islam—the pos-



162 THE LOGIC OF RELIGIOUS VIOLENCE

sibility is greater that it will be seen as a cultural war with spiritual im-
plications. The Irish confrontation, for instance, became spiritualized
when Rev. lan Paisley interpreted it as an attack on Protestantism, and
the Palestinian struggle took on a religious aura after a significant num-
ber of sheiks and mullahs interpreted it as a defense of Islam. In other
cases, the very nature of the issues—such as abortion or the sanctity of
lite—can attract religious activists, such as the followers of Christian
Identity and Christian Reconstruction, whose involvement has spiritual-
ized the anti-abortion struggle. A sense of personal humiliation, such as
Dr. Goldstein’s belief that Jews were being humiliated by the Israeli
government’s protection of Arab Muslims, can lead to desperate at-
tcmpts to recover both personal dignity and cultural pride.

2. Losing the struggle would be unthinkable. If a negative outcome
to the struggle is perceived as beyond human conception, the struggle
may be viewed as taking place on a transhistorical plane. Some
Palestinian Muslims, for instance, have refused to even consider the
idea of a Jewish state in what they regard as Arab territory. Similarly,
some radical Jews have regarded the Israeli government’s return of bib-
lical lands to Arabs as unthinkable. The more that goals are reified and
made inflexible, the greater the possibility that they will be deified and
seen as the fulfillment of holy writ.

3. The struggle is blocked and cannot be won in real time or in real
terms. Perhaps most important, if the struggle is seen as hopeless in
human terms, it is likely that it may be reconceived on a sacred plane,
where the possibilities of victory are in God’s hands. When Shoko
Asahara felt trapped by the Japanese police, he created an act that he
thought would elevate the struggle to the level of cosmic war, just as
Rev. Jim Jones did in Guyana when he chose a suicidal act of violence
to escape what he feared would be capture and defeat. According to
Weston LaBarre, these moments of desperation precipitate religion. He
described a poignant historical moment in 1870 when a group of Plains
Indians from the Paiute tribe were trapped by the U.S. Cavalry and re-
sponded by spontaneously creating a ritual of dancing and hypnotic
trances known as the Ghost Dance religion.>® LaBarre’s study indicates
when religion and its grand scenarios of cosmic war are needed most:
in hopeless moments, when mythical strength provides the only re-
sources at hand.

The presence of any of these three characteristics increases the like-
lihood that a real-world struggle may be conceived in cosmic terms as
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a sacred war. The occurrence of all three simultaneously strongly sug-
gests it. A struggle that begins on worldly terms may gradually take on
the characteristics of cosmic war as solutions become unlikely and
awareness grows of how devastating it would be to lose. The Arab-
Israeli conflict, for example, was not widely regarded as a sacred battle
from the perspective of either side until the late 1980s. Then the process
of sacralization overtook the conflict and transformed it, in the eyes of
religious activists on both sides, into cosmic war.

When a struggle becomes sacralized, incidents that might previously
have been considered minor skirmishes or slight differences of under-
standing are elevated to monumental proportions. The use of violence
becomes legitimized, and the slightest provocation or insult can lead to
terrorist assaults. What had been simple opponcnts become cosmic
foes. As the next chapter shows, the process of satanization can trans-
form a worldly struggle into a contest between martyrs and demons.
Alas, this inescapable scenario of hostility does not end until the
mythology is redirected, or until one side or the other has been de-
stroyed.



CHAPTER 9

Martyrs and Demons

When Timothy McVeigh was sentenced to death on August 14, 1997,
he was allowed to say a few words to the court. The convicted bomber
of the Oklahoma City federal building chose this special occasion to do
something that many in the courtroom thought odd, especially consid-
ering the highly antisocial nature of his crime: he quoted from Supreme
Court Justice Louis Brandeis. The passage came from a statement in
which the justice had cautioned the government against acting improp-
erly in the case of illegal wiretaps during Prohibition. *“Our government
is the potent, the omnipresent teacher,”” Justice Brandeis wrote, adding
that “for good or ill, it teaches the whole people by its example.”!

Most interpreted McVeigh's use of this quotation as an assertion that
the government was setting a bad example by sentencing him to death.
In this sense it was a classic case of the murderer blaming his victim. It
was the government, McVeigh seemed to say, that was doing the killing
rather than him. In another sense, however, this is what McVeigh had
been saying all along—that the government was the enemy. In his dra-
matic moment in the courtroom, Timothy McVeigh was vaunting his
actions as part of an enormously important and historical struggle and
articulating what he felt this larger scenario was about: a conflict be-
tween liberty and slavery, a cosmic war in which both he and the gov-
emment had critical, though opposing, roles to play.

The fact that McVeigh was sentenced to death might appear to indicate
that the war was nearly over and he had lost. Yet by putting his actions
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into the larger frame of history, McVeigh was stating that the war was far
from over, and the resolution was still uncertain. Dr. Abdul Aziz Rantisi,
the political leader of Hamas, told me virmally the same thing ahout his
movement's struggle against Israel. Although he admitted that things did
not look promising now, he assured me that the fight would be waged for
years, perhaps generations, to come. ““Look at history,” he said. *‘Palestine
has been occupied before, for two hundred years. and then liberated. This
time,” he added, ““‘we have been occupied for only fifty years. We have to
wait.”’? Rantisi said that the apotheosis might not come in his lifetime, but
perhaps in his children’s lifetime. Eventually it would come.

As Dr. Rantisi implied, the point of every story is its ending. Insofar
as the scenario of cosmic war is a story, it carries a momentum toward
its completion and contains the seeds of hope for its outcome. I use the
term hope rather than fear, for no one wants to believe in a story that
cannot produce a happy ending. Those who accept that their life strug-
gles are part of a great struggle, a cosmic war, know that they are part
of a grand tale that will ultimately end triumphantly, though not nec-
cssarily casily or quickly. The cpic character of the story implics that the
happy ending may indeed be long delayed—perhaps until after one's
lifetime or after the lifetimes of one’s descendants. In the meantime, the
story will involve sadness and travail. Christians recall that Jesus, for
example, triumphed over death only after being subjected to the grue-
some and humiliating spectacle of public execution.

Overcoming defeat and humiliation is the point of war. The story of
warfare explains why one feels for a time beaten and disgraced—that is
part of the warror's experience. In cases of cosmic war, however, the
final battle has not been fought. Only when it has can one expect tri-
umph and pride. Until that time, the warrior struggles on, often armed
only with hope. Our personal tales of woe gain meaning, then, when
linked to these powerful stories. Their sagas of oppression and libera-
tion lift the spirits of individuals and make their suffering explicable
and noble. In some cases suffering imparts the nobility of martyrdom.
In such instances the images of cosmic war forge failure—even death—
into victory.

Sacrificial Victims

This notion of a heroic, transforming death is the message projected
by the architecture of the shrine that for a time accompanied Dr.
Baruch Goldstein’s grave near Hebron—an elegant plaza surrounded
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by plaques set inside boxes accompanied by votive candles that looked
not unlike the stations of the cross in a Catholic sanctuary. It was
clearly a shrine, a shrine for someone the yonung man gnarding it de-
scribed as both a martyr and a “hero in war.”? A similar attitude at-
tended the funeral celebrations for the young Muslim men who gave up
their lives in acts of “‘self-martyrdom,” as the Hamas leaders like to call
them. These celebrations were remarkable events recorded on the
videotapes of the men giving their ardent last statements the night be-
fore their deaths. The tapes were then clandestinely circulated through-
out Gaza and the West Bank as a sort of recruitment device for like-
minded young men. These events were not really funerals, a fact
symbolized by the drinking of sweetened rather than bitter coffee, the
distribution of sweets, and the singing of wedding songs. A cross be-
tween a marriage and a religious festival, these affairs were a modern
example of an ancient religious ritual: the sanctification of martyrs.

Similar events have attended the memorials for martyrs in other re-
ligious movements. Activist Sikhs have proudly displayed pictures of
the fallen Icader Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwalc, who dicd as a result
of the military operation ordered by India’s prime minister Indira
Gandhi in 1984. His image has been displayed as prominently as those
of the founding gurus of the tradition, and he has been remembered on
both his birthday and his martyrdom day. Followers revere Bhin-
dranwale for what they regard as his exemplary model of commitment.
As one of his young followers told me, *“He went to his death for what
he believed.”* The brother of one of the Khalistani leaders killed in a
government encounter told me virtually the samc thing: Bhindranwale
“didn’t just say words, he backed them up with deeds.””?

It was a sentiment echoed by Rev. Michael Bray with regard to his
friend, Rev. Paul Hill. In 1997, as the date of Hill’s execution drew near,
Bray began to produce publications announcing Hill's impending mar-
tyrdom, not only to rally support that might keep that event from hap-
pening, but also to give it religious significance in the likelihood that it
would. “We must plead with the powers that are,”” Bray wrote, to spare
the life of a man ““who was called by God to the sacrificial, public wit-
ness he made’” and was sentenced to die only ‘“for doing justice and
showing mercy.”” Bray regarded Hill as a martyr, and he lashed out at the
brutality of a government that would take such a noble person’s life.

Absent from Bray’s sense of outrage was any rcspect for the lives of
Dr. John Britton and his volunteer escort, James Barrett, which Hill ter-
minated-—or “‘aborted,” as Bray put it—in a brutal act of double mur-
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der. In a curious twist of logic, Bray had made out Hill to be the victim
rather than the murderer that the state and most of the American pub-
lic regarded him to be. In this way Rray was like those who monrned
the deaths of Dr. Baruch Goldstein, Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale,
and the Hamas suicide bombers---each of whom sent scores of innocent
people to early graves. Billy Wright, who had been convicted for his
role in the terrorist acts conducted by the Protestant Ulster Volunteer
Force paramilitary group, said that “there’s no doubt” that within
“‘every terrorist’ there is the conviction that ‘*he is the victim.”” Ac-
cording to Wright, this allows the terrorist to justify his action ‘““morally
within his own mind.””?

A similar point was made by Dr. Rantisi when he stressed in his in-
terview that Arab Muslims were the true victims in the confrontation
rather than the savage perpetrators of suicide attacks the Western
media portrayed them to be. He recounted the injustices done against
himself, his family, and other Arabs over the years to demonstrate that
the experience of victimage had preceded these violent attacks. It was
an argumcnt similar to thc onc madc by Osama bin Ladcn in his
February 1998 fatwa against America, in which he claimed that his acts
were defensive, since it was America who declared war on Muslims by
its ““crimes and sins”> committed in the Middle East® The incidents of
terrorism undertaken by activists such as Rantisi, bin Laden, and their
operatives were thus justified by their followers as defensive acts of
noble fighters. If they succeeded in their mission unscathed, they were
heroes; if they died in the process, they were martyrs.

The idea of martyrdom is an interesting one. It has a long history
within various religious traditions, including early Christianity. Christ
himself was a martyr, as was the founder of the Shi’'i Muslim tradition,
Husain. The word martyr comes from a Greek term for *‘witness,”” such
as a witness to one’s faith. In most cases martyrdom is regarded not
only as a testimony to the degrce of one’s commitment, but also as a
performance of a religious act, specifically an act of self-sacrifice.

This dimension of martyrdom links it to the activity that some schol-
ars see as the most fundamental form of religiosity: sacrifice. It is a rite
of destruction that is found, remarkably, in virtually every religious tra-
dition in the world. The term suggests that the very process of destroy-
ing is spiritual since the word comes from the Latin, sacrrficium, “to
make holy.”” What makes sacrifice so riveting is not just that it involves
killing, but also that it is, in an ironic way, ennobling. The destruction
is performed within a religious context that transforms the killing into
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something positive. T'hus, like all religious images of sacrifice, martyr-
dom provides symbols of a violence conquered—or at least put in its
place—by the larger framework of order that religions language pro-
vides.

There is some evidence that ancient religious rites of sacrifice, like
the destruction involved in modemn-day terrorism, were performances
involving the murder of living beings. The later domestication of sacri-
fice in evolved forms of religious practice, such as the Christian ritual
of the Eucharist, masked the fact that in most early forms of sacrifice a
real animal—in some cases a human—offered its life on a sacred chop-
ping block, an altar. In the Hebrew Bible, which is sacred to Jews,
Christians, and Muslims, the book of Leviticus gives a detailed guide
for preparing animals for sacrificial slaughter. The very architecture of
ancient Israeli temples reflected the centrality of the sacrificial event.
The Vedic Agnicayana ritual, some three thousand years old and prob-
ably the most ancient ritual still perfformed today, involves the con-
struction of an elaborate altar for sacrificial ritual, which some claim
was originally a human sacrificc.? This was certainly so at the other side
of the world at the time of the ancient Aztec empire, when conquered
soldiers were treated royally in preparation for their role in the sacrifi-
cial rite. Then they were set upon with knives. Their still-beating hearts
were ripped from their chests and offered to Huitzilopochtli and other
gods, eventually to be eaten by the faithful, and their faces were
skinned to make ritual masks.

Why are such gory acts of sacrifice central to religion? The attempt
to find answers to that question has been a preoccupation of scholars
for over a century. The insights of such pioneering thinkers as Emile
Durkheim and Sigmund Freud have been revived by recent scholars, in-
cluding Maurice Bloch, René Girard, Walter Burkhert, and Eli Sagan,
who give social and psychological reasons for the virtual universality of
violence in religious images and ideas.!'? Most of them see the symbols
of violence as playing an ultimately nonviolent and socially useful role.

According to Freud, for instance, violent religious symbols and sacri-
ficial rituals evoke, and thereby vent, violent impulses in general.
Accepting Freud’s main thesis, Girard amended it by suggesting that the
motivation for violence is “mimetic desire”’—the desire to imitate a
rival—rather than the psychological instincts of sexuality and aggression.
Like Freud, Girard claimed that ritualized violence performs a positive
role for society. By allowing individuals to release their feelings of hostil-
ity toward members of their own communities, symbols of violence en-
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able afiinity groups to achieve greater social cohesion. *“I'he function of
ritual,” claimed Girard, “is to ‘purify’ violence; that is, to ‘trick’ violence
into spending itself on victims whose death will provoke no reprisals.”1!
Those who participate in ritual are not consciously aware of the social
and psychological significance of their acts, of course, for Girard claimed
that “‘religion tries to account for its own operation metaphorically.”!2

Much of what Freud and Girard said about the function of symbolic
violence in religion has been persuasive. Even if one questions, as 1 do,
Girard’s idea that mimetic desire is the sole driving force behind sym-
bols of religious violence, one can still agree that mimesis is a signifi-
cant factor. One can also agree with the theme that Girard borrows
from Freud, that the ritualized acting out of violent acts plays a role in
displacing feelings of aggression, thereby allowing the world to be a
more peaceful place in which to live. But the critical issue remains as to
whether sacrifice should be regarded as the context for viewing all other
forms of religious violence, as Girard and Freud have contended.

My own conclusion is that war is the context for sacrifice rather than
the other way around. Of course, one can think of rcligious warfarc as
a blend of sacrifice and martyrdom: sacrificing members of the enemy’s
side and offering up martyrs on one’s own. But behind the gruesome
litany is something that encompasses both sacrifice and martyrdom and
much more: cosmic war. As Durkheim pointed out, religious language
contains ideas of an intimate and ultimate tension, one that he de-
scribed as the distinction between the sacred and the profane. This fun-
damental dichotomy gives rise to images of a great encounter between
cosmic forces—order versus chaos, good versus evil, truth versus false-
hood—which worldly struggles mimic. It is the image of war that cap-
tures this antinomy, rather than sacrifice.

At a seminar on the comparative study of the subject of disorder and
order, Girard was challenged by a colleague who questioned Girard’s as-
sumptions about the anthropological origins of the image of sacrifice. He
suggested that perhaps Girard was wrong—that the primal hunt started
first, and sacrifice was meant to imitate the hunt. “If 1 accepted your the-
ory,” Girard replied, ‘I could no longer connect my theory of desire with
my theory of victimage.”” His comment was followed by laughter.!* My
guess, however, is that it was nervous laughter, since the intervention of
the scholar Eric Gans pointed to what most of his colleagues at the sem-
inar must have known to be wrue, that the social activity of organized
conflict, whether against an animal in a hunt or against other people in
battle, is a primal form of human activity. Warfare organizes people into
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a ‘‘we” and a ‘“‘they,” and it organizes social history into a storyline of
persecution, conflict, and the hope of redemption, liberation, and con-
quest.14 The enduring and seemingly uhiquitons image of cosmic war
from ancient times to the present continues to give the rites of sacrifice
their meaning.

I think the concept of sacrifice makes sense only within the context of
cosmic war. The sacrificial victim represents the destruction endemic to
battle. Like the enemy—and like violence itself—the victim is often cate-
gorically out of place and is therefore a symbol of disorder. Animals used
for sacrifice, for instance, are usually domesticated beasts: they lie in the
ambiguous middle ground between the animal kingdom and the human.

When sacrificial victims were human, they also frequently came
from an uncertain category. In India, for example, in the case of the
sati of widows, the victims were anomalies: married women bereft of
living husbands.’” Among the Huron and Seneca Indians a sacrifice
was made of a warrior out of place: during a state of war between
tribes, an enemy soldier was captured, brought into the community,
madc a mcmber of a houschold where a son had been lost in battlc,
and became for a time that missing son. The brave was feted and
adored and then, knowing what the outcome would be and yet dis-
playing his courage, he was ritually tortured to death. The final acts
included plucking out his eyes and crushing and mutilating his genitals
while the young man, still alive, writhed in pain. But he courageously
accepted his fate.'®

Sometimes it was God him- or herself who was offered up, or a di-
vinely inspired person such as Jesus or Husain, whose very existence
was extraordinary. It was not just their sacrifice that made them divine;
rather, their almost unhuman holiness was what made them candidates
for slaughter. Herman Melville’s Billy Budd played on this theme:
though he stuttered, in every other way Billy was as morally pure as his
antagonist, Claggart, was evil. His very goodness was an indication
that he did not fit into society and eventually had to be destroyed. A
group of scholars who compared the issues of sainthood and morality
cross-culturally came to a similar conclusion about saints, but put it the
other way around: social misfits make good candidates for sainthood.
They must be perceived as sublimely wacky in order for their martyr-
dom and self-sacrifice to be seen as pure.!’

The sacrifices made during acts of religious terrorism in recent years
have been consistent with thi's theme. In a study of the young men chosen
by the Hizbollah and Amal sects in Lebanon to be sacrificed as martyrs in
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the bombing of American and Israeli targets, Martin Kramer concluded
that they met the traditional criteria of purity and anomaly required of
sacrificial beings. They were no longer children hint were not yet marmed,
they were members of the community but were free from family respon-
sibilities, and they were pious but not members of the clergy.!® In the case
of the youths who volunteered for participation in Hamas suicide mis-
sions, interviews with their families and tapes of their last testimonies in-
dicated that they were often regarded as somewhat shy but good kids.
They were serious in their manners, perhaps slightly aloof from their
crowd, and ultimately accepted in society in a grand way when their sui-
cidal acts were remembered joyously as events of martyrdom.

When Dr. Rantisi objected to my use of the term “‘suicide bombers™
to describe his young colleagues in Hamas who chose to blow them-
selves up in acts of violence against Israel, he was objecting to the idea
that their acts were done idiosyncratically or thoughtlessly. As I men-
tioned, he preferred to think of them as “‘self-chosen martyrs,”” soldiers
in a great war who diligently and reverently gave up their lives for the
sakc of thecir community and their religion. The vidcotapes taken of the
young men the night before their deaths indicated that they thought of
themselves in just that way. They were trying not to avoid life but to
fulfill it in what they considered to be an act of both personal and so-
cial redemption.

The Invention of Enemies

Every struggle has its heroes, but even more fundamentally, the strug-
gle must have a foe. As James Aho observed in his study of ldaho and
Montana militia movements, the concept of enemy is ‘‘socially assem-
bled.”' Our discussion of the scenarios of war has indicated that this
is indeed true of virtually every instance of religious terrorism: enemies
have to be invented if they do not already exist. If the point of scenar-
ios of cosmic war is to give those who believe in them a sense of em-
powerment and hope, these feelings could not be generated without the
role of an evil foe, a negative reference to which one can position one-
self and over which one can hope to sriumph. Put simply, one cannot
have a war without an enemy.

This means that some enemies have to be manufactured. As Stanley
Tambiah noted in his analysis of ethnic conflict, the *‘rites of violence™
in religious riots in South Asia led inevitably to the ““demonizing of vic-
tims and their expulsion or annjhilation in the idiom of exorcism.”>®
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'The demonization of an opponent is easy enough when people teel op-
pressed or have suffered injuries at the hands of a dominant, unforgiv-
ing, and savage power. Bnt when thisis not the case, the reasons for de-
monization are more tenuous and the attempts to make satanic beings
out of relatively innocent foes more creative.

In the case of the Aum Shinrikyo movement in Japan, for instance,
the melange of enemies is quite remarkable. Its numbers include the
Japanese government, which the leader of the movement claimed is in-
terested only in materialism and therefore is out to crush any form of
spirituality, and the United States. The appearance of American military
installations in Japan was basis enough for Asahara’s conjecture that
the U.S. is hell-bent on global domination. These enemies are reason-
ably understandable, since they are relatively close at hand.

More peculiar is the inclusion of Freemasons and Jews in the Aum
Shinrikyo's unholy pantheon, foes that one would not ordinarily sus-
pect of causing Japanese society much harm. Master Asahara’s inclu-
sion of Freemasons seems to stem from the writings of European mys-
tics who saw trcachery in Freemasons™ secret socictics and mysterious
sayings. Asahara explained that Freemasons are trying to create
Armageddon because “‘they think the reign of Christ will not come un-
less the final war is fought.””?! Jews were included because of similar
conspiratorial theories alleging them to have designs on global eco-
nomic and political control. For some reason, books on the so-called
Jewish threat have been popular in Japan.??2 Added to these foes in
Asahara’s diatribes was a vague, generic enemy, a sort of inchoate force
of evil, represented by the Japanese police, the ncws media, and virtu-
ally anyone he thought might be opposed to him.

The enemies of Sikhism, as described by the activist leader of the
movement, Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale, are similarly varied. They
include both politicians and shadowy figures with no names. What
Bhindranwale disdained—indeed loathed—was what he described as
“the enemies of religion.”” These include heretics who have fallen from
the disciplined Sikh fold and sought the easy comforts of modern life,
and “that lady born in a house of Brahmans”’—the phrase he used to de-
scribe Indira Gandhi. Bhindranwale’s epithet for Indira Gandhi seems to
have indicted both secular and Hindu politicians—the former because of
party, the latter because of caste—and, in fact, he often regarded the two
as twin evils. He was reflecting an attitude held by many Sikhs—that
what passed for secular politics in India was in fact a form of Hindu cul-
tural domination.
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A similar political twist characterizes the satanization of Catholics
by the Irish Protestant leader Rev. lan Paisley. In calling the pope a
“hlack-coatecd hachelor,”” he was insnlting the religion of the commu-
nity that he and other Protestants feared could eventually overwhelm
them by their numbers in Ulster and by their strength in the adjacent
Republic of Ireland. But Paisley was also attempting to turn an ordi-
nary opponent—a leader of a rival religious group—into a caricature
and thus dehumanize both him and the Catholics for whom he is an
honored figure. On other occasions he not only denied that Catholics
were Christian but also implied that they were subhuman. In these
ways Paisley was doing what is commonly done to enemies: deny them
personhood.

In some cases, the enemy has been literally caricatured. Rev.
Michael Bray is fond of publishing cartoons in his newsletter portray-
ing abortion clinic doctors and political leaders in the Clinton admin-
istration as bulbous buffoons. He has also distributed 4 joke book of
the Polish-joke variety, but with the butt of the humor aimed at abor-
tionists. It contains lincs such as “How do you tell if an abortionist has
class?” The answer: *‘All the words on his tatoo [sic] are spelled cor-
rectly.” Inadvertently compounding the humor is the fact that the
word tattoo is misspelled, presumably by mistake. In the summer,
1995, issue of his newsletter, Bray explained that jokes that ““mock
evildoers’ reinforce a “right posture’ of ‘‘loathing, not a happy toler-
ance.”

Bray admits that behind his humor is a serious attempt at deperson-
alization, a quality that is found in virtually every group’s attitude to-
ward its enemy—the more so if it is a grand enemy, a satanic foe in the
scenario of cosmic war. Shortly after Benjumin Nathaniel Smith went
on a shooting spree in 1999 on the Fourth of July, killing or wounding
eleven members of racial minorities before destroying himself, the
leader of the World Church of the Creator, with which the killer was
affiliated, mourned the ‘“‘loss of one white man’: Smith. The eleven
other killed or wounded did not count, since they were “‘subhuman™ or
“mudpeople,” as Matthew Hale, the leader of the movement, called
them, using the same pejorative epithets used by Christian Identity
writers.2?

Robert Matthews, the leader of an Aryan Nations splinter group,
The Order, who was later killed in a government shootout, used the
Christian Identity term mudpeople to describe blacks and Hispanics.
He advocated that they, along with what he called the ‘“‘so-called white
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race traitors” who supported them, be exteriminated in what he char-
acterized as “‘a racial and religious Armnageddon.”’?* The grandfather of
Christian Identity activists, Richard Rutler, once invitedl his followers to
his compound in Hayden Lake, ldaho, for what he described as “a
summer conference and nigger shoot.”” He said that any blacks who at-
tended would be treated as “live targets,” and any who “refused to run
or can't for any reason will be fed to the dogs.””?

The principal recipients of Christian ldentity’'s wrath, however, are
not blacks but Jews. According to the movement’s ideology, they have
subverted the Bible’s teachings from the very beginning by claiming
they were the real Jews of the Bible, the inheritors of God's kingdom,
and not the children of Satan that Christian Identity claims them to be.
Denver Parmeter explained that he was mandated by Christian Identity
teachings to participate in a plot to kill Alan Berg, a Denver talk-show
host, because the radio personality was Jewish. Jews “had to be killed,”
he said, explaining that “Blacks diluted the white race™ and are to be
despised, but Jews are even worse because, according to Identity teach-
ings, they arc the “origins of cvil.””2¢

In light of these wretched characterizations of Jews, and considering
how frequently Jews have been depersonalized as enemies over the cen-
turies, it is troubling to see some Jewish activists adopting the same at-
titudes toward their own enemies, the Arabs. Nowhere was this deper-
sonalizing stance more apparent than during the funeral of Dr. Baruch
Goldstein after he was killed in the melee created by his massacre of in-
nocent Arab Muslims at prayer in the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron.
At the funeral, Rabbi Yitzhak Ginsburgh, head of the yeshivah located
in Joseph’s Tomb in Nablus, comforted the assembled followers of
Goldstein by explaining that Gentile blood was worth less than Jewish
blood.?” Followers of Kahane’s Kach group, on the bus en route to
Goldstein’s funeral, passed around newspaper pictures showing Arabs
who were killed in Goldstein’s slaughter. One picture showed an Arab
man with his head opened and the gray matter exposed. ““This proves
that Arabs have brains!™ said a teenager. His friends laughed and passed
around plastic cups filled with sweet Kiddush wine to toast the memory
of Dr. Goldstein.28

These blanket characterizations of a people make the process of de-
humanizing an enemy easier. It is difficult to belittle and kill a person
whom one knows and for whom one has no personal antipathy. As
most Jews are aware from centuries of experience at the receiving end
of anti-Semitism, it is much easier to stereotype and categorize a whole
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people as collective enemies than to hate individuals. 'I'he Christian
Identity activists still regard Jews this way, and as we have seen, some
lewish extremists collectively hrand Arahs in snch a manner. To many
Muslim activists, America and Americans are collective enemies, with
the particulars of how and why they threaten Muslim people and their
culture left unspecified.

This phenomenon of the faceless collective enemy explains in large
part why so many terrorist acts have targeted ordinary people—indi-
viduals whom most observers would regard as innocent victims. In the
eyes of those who planned the Hamas bombings in the buses of
Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, the schoolchildren on their way to class and the
housewives on their way to the shopping mall were not innocent: they
were representatives of a collectivity—Israeli society—that was corpo-
rately the foe. An Israeli on the other side of the struggle confirmed that
he regarded innocent Arabs as enemies as well, since there were no such
things as civilians in *“‘a cultural war.”?? Echoing this sentiment, a leader
in the Hamas movement told me, “No one is innocent in the war be-
tween Arabs and Jews.””3% He indicated that he regarded all Israclis as
soldiers or as potential soldiers, including women and children.

Since it is relatively easy to kill someone who i1s unknown, the per-
petrators of terrorist acts have sometimes been apologetic after the fact,
as were the members of the ““Real IRA” after the August 1998 attack
in the village of Omagh, Northern Ireland. More often, however, even
when the extent of the victims’ suffering has become known, the per-
petrators have remained defensive about what they have done. Timothy
McVeigh, for instance, in his words of sympathy to the families of the
victims of the Oklahoma City bombing essentially repeated a scene
from The Turner Diaries. In that novel, after the fictional bombers had
destroyed a federal building, they picked their way through the rubble
and helped one of the women who had been injured, whose “‘pretty
face was smudged and scraped . . . and blood was spurting from a deep
gash in her thigh.”” The bombers regretted that so many *“‘thousands of
innocent victims™ had to die but remained convinced that there was
“no way” that they could “‘destroy the System without hurting many
thousands of innocent people—no way.”*3!

Since these victims did not possess individual personality, they
could represent a collective enemy such as the American ‘‘system,” or
they could be a stand-in for a more diffuse notion of evil, a sort of
‘“enemy-in-general.”” In the sermons of Sant Jarnail Singh Bhin-
dranwale, for instance, he seemed deliberately vague about who the
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enemy really was. *“I'o destroy religion,” Bhindranwale informed his
congregation, ““mean tactics have been initiated,”” and they came from
“all sides and in many forms.”>32 But rather than explain what these
forces were, who was behind them, and why they would want to de-
stroy religion, Bhindranwale dwelled on what the response should be:
a willingness to fight and defend the faith—if necessary, to the end.
“Young men: with folded hands, 1 beseech you,” Bhindranwale im-
plored, reminding them that the ultimate decision between truth and
evil was up to them.?

Moreover, there is a poetic appropriateness to the image of the enemy
as a shadowy, almost subhuman figure—“mudpeople,” in Christian
Identity’s way of thinking. Since the point of a religious vision of cosmic
war is to assert the triumph of order over disorder, it is understandable
that the foes would be considered amoiphous. They are, in fact, symbols
for amorphousness itself. Even when the symbols have been particular
peoples and governments, such as Jews, Arabs, and America, the concepts
have been so broad and generic as to be virtually metaphoric in character.

The idca of thc ecnemy is sufficicntly ficxible that it can includc more
than one group. In fact, as political scientist Ehud Sprinzak has argued,
the efforts to ““delegitimize an opponent by considering it to be an
enemy has often been “‘split.”” The hatred inspired by what Sprinzak has
called “‘the radicalization of a group of extremists’” has been directed
toward “‘two separate entities.””3* In such instances the enemy includes
not only the primary target, but also a secondary target. It could be any
person or entity that is seen as supporting or defending the primary
target.

The primary enemy is the religious rival or local political authority
that directly threatens the activist group and against which there is usu-
ally a commonsense basis for conflict and animosity. The secondary
enemy is a less obvious threat: a moderate leader on one's own side, for
example, or a governmental authority who is trying to be fair-minded.
Both can infuriate an activist who has bifurcated the world into heroes
and enemies in a cosmic war. Secondary enemies, such as government
authorities, are seen as not only defending the primary enemy but also
belittling the very notion of cosmic war. One of these secondary enemies’
greatest falures, from a radical’s point of view, is their inability to take
seriously the notion of an absolute, sacred struggle. Instead they treat
disputes as if they were rational differences over which reasonable peo-
ple can come to some sort of accommodation or even agreement. This
view is anathema to those who see the world at war.
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Some of Rev. lan Paisley’s harshest rhetoric has been reserved tor
“apostates,” as he calls them—moderates from his own, Protestant
side. These include preachers of tolerance such as Rilly Graham and ec-
umenical entities such as the World Council of Churches. Once, when
a delegation of Protestants called on him and acknowledged their re-
spect for his position but encouraged him to be more modest in the way
he proclaimed it, Paisley threatened to kick them out the door. Later he
explained who he thought they were: ““emissaries from hell, that is who
they were, sent by Beelzebub, commissioned by Satan to tell the man of
God to compromise.”¥

Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale lambasted modern-minded Sikh men in
his congregation. His wrath was aimed especially at those who, in op-
position to Sikh custom, did not let their beards and hair grow long and
those who ‘hankered after government administrative positions.”36
Christian ldentity activists hate white liberal defenders of civil rights al-
most more than they hate the blacks. “O.J. Simpson was a national
hero,” Aryan Nations leader Richard Butler remarked, referring to
Simpson’s allecged murdecrs of his white wifc and her Jewish friend, since
he “‘got a Jew and a race traitor at the same time.>’

Government authorities make easy secondary targets. They protect the
primary enemy and belittle the notion that ordinary mortal conflict can
be elevated to the level of cosmic war. Moreover, as upholders of order
within society, they are the natural enemies of those who feel that a cer-
tain amount of revolutionary disorder is necessary to transform the sys-
tem. Rabbi Meir Kahane told me that he despised the secular government
of Israel more than the Palestinian Arabs—whom he pitied, he said,
rather than hated.’® Mahmud Abouhalima said he loathed secular
Muslims such as Egypt’s president, Hosni Mubarak, who he claimed are
not really Muslims at all. He regarded Mubarak as a wolf in sheep’s
clothing, who wore the label of Islam but “‘watered down” Islamic law.*°
In Rev. lan Paisley’s case, he was able to despise the government of Great
Britain even while demanding that it support his Unionist cause. It was
the moderate, accommodating stance of London toward the Catholics
that so incensed him and led him to describe Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher as a “wicked, treacherous, lying woman.”*40

This hatred of government as a primary or secondary enemy in a
cosmic war has made political leaders targets of assassination. Irish na-
tionalists in the Provisional IRA killed Britain’s Lord Mountbatten in
1979. In Egypt President Anwar Sadat was assassinated in 1981 by
Muslim extremists associated with the al Jihad movement. In India
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Prime Minister Indira Gandhi was killed by her own Sikh bodyguards
in 1984 as areprisal against her orders to the Indian army to invade the
Golden Temple. In 1990 the speaker of the Egyptian Assembly, Rifaar
al-Mahgoub, was killed by members of the same radical Muslim group
that killed Sadat. In Algeria in 1992, the civilian head of the military-
supported Council of State was assassinated, allegedly by followers of
the outlawed Islamic Salvation Front. In 1995 Israel’s prime minister
Yitzhak Rabin, flushed with the victory of a peace accord with the
Palestinians, was struck down by a Jewish extremist who could not
bear the idea of compromise with the Arabs.

The assassination of Rabin followed months of increasing sataniza-
tion of Israeli political figures. In the year before Rabin's killing, for
example, the deep disdain for Israel’s secular leaders was evident at the
funeral of the perpetrator of the Hebron massacre, Dr. Baruch
Goldstein. Just as members of Hamas had accused the Israeli govern-
ment of secretly supporting Goldstein and causing the deaths of inno-
cent Muslims, Goldstein’s supporters accused the government of con-
niving with thc Arabs and thus causing Goldstein's dcath. Though
Goldstein was beaten to death at the shrine of the Tomb of the
Patriarchs by Arabs attempting to stop the massacre, Goldstein’s sup-
porters at his funeral blamed the Israeli government for his demise.
The mere mention of Rabin or other government officials was greeted
with hissing and catcalls. On the bus that brought Kach supporters to
the funeral, one woman told friends proudly that her son had propped
up pictures of Rabin and other government leaders in the toilet and
drawn concentric rings around their faces to provide targets while he
urinated.¥

America as Enemy

More than any other government, America has been assigned the role of
primary or secondary foe. The wrath has been directed largely toward
political leaders and governntental symbols, but the wider circle has in-
cluded American businessmen, American culture, and the American *‘sys-
tem’’—a generic term that has included all responsible persons and every
entity that has kept the country functioning as a political, economic, and
social unit. According to the RAND Chronicle of International
Terrorism, since 1968 the United States each year has headed the list of
countries whose citizens and property were most frequently attacked.*?
The U.S. State Department’s counterterrorism unit reported that during



MARTYRS AND DEMONS 179

the 1990s, 40 percent of all acts of terrorism worldwide have been
against American citizens and facilities.#3

Mahmnd Ahouhalima has said that he regards America as a world-
wide enemy. The reason, he says, is not only because the United States
supports the secular Egyptian government that he and his colleagues
find directly oppressive, but also because of its history of terrorist acts.
The bombing of Hiroshima, for instance, Abouhalima compared with
the bombing of the Oklahoma City federal building.** Abouhalima’s
spiritual leader, Sheik Omar Abdul Rahman, during a lengthy court-
room speech at the end of the trial convicting him of conspiring to
bomb the World Trade Center, predicted that a ‘‘revengeful” God
would “scratch’” America from the face of the earth.

Osama bin Ladin, implicated in the bombing of the American em-
bassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998, explained in an interview a
year before the bombing that America deserved to be targeted be-
cause it was “the biggest terrorist in the world.””#% It may be only co-
incidence that after the embassy bombings U.S. National Security
Advisor Samucl Bergcer called Osama “‘thc most dangcrous nonstatc
terrorist in the world.”4” The reason bin Laden gave for targeting
America was its list of ‘“crimes,” which included “‘occupying the
lands of Islam in the holiest of places, the Arabian Peninsula, plun-
dering its riches, dictating to its rulers, humiliating its people, ter-
rorizing its neighbors and turning its bases in the peninsula into a
spearhead through which to fight the neighboring Muslim peo-
ples.”’*8 In response to what bin Laden regarded as a declaration of
war on Muslims by America, he issued a fatwa calling on “every
Muslim’ as “‘an individual duty” to join him in a righteous war “to
kill the Americans and their allies.”” Their obligation was not only
“to kill the Americans’ but also to “plunder their money wherever
and whenever they find it.”” He sealed his fatwa with the reassurance
that *‘this is in accordance with the words of Almighty God” and
that ““every Muslim who believes in God and wishes to be rewarded”
should “comply with God's order.™"

Why is America the enemy? This question is hard for observers of in-
ternational politics to answer, and harder still for ordinary Americans to
fathom. Many have watched with horror as their compatriots and sym-
bols of their country have been destroyed by people whom they do not
know, from cultures they can scarcely identify on a global atlas, and for
reasons that do not seem readily apparent. From the frames of reference
of those who regard America as enemy, however, several motives appear.
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One reason we have already mentioned: America is otten a sec-
ondary enemy. In its role as trading partner and political ally, America
has 2 vested interest in shoring up the stahility of regimes around the
world. This has often put the United States in the unhappy position of
being a defender and promoter of secular governments regarded by
their religious opponents as primary foes. Long before the bombing of
the World Trade Center, Sheik Omar Abdul Rahman expressed his dis-
dain for the United States because of its role in propping up the
Mubarak regime in Egypt. “‘America is behind all these un-Islamic gov-
ernments,” the Sheik explained, arguing that the purpose of American
political and economic support was “to keep them strong™ and to try
to “defeat the Islamic movements.”? In the case of Iran prior to the
Islamic revolution, Ayatollah Khomeini saw the shah and the American
government linked as evil twins: America was tarred by its association
with the shah, and the shah, in turn, was corrupted by being a ‘“‘com-
panion of satanic forces”—that is, of America.>? When Khomeini
prayed to his ““noble God for protection from the evil of every wicked
traitor”” and askcd Him to “‘destroy thc cncmics,” the primary traitor
he had in mind was the shah and the chief enemy America.>?

A second reason America is regarded as enemy is that both directly and
indirectly it has supported modern culture. In a world where villagers in
remote corners of the world increasingly have access to MTV, Hollywood
movies, and the Internet, the images and values that have been projected
globally have been American. It was this cultural threat that brought an
orthodox rabbi, Manachem Fruman, who lived in a Jewish settlement on
the West Bank of Israel near Hebron, to regular meetings with Hamas-
related mullahs in nearby villages. What they had in common, Rabbi
Fruman told me, was their conunon dislike of the ‘““American-style’ traits
of individualism, the abuse of alcohol, and sexy movies that were wide-
spread in modern cities such as Tel Aviv. Rabbi Fruman told me that
“when the mullahs asked, who brought all this corruption here, they an-
swered, ‘the Jews.” But,”” Fruman continued, ‘‘rabbis like me don't like this
corruption either.” Hence the rabbi and the mullahs agreed about the
degradation of modern urban values, and they concurred over which
country was ultimately responsible. When the mullahs asserted that the
United States was the ““capital of the devil,”” Rabbi Fruman told me, he
could agree.53 In a similar vein, Mahmud Abouhalima told me he was bit-
ter that Islam did not have influence over the global media the way that
secular America did. America, he believed, was using its power of infor-
mation to promote the immoral values of secular society.”
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‘I'he third reason for the disdain of America is economic. Although
most corporations that trade internationally are multinational, with per-
sonnel an¢l legal ties to more than one country, many are hased in the
United States or have American associations. Even those that were iden-
tifiably European or Japanese are thought to be American-like and im-
plicitly American in attitude and style. When Ayatollah Khomeini iden-
tified the “‘satanic’ forces that were out to destroy Islam, he included not
only Jews but also the even ‘“‘more satanic” Westerners-—especially cor-
porate leaders with “no religious belief” who saw Islam as ‘‘the major
obstacle in the path of their materialistic ambitions and the chief threat
to their political power.’> The ayatollah went on to claim that “all the
problems of Iran’” were due to the treachery of “foreign colonialists.”
On another occasion, the ayatollah blended political, personal, and spir-
itual issues in generalizing about the cosmic foe—Western colonialism—
and about “‘the black and dreadful future’ that ‘“‘the agents of colonial-
ism, may God Almighty abandon them all,”” have in mind for Islam and
the Muslim people.>’

What the ayatollah was thinking of when he prophesicd a “‘black and
dreadful future™ for Islam was the global domination of American econ-
omy and culture, This fear of globalization is the fourth reason America
is often targeted as an enemy. The apprehensions of Ayatollah Khomeini
were shared by many not only in the Muslim world but elsewhere, in-
cluding the United States. There night-wing militias were convinced that
the “‘new world order” proclaimed by President George Bush was more
than a mood of global cooperation: it was a conspiratorial plot to con-
trol the world. Accepting this paranoid vision of American leaders’
global designs, the Aum Shinrikyo master Shoko Asahara linked the U.S.
army with the Japanese government, Freemasons, and Jews in the image
of a global conspiratorial band.

Like all stereotypes, each of these characterizations holds a certain
amount of truth. America's culture and economy have dominated soci-
eties around the world in ways that have caused concern to protectors
of local societies. The vast financial and media networks of American-
backed corporations and information systems have affected the whole of
the globe. There has indeed been a great conflict between secular and re-
ligious life throughout the world, and America does ordinarily support
the secular side of the fight. Financial aid provided to leaders such as
Israel's Benjamin Netanyahu and Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak has shored up
the political power of politicians opposed to religious nationalism.
Moreover, after the fall of the the Soviet Union, the United States has
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been virtually the only coherent military power in the world. Hence it
has been an easy target for blame when people have felt that their lives
were going askew or were being controlled by forces they conld not
readily see. Yet to dislike America is one thing; to regard it as a cosmic
enemy is quite another.

When the United States has been branded as an enemy in a cosmic
war, it has been endowed with superhuman---or perhaps subhuman—
qualities, ones that have had little to do with the people who actually
live in America. It is the image of the country that has been despised—
a reified notion of Americanism, not its people. Individual Americans
have often been warmly accepted by those who hate the collective
image that they hold as cosmic enemy. This was brought home to me
in Gaza when I talked with Dr. Abdul Aziz Rantisi about the Hamas
movement's attitude toward America and its pro-Israeli stance. As Dr.
Rantisi offered me coffee in the comfortable living room of his home,
he acknowledged that the United States was a secondary enemy be-
cause of its complicity in Israel's existence and its oppression of
Palestinian Arabs. From his point of view, it deserved to be trcated as
an enemy. What about individual Americans, | cautiously asked him,
raising the example of American professors. Would such people be
targeted?

“You?”” Rantisi responded, somewhat surprised. “You don’t count.
You're our guest.””8

Satanization and the Stages of Empowerment

Everyone has enemies in the sense of opponents, but to become objects
of religious terrorism such enemies must become extraordinary: cosmic
foes. When Osama bin Laden spoke of America as embodying the
“forces of evil,” he was not just identifying a problem to which he
needed to respond, but a mythic monster with which he had to battle—
one that ultimately only divine power could subdue. The question is
how this happened—how a view of an opponent could cross the line
into a deep and enduring hatred for a satanic entity.

I call this process satanization. The process of creating satanic ene-
mies is part of the construction of an image of cosmic war, and some of
the same criteria listed at the end of the previous chapter that make sa-
cred warfare possible also make possible a satanic opponent. When the
opponent rejects one’s moral or spiritual position; when the enemy ap-
pears to hold the power to completely annihilate one's community, one’s
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culture, and oneself; when the opponent’s victory would be unthinkable;
and when there seems no way to defeat the enemy in human terms—all
of these conditions increase the likelihood that one will envision one's
opponent as a superhuman foe, a cosmic enemy. The process of sa-
tanization is aimed at reducing the power of one’s opponents and dis-
crediting them. By belittling and humiliating them—by making them
subhuman—one is asserting one’s own superior moral power.

Satanization is to some extent a process of ‘“‘delegitimization,” as
Sprinzak has described it. He has identified a three-stage series of pro-
gressive steps aimed at discrediting one's opponents, humbling them,
and reducing their power.> The first stage involves a crisis of conti-
dence over the authority of a regime or its policies. The second stage
is a conflict of legitimacy, in which a challenge group is ‘“ready to
question the very legitimacy of the whole system.””®® The third stage
is a full crisis of legitimacy. At this stage the challenge group extends
its hostility to everyone in society associated with a regime it regards
as illegitimate, and both the regime and ordinary citizens are sa-
tanizecd—or as Sprinzak puts it, thcy arc **dcrogatcd into the ranks of
the worst enemies or subhuman species.”®! It is this dehumanization
that allows a group to “‘commit atrocities without a second
thought.””%? It is in this stage, according to Sprinzak, that acts of ter-
rorism can be justified.

In general, I agree with Sprinzak that the effect of satanization is to
delegitimize an opponent. When Rev. lan Paisley called the pope a black-
coated bachelor from hell, his aim was to reduce the credibility of
Catholic leadership and to undermine its authority. Sometimes the
process has worked. Not just name calling, but acts of terrorism over
which an opponent seems to have no control can be a powerful way of
undernuning the opponent’s legitimacy, as Prime Minister Shimon Peres
discovered in the 1996 Israeli elections. Terrorism in this case was an
agent of delegitimization.

But that has not always been the case. Sometimes governmental au-
thority has been strengthened in the eyes of its supporters by the way it
has responded to terrorism. British and French responses to terrorism are
cases in point. In other cases, terrorism—especially religious terrorism—
has not been undertaken with the intention to delegitimize, even in cases
where that has been the outcome. It is a question of motive: did the peo-
ple who perpetrated terrorist acts do so for the purpose of destroying
their opponents’ credibility? When this question was put directly to those
involved in incidents of terrorism—such as Dr. Rantisi and the operatives
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behind the Hamas suicide bombings and Mahmud Abouhalima and his
colleagues in the World Trade Center bombing—their answers were ob-
scure. They <aicl that they were involved in great conflicts in which snch
acts were understandable and inevitable.

Based on what these activists have said, it would appear that the
delegitimization of the opponent was not the primary objective in their
minds. Most religious activists do not appear to think tactically. Rather
than trying to deal strategically with their opponents, craft tactics, and
conceive ways to discredit them, the activists see themselves as engaged
in a great struggle, in which the discrediting of opponents comes natu-
rally and perhaps even secondarily. Prior to delegitimization and sa-
tanization is the sense of being involved in a cosmic war.

As we have seen, the idea of cosmic war is compelling to religious ac-
tivists because it ennobles and exalts those who consider themselves a part
of it—especially those who have been desperate about their situations and
defiant in resisting them. In that sense the concept is not just an effort at
delegitimization but at dehumiliation: it provides escape from humiliating
and impossiblc predicaments for those who otherwise would fecl immo-
bilized by them. They become involved in terrorism not only to belittle
their enemies but also to provide themselves with a sense of power.

Rabbi Meir Kahane saw the cosmic struggle as a series of humilia-
tions. The Jews throughout history have been humbled by their oppo-
nents, whom God, in turn, has humbled. Kahane spoke of God's
vengeance against the Gentiles. It began with the humiliation of the
pharaoh in the exodus from Egypt over three thousand years ago and
continued in the modern era with the humiliation of the Gentiles in the
creation of Israel.6® “When the Jews are at war,” Kahane added, “God's
name is great”” Yoel Lerner echoed Kahane's words, telling me that
*God always fights against His enemies.” He added that activists such
as himself ‘‘are the instruments of this fight’¢4

One can view the process of satamization and the construction of ideas
of cosmic war as part of an effort at ennoblement, empowerment, and de-
humiliation. It is an incremental process in which acts of terrorism appear
only in the later stages of a pattern that begins with a feeling of helpless-
ness. The stages are as follows.

STAGES OF SYMBOLIC EMPOWERMENT

1. A world gone awry. The process begins with real problems: the
Israeli occupation of Palestine, the corruption of secular governments
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in Egypt and India, the discrediting of traditional values, and the dehu-
manization of modern societies in Japan and the United States. Most
people ave ahle ta cope with such sitnations. Others rebel against them
politically and culturally. A few take these situations with ultimate
gravity and perceive them as symptoms of a world gone badly awry.
These few are part of emerging cultures of violence.

2. The foreclosure of ordinary options. Most people who feel so
strongly about such desperate conditions to want to change them join
in political or social campaigns that sometimes are successful, some-
times not. But they persist with the expectation that eventually changes
can bec made through ordinary means: electing new leaders, advocating
changes in public policy, and rallying public support. The few who are
part of cultures of violence, however, see no possibility of improvement
through normal channels. Their sense of frustration about the world
around them is experienced as the potential for pcrsonal failure and a
meaningless existence.

3. Satanization and cosmic war. For those in cultures of violence who
experience both despair and defiance over what they perceive to be hope-
less situations, religion provides a solution: cosmic war. As opponents be-
come satanized and regarded as “forces of evil” or ‘‘black-coated bache-
lors from hell,”” the world begins to make sense. Those who felt oppressed
now understand why they have been humiliated and who is behind their
dismal situation. Perhaps most important, they feel the exhilaration of
hope, that in a struggle with divine dimensions God will be with them and,
dcespite all evidence to the contrary, somchow thcy can win.

4. Symbolic acts of power: The final stage is the performance of acts
that display symbolically the depth of the struggle and the power that
those in cultures of violence feel they possess. These performances in-
clude holding private rallies and public demonstrations, publishing
newsletters and books and staging media events that humiliate the cos-
mic foe, flaunting weapons in an effort to show military might, devel-
oping communications systems and organizations, and creating alter-
native governments with courts and cabinet ministers and social
services. In moments of dramatic intensity those within cultures of vio-
lence who want to express power symbolically may also choose an ex-
plosive act—terrorism—either as an isolated incident or as a part of a
protracted state of guerrilla war.

Satanization is thus part of a larger pattern of behavior in which
people desperately try to make sense of the world and maintain some



186 THE LOGIC OF RELIGIOUS VIOLENCE

control over it. Perpetrating acts ot terrorism is one of several ways to
symbolically express power over oppressive forces and regain some no-
hility in the perpetrator’s personal life. Those who have been part of
cultures of violence and who have participated in acts of empower-
ment—even vicariously—have experienced the exuberance of the hope
that the tide of history will eventually turn their way. Such perfor-
mances of power have provided the anticipation that victory is at hand.
Alas, the experience has often been fleeting. Sadder still, it has been
purchased at an awful cost.



CHAPTER 10

Warriors’ Power

To outsiders, the struggles in which most members of terrorist groups
see themselves engaged appear to be of such cosmic proportions that
they cannot conceivably be won. This point was amply demonstrated
by the explosions at the American embassies in Africa in 1998 and the
tragic suicide bombings in Israel in recent years. The very means by
which these and similar battles have been waged—uviolent blasts set off
by small minorities against opponents who are infinitely better armed—
secm destined to failure. It is hard to take seriously the notion that these
arc rational efforts to achieve power, at least by ordinary calculations.
Yet, to those undertaking them, there may be something exhilarating,
perhaps even rewarding, about the struggle itself. This sense of em-
powerment may make the effort seem worthwhile.

“To die in this way’’—through suicide bombings—the political head
of the Hamas movement told me, ““is better than to die daily in frus-
tration and humiliation.””’ He went on to say that, in his view, the very
nature of Islam is about the defense of ‘““dignity, land, and honor.” He
then told a story that the prophet had told about a woman who fasted
daily, and yet because she humiliated her neighbors, she was doomed
to hell.2 The point of the story, he said, is that dishonoring someone is
the worst act that one can do, and the only thing that can counter it is
dignity: the honor provided by religion and the courage of being a de-
fender of the faith. In a curious way, then, both religion and violence
are seen as antidotes to humiliation.

187
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The countering of dishonor with piety and struggle is a theme that
runs through many incidents of religious violence in recent years. Dr.
Baruch Goldstein is said to have been driven to kill innocent Muslims in
the shrine of the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron because he felt Jews
had been dishonored. A similar sense of pride is exhibited in the nervous
bravado of the Hamas suicide bombers in the videotapes taken the night
before their actions, and in the swagger of the convicted conspirator of
the World Trade Center bombing, Ramzi Yousef, appearing in a New
York City courtroom, as described by L.os Angeles Times correspondent
Robin Wright.? When a black Muslim whom Iranians employed to kill
their enemy Ali Tabatabayi in Washington, DC, in 1980 was asked why
he agreed to do it, he explained that he was lured by the “opportunity”
to be ““involved in something that’s bigger than that”—the experience of
being in an African American minority in the United States. Sikh mili-
tants were so angered that the government ignored them that they felt
the need to force the government to take them seriously.® Japan’s Shoko
Asahara wanted to be not only “like a king,”” as one of his former fol-
lowers told me, but ““like Christ.”’®

In all these cases, the act of being involved in violence provided a
sense of empowerment disproportionately greater than what the vio-
lence actually achieved. For this reason, I describe this feeling of
strength as “‘symbolic empowerment.” By using the term symbolic, I do
not mean to imply that the empowerment is not real. After all, a sense
of power is largely a matter of perception, and in many cases the power
that the activists obtained had a very real impact on their community,
their relationships, and themselves, as well as on the political authori-
ties who feared them and granted them the respect of notoriety. But
symbolic expressions of violence—performance violence, as | earlier de-
scribed it—are empowering in a special way, for they do not lead to
conquests of terrority or personnel in the traditional definition of mili-
tary success. For most of these quixotic fighters, their great success was
simply in waging the struggle—the heady confidence they received by
being soldiers for a great cause, even if the battles were not won, or
were even winnable, in ordinary military terms.

Empowering Marginal Men

A society provides an accepted—even heroic—social role for its citizens
who participate in great struggles and have been given the moral license
to kill. They are soldiers. Understandably, many members of radical reli-
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gious movements see themselves that way. Sheik Abdul Rahman, for in-
stance, described himself as ‘“‘a soldier and servant in the cause of
Allah.”” Rev. Michael Bray, who had once attended the naval academy
at Annapolis but never completed his military training, called himself “‘a
soldier for Christ.”® A former staff member of the Aryan Nations said
that he had been drawn to the movement by the flags, the military uni-
forms, and the parades.? For many activists, though, the militant posture
is not just an atfectation. They were indeed soldiers at one time in real
wars, and continue their identities as war heroes-—or perhaps fultill their
frustrated careers—in the imagined wars of politico-religious struggles.

Timothy McVeigh and Terry Nichols, for example, were veterans of
the Gulf War. In Operation Desert Storm, McVeigh is said to have en-
Joyed the act of killing and once boasted of decapitating an Iraqi with his
cannon at a distance of 1 100 meters. During the last battle—a no-contest
encounter that amounted to virtual slaughter of all remaining Iraqi
forces—McVeigh is reported to have been furious when ordered to stop
shooting. He then took out his camera and wandercd over the battlefield,
taking pictures of the Iragi dead.'® When McVeigh returned to the United
States after the war, he continued to wear his army fatigues and tote
weapons as if preparing for battle.

In this respect McVeigh was not unlike thousands of uniformed militia
activists throughout the United States. Gordon Sellner, a militia member
who subscribed to a Christian Identity ideology similar to McVeigh's and
shot a deputy sheriff in Montana, barricaded himself inside his cabin and
sent out directives that he signed, ‘‘a soldier for Christ and country.”!!

Muslim activists have also had military connections. Mahmud
Abouhalima and other followers of Sheik Omar Abdul Rahman had
served as mujahadeen in the battlefields of Afghanistan. On several
tours of duty in Afghanistan in 1988-89, Abouhalima is said to have
volunteered to undertake the most treacherous of missions.!? When |
interviewed him, Abouhalima said he submitted himself to dangerous
situations in the Afghan war because ‘‘as a Muslim,” it was his ‘job.” 3
A leader in Abouhalima’s mosque said most Muslims like Abouhalima
who went to the war in Afghanistan from America left *“‘as ordinary
men and came back so devout and so proud.” He went on to explain
that the Afghan war “reminded them of the glorious old days, many
hundreds of years ago, when the Muslims were fighting the infidel.”!4

During the height of the Sikh separatist movement some of India’s
most highly ranked soldiers crossed over and joined the Khalistani revolt.
Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale's military adviser, Shabeg Singh, had
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been a general in the Indian army. Shabeg Singh’s former superior otficer,
Major General Narinder Singh, also joined the movement after his re-
tircment. When [ interviewed the former ma jor general in the Punjab cap-
ital city, Chandigarh, in 1996, he told me that his involvement in the
movement initially was a matter of personal pride. He felt lost after leav-
ing the military and was flattered when a group of retired Sikh military
officers were brought to Amritsar and asked to support the struggles of
their people. Narinder Singh said that for several years thereafter he trav-
eled around the state, serving as adviser to five or six major paramilitary
organizations. >

Other Sikh activists have had police connections. Dilawar Singh, the
suicide bomber who killed Punjab’s chief minister Beant Singh in 1995,
was a dismissed special police officer from Patiala. An accomplice,
Balwant Singh, was a police constable. The alleged mastermind of
Indira Gandhi’s assassination, Simranjit Singh Mann, had served as a
superintendent of police in the Punjab.'¢

In the radical religious movements on both sides of the Palestine-
Israeli confrontation, military images have abounded. Hamas cadres
have had military as well as religious training, and some of the volun-
teers are former armed police of the Palestinian authority. On the
Jewish side, both the assassin of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and the
perpetrator of the massacre in Hebron’s Tomb of the Patriarchs had
been soldiers in the Israeli army. The latter, Dr. Baruch Goldstein, main-
tained good relations with the Israeli military, and though long retired
from the army he dressed up in his old military uniform the morning he
entered the mosque at the sacred site on February 25, 1994, and with
an army weapon killed scores of Arabs kneeling at prayer.'?

Such soldiers have found new battles: the grand spiritual and politi-
cal struggles in which their movements envision themselves to be en-
gaged. These cosmic wars impart a sense of importance and destiny to
mcn who find the modern world to be stifling, chaotic, and dangerously
out of control. The imagined wars identify the enemy, the imputed
source of their personal and political failures; they exonerate these
would-be soldiers from any responsibility for failures by casting them
as victims; they give them a sense of their own potential for power; and
they arm them with the moral justification, the social support, and the
military equipment to engage in battle both figuratively and literally. It
is an incendiary combination, one that has led to horrendous acts.

Like soldiers in real armies, the imagined soldiers of cosmic wars
tend to be young and male. They also tend to be members of financially



WARRIORS' POWER 191

and socially marginal groups for which there is a great need for em-
powerment. Like all generalizations, however, there have been signifi-
cant exceptions: the leaders of the groups, for instance, have often bheen
middle-aged and affluent.

The very youthfulness of most members of the movements makes
them socially marginal. A tabulation of the ages of Sikh extremists killed
by police indicated that most of the men were in their early twenties.'8
According to Emmanuel Sivan, one of the leading scholars of modern
Islamic history, Hamas has consisted largely of ‘‘urban males in their
teens.””'” In most societies, young people between the ages of sixteen and
twenty-two are in a liminal state between life stages. They are no longer
children in their parents’ families, and they have not yet created familes
of their own. Their marginality is especially acute in traditional societies
built around family units, in which one does not find the highly devel-
oped youth cultures of modern urban and industrialized societies. These
activist youths are family members without a family, for whom religious
movements provide a home and an extended kinship.

In the cultures of violence that have led to religious terrorism. the
anxieties of all young men---concerns over careers, social location, and
sexual relationships—have been exacerbated. Expcriences of humilia-
tion in these matters have made them vulnerable to the voices of pow-
erful leaders and images of glory in a cosmic war. In Palestine, for ex-
ample, where the unemployment rate among young men in their late
teens and early twenties has hovered around 50 percent, economic frus-
tration has led to sexual frustration. Without jobs, which is usually a
prerequisite to searching for a wife in traditional societies, they cannot
marry. Without marriage, in strict religious cultures such as that of
Palestinian Arabs, they cannot have sex. The Hamas movement has
provided a way of venting the resulting frustrations in a community
that supplies a family and an ideology that explains the source of their
problems and gives them hope.

The same can be said about many other movements of religious ac-
tivism, including the Islamic Resistance in Algeria. There religious op-
position to the secular National Front Party was fueled by a 20 percent
inflation rate, a 25 percent unemployment rate, and a youthful popula-
tion—70 percent of citizens are under twenty-five years of age—who
could not hope for marriage, an apartment, or ajob under Algeria’s dire
economic conditions.2? A U.S. State Department official told me that an
improvement in Algeria’s cconomuc climate would quickly quell the ag-
itation of religious revolutionaries. The implication of his comments was
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that Algeria’s religious revolution was an economic rebellion in disguise.
Although I suspect that religious ideology permeated the Algerian resis-
tance more deeply than he suggested, there is no question in my mind
that much of what he said was right: economic despair led to a sense of
desperation and anger that was aimed—appropriately or not—at the
secular junta that seized power when the election appeared to be mov-
ing toward victory for the Islamic party.

In some movements, however, the economic situation is not one of
extreme poverty, but of relative deprivation. This was the case in the
Aum Shinrikyo movement in Japan, where most of the followers were
middle class and many of them professionals. Yet they were often f1us-
trated in their careers. Chemists and nuclear scientists who reached a
plateau in their professions and could not move higher up the corpo-
rate ladder, or who had been laid off in their companies’ downsizing,
were recruited into the Aum Shinrikyo science program to make devices
to protect against the effects of chemical and nuclear weapons. Their
experimentation also involved the creation of some of those weapons;
the scientists were assured that this was for the purpose of making cer-
tain that their protective devices would work.

The members of the Christian militia in the United States also do not
wholly fit the stereotype of young and poor: most of them are employed
and no longer youthful—though many of the most violent members are
in their twenties. Some, like Timothy McVeigh, arc unemployed and
drifting in their careers, but others, like Paul Hill, are more established.
What they all have in common is a fear of social marginality in the fu-
ture. Although they are white Protestant males and currently members of
a privileged class, they perceive American society to be moving in a di-
rection that would make this class increasingly peripheral. They are ter-
rified at statistical projections, based on the rise of Asian and Hispanic
immigrants in the 1980@s and 1998@s, that put Caucasians in the minority
in California and other West Coast states some timc in the twenty-first
century.

These fears of impending marginality have undoubtedly helped to
fuel the racism of many radical religious movements. Kerry Noble, one
of the leaders of the Christian Identity compound the Covenant, the
Sword, and the Arm of the Lord, said that he used to preach sermons
describing blacks as the “‘beasts of the field”” mentioned in the Bible.
Jews, he once alleged, were products of sexual intercourse between Eve
and Satan. Even though Noble and his colleagues “‘had never person-
ally known a Jew,” that did not hinder them from blaming Jews for
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most of the problems in the modern world: “for the pormography, for
the lack of morality, for the economic situation in America, for minor-
ity rights over white rights, and for kicking God out of the schools.””2!
By implying that Jews were responsible for these problems, Noble was
expressing his own frustration over the inability of white Christian men
like himself to control the world around them.

In India, the movement of Sikh empowerment was also composed
largely of young men from a privileged class, the agrarian Jats, who saw
their world similarly endangered. They feared that the social and eco-
nomic status they regarded as their birthright was slipping away. Some
of the most fanatical members of the movement, including Beant Singh,
the assassin of Indira Gandhi, were Sikhs who came from the lowest
stratum of society—the so-called untouchable castes.??2 The bulk of the
militant Sikh movement, however, was composed of young Jats, rural
youths with little education. In earlier generations they would automat-
ically have assumed positions of leadership and economic power within
Punjab society. In the last decades of the twentieth century, however, as
northern India became increasingly urban and industrial, money and so-
cial status within the Sikh community moved away from rural Sikhs and
toward members of merchant and administrative castes—both Hindus
and Sikhs—who live in cities. Urban groups such as Khatris and Aroras
had begun to challenge the Jats for power in the Punjab, and young Jats
were desperate to reassert the primacy of their caste——and themselves. In
some cases, this desperation led to participation in movements of reli-
gious violence, such as the one that took the life of the chief minister of
Punjab in 1995. On the morning that the young Jat, Dilawat- Singh, ig-
nited the bomb that killed the chief minister and fourteen others, he said,
“Today I will make the Jats feel proud.”??

Not all Sikhs who supported the militant movement lived in India,
however. Sikhs abroad are examples of another kind of marginalized
pcople who have become involved in paramilitary activity: expatriates.
A considerable amount of money and moral support for Punjabi mili-
tants came from such faraway places as London, Houston, and Los
Angeles. Sikhs in these places heard in the video- and audiotaped mes-
sages of Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale a message of belonging.
Although they were on the periphery of society in England, Canada, the
United States, and the many other parts of the world to which Sikhs mi-
grated in the twentieth century, militant movements provided them
with the opportunity to display their commitment and prove their im-
portance to the community in a powerful way.
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This phenomenon might be called *‘e-mail ethnicities’”: transnational
networks of people tied culturally despite the diversity of their places of
residence and the limitations of national borders.2* These ethnicities,
united by Web sites and the Internet, are extensions of traditional soci-
eties whose adherents and cultures are dispersed throughout the world.23
Among these expatriate groups have been some notoriously politically
active ones—Sikhs, Sri Lankans, and Arabs—including the followers of
Sheik Omar Abdul Rahman, who lived variously in Egypt, the Sudan,
and New Jersey. Among his adherents was Muhammad Salameh, whose
story is paradigmatic of the religious radical expatriate experience.

In New Jersey, Salameh lived virtually from hand to mouth, sharing
addresses with several other people. One, at 34 Kensington Street,
Jersey City, was a modest apartment on the fourth floor of an over-
crowded building without elevators; another, on Weldom Street a few
blocks away, was in a smelly, decrepit tenement building; and another,
at 40 Pamrapo Avenue, was found to contain what FBI agents called
‘“‘bomb-making paraphernalia.” All were situated in a busy working-
class neighborhood that, like other industrial neighborhoods of Jersey
City, teemed with new immigrants from Haiti and the Middle East. The
setting was in some ways not unlike the social and economic conditions
in the crowded Palestinian refugee camps on the West Bank and in
Jordan, where Salameh was born and raised and from which he de-
parted in 1987 for America to improve his educational and financial sit-
uation. In the United States, where his limited English was a continuing
social barrier, Salameh associated primarily with other Arabs. His life
became focused around a local mosque located above a Chinese restau-
rant, led by the charismatic Egyptian cleric Sheik Omar Abdul Rah-
man. The trajectory of his life led ultimately to his participation in the
bombing of the World Trade Center, where the world came to know
him as the terrorist who foolishly returned to the Ryder rental agency
to retrieve his deposit for the van he had rented and subsequently
blown up, and was immediately caught by waiting agents of the FBI.26

Muhammad Salameh exemplifed several aspects of marginality. He
was a refugee first in the Middle East and then in America. He came
from abject poverty and was a man with little skills and few hopes of
developing a career. He was a bachelor without good prospects for
marriage. Yet one could say the same of thousands of others who im-
migrate to the United States in any given year, many of whom settle
into respectable if not lucrative positions, and few of whom end up try-
ing to destroy major urban buildings. At the same time, many of
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Salameh’s comrades in the World Trade Center conspiracy were not so-
cially or economically marginal at all: some, like Mahmud Abouhalima
and Nidal Ayyad, a chemical engineer, were well-educated profession-
als with suburban homes and families.

Thus the case of Muhammad Salameh, while exemplifying a famil-
iar pattern of marginality, also raises questions. What kind of causal
connections should be made between marginality and the propensity
for violent action? [ hesitate to move too quickly. I do not think that
economic or social despair leads automatically to violence, since viitu-
ally everyone on the planet has experienced some sort of economic and
social hardship in his or her life. In the cases that we have examined,
however, it appears that the combination of factors has made a differ-
ence, as has the intensity with which these factors are experienced and
the availability of a religious and political vocabulary with which the
frustrations can be articulated. Most important is the intimacy with
which the humiliation is experienced and the degree to which it is re-
garded as a threat to one’s personal honor and respectability. These can
create the conditions for a desperate need for empowerment, which,
when no other options appear to be open, are symbolically and vio-
lently expressed.

Why Guys Throw Bombs

Nothing is more intimate than sexuality, and no greater humiliation can
be experienced than failure over what one perceives to be one’s sexual
role. Such failures are often the bases of domestic violence; and when
these failures are linked with the social roles of masculinity and femi-
ninity, they can lead to public violence. Terrorist acts, then, can be
forms of symbolic empowerment tor men whose traditional sexual
roles—their very manhood—is perceived to be at stake.

Before we rush into an analysis of terrorism as a man’s occupation,
however, we have to acknowledge the fact that some women have
played active roles in terrorist movements. The assassin who in 1991
killed Rajiv Gandhi, the son and successor of India’s prime minister
Indira Gandhi, was a female suicide bomber who hid her lethal cargo
in her sari. She had been a member of a Sri Lankan Tamil separatist
group that was angry at Rajiv Gandhi’s support of the neighboring Sri
Lankan government's attempts to quell their separatist uprising. When
the Tupac Amaru movement invaded the Japanese embassy in Lima,
Peru, in 1996, several young rural women were prominent among the
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cadres, who held the diplomats hostage. A Kurdish rebel suicide
bomber in Turkey who killed nine people, including herself, on June 31,
1996, in the town of Tunceli was dressed as a pregnant woman in order
to hide the bomb that she was carrying beneath her skirt.

In all of these incidents, however, the groups of which the young ter-
rorist women were a part were motivated by secular political ideologies
or ethnic separatism; they were not religious. 1 cannot think of a single
religious activist movement in which women have played a prominent
role, although some groups—especially those that are less conservative
in their religious ideology—have provided an ancillary role for women.

In the Irish nationalist movement, for example, women formed their
own paramilitary group, Cumann Na Mbann. Their main role, how-
ever, was to carry guns and explosives for the men to use in the military
cadres of the Provisional Irish Republican Ariny.2” The movement for
Sikh separatism in India adopted much the same position. Cynthia
Keppley Mahmood reported that when a young woman pleaded with
the leader of the Khalistan Commando Force to allow her to become a
member, he finally assented but restricted her to support roles—carry-
ing munitions and messages—rather than being involved in ‘‘combat
actions.””?® Mahmood said that the woman waited for the day when she
would have the opportunity to be more active. That time came when
she broke into the house of a Hindu shopkeeper whom she suspected
as having reported her to the police. She held a gun at his head, berat-
ing him for turning her in. The shopkeeper denied that he had done so,
and was “begging for pardon™ and *‘crying that I was like his daugh-
ter,” the young woman said. But she was not dissuaded. ““I shot him
down with my revolver,”” she went on to say, ‘“‘with my own hands.””??

In reporting this grisly story, the young Sikh woman said that one of
her purposes in murdering the Hindu shopkeeper was to spur Sikh men
into what she regarded as even greater acts of courage. If they saw that
“girls could be so brave,” she reasoned, then Sikh boys ‘“‘could be even
more brave.””*® The implication was that the task of killing was ordi-
narily the work of men—or *boys,”” as the young Sikh activists were
called—and the role of women was to provide support, to challenge
them, and to spur them on.

Her position was essentially that of the great martyr in the Sikh
movement, Jamail Singh Bhindranwale, who addressed his congrega-
tions as if the men (especially the young men) were the only ones lis-
tening, encouraging them to let their beards grow in the long Sikh fash-
ion and describing their cowardice in the face of government
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opposition as ‘“‘emasculation.”” In general, Bhindranwale's attitude was
in line with the prevailing values of virtually all cultures of violence
based on strong traditional religious ideologies. These have been pos-
tures of ‘“‘radical patriarchalism,”” as Martin Riesebrodt has called it.3!
The role of men is in public life; the role of women is in the home.

Religious activists often have shown a certain paternalistic respect for
women, as long as they have remained in their place. During the
1991-92 Muslim uprising in Algeria, Ali Belha}j, one of the Islamic Front
leaders, said that a woman's primary duty was to ‘“‘bear good Muslims™;
and Sheik Abdelkhader Moghni, another Islamic Front leader, com-
plained about women working and taking jobs from men. Women, he
said, just “‘spend their salaries on makeup and dresses, they should re-
turn to their homes.””32 A businesswoman in Algiers responded by say-
ing she feared that if the Islamic Front succeeded, it would usher in a
reign of “‘pig power.” *“They're all male chauvinist pigs,” she explained,
adding, “‘believe me, we are worried.””?? The worst of these fears came
true in Afghanistan, where the Taliban party promoted a male-dominant
culture that did not tolerate women in public life, even as teachers, doc-
tors, or nurses. Although they claimed that eventually Afghan society
would become somewhat more liberal, they stated that society would
not be regularized until the fighting was over. Such cases exemplify an
assertion of masculinity and a recovery of public virility that is at once
sexual, social, and political.

Does this explain why terrorism is primarily a male occupation, and
why bombs are most often thrown by guys? I use the terin guys in this
case because it evokes the camaraderie of young males slightly on the
edge of social acceptance. Moreover, it is etymologically rooted in reli-
gious activism. The terin guy came into use in England in the seven-
teenth century after Guy Fawkes was tried and executed in 1606 for his
role in the Gunpowder Plot. This extraordinary conspiracy planned by
radical English Catholics involved thirty-six barrels of gunpowder hid-
den in a cellar under the House of Lords, set to be ignited on the open-
ing day of Parliament. Intended as a protest against laws they thought
would restrict their religious freedom, the explosion would have blown
up both British legislative houses and King James I. Thus the religious
terrorist, Fawkes, was the original ““Guy,” and his name came to be ap-
plied to all roguish men who skirted danger.

The religious terrorists of recent years are today’s guys: bands of
rogue males at the margins of respectability. The gender specificity of
their involvement suggests that some aspect of male sexuality—sexual
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roles, identity, competence, or control—is a factor in the attitude of
these *“‘urban males in their teens.””** Perhaps the easiest aspect to un-
derstand is the matter of sexual competence—by which [ mean the ca-
pacity to have sex, an ability that is limited in traditional societies by
moral restrictions and lack of opportunities. There is a certain amount
of folklore about men and guns that cannot easily be dismissed—the
notion, for instance, that sexual frustration leads to a fascination with
phallic-shaped weaponry that explodes in a way that some men are un-
ablc to do sexually. As I mentioned earlier, the young bachelor self-
martyrs in the Hamas movement enter into their suicide pacts almost
as if it were a marriage covenant. They expect that the blasts that kill
them will propel them to a bed in heaven where the most delicious acts
of sexual consummation will be theirs for the taking. One young man
who had committed himself to becoming a suicide bomber said that
“when | exploded” and became *“God’s holy martyr,”” he was promised
a place for himself and his family in paradise, seventy-two virgins, and
a cash settlement for his family equivalent to six thousand dollars.35 It
was the virgins that seemed to intercst the young man the most.

Sexual power for many men involves not only sexual competence—
the ability to have sex—but also sexual control. This means knowing
when not to have sex, and putting sex in its place. Their aversion to
what appear to be sexual aberrations—including misplaced genderroles,
such as women assuming dominant positions in the public arena—are
examples of sex out of control. To many men these phenomena also ex-
emplify a wider form of social disorder: they are illustrations of the en-
croaching power of evil, demonstrations of the pervasiveness of the lack
of moral values, and examples of how social definitions have become
skewed. In The Turner Diaries, for instance, William Pierce spoke of
what he called *““Women’s lib”* as being ‘“‘a form of mass psychosis . . .
promoted and encouraged by the System as a means of dividing our race
against itself.”’36

This concern with sexual roles elevates the issue beyond one of sim-
ple sexual competence or control on a personal level. For Pierce, sex is
a social problem: roles and conduct out of place in what he regards as
a society in moral decline. Moreover, it is a public problem that leads
in some cases to hostility. It is anger against sex out of place that is
often evident in the targets of violence, such as abortion clinics and gay
bars. At other times the violence itself has had sexual overtones, as in
India and Algeria, where the rape of women has been employed as part
of a terrorist act, or in Ireland, where torture of enemies has involved
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mutilation of the men'’s genitals—literally, in some cases, emasculating
them.

What is the connection hetween these forms of violence, this macho
religiosity, and these yearnings for political power? The antipathy to-
ward modern women—the notion of female sexual roles out of
place—is one clue. The hatred of homosexuality is another. It is true
that the disdain of homosexuality has been a theme of conservative re-
ligion for centuries and was one of the criticisms that the religious
opponents of the Enlightenment leveled against the values of secu-
lar morality in eighteenth-century France.?” But it has returned with a
peculiar stridency in contemporary religious cultures of violence,
where the fear of homosexuality—homophobia—has been a promi-
nent theme.

Virtually all radical religious movements of the final decades of the
twentieth century have had a homophobic twist. In 1999 a gay couple
was killed in northern California and gay bars were attacked allegedly
by Christian Identity activists. Gays were included among the “mud-
people’ that Benjamin Smith hoped to destroy in his 1999 Illinois ram-
page, and The Turner Diaries described homosexuality as a kind of
aberration that “*healthy males” would not consider.?® Some have gone
so far as to misquote the Bible in prescribing “the penaltys [sic] for
race-mixing, homo-sexuality [sic], and usury” as ‘‘death.”?® The gay
subculture of Tehran was one of the facets of modern Iranian life that
angered Ayatollah Khomeini, and hundreds associated with it perished
following the Islamic revolution in Iran. The acceptance of homosexu-
ality in secular Israeli society has dismayed right-wing Jewish activists,
who offered the rumors of Yasir Arafat’s alleged pcnchant for boys as
evidence of the moral corruption of Palestine’s leadership.4?

In Belfast, one of lan Paisley’s main criticisms of liberal Protestantism
is its acceptance of gays. “Lesbianism, homosexuality hcld up as taught in
thc Bible and to be practiced by Christian people,” he thundered in one of
his sermons, ““think of it"”’#! Along the same lines, one ot Paisley’s com-
plaints about Catholic clergy is that they never marry, a matter of some
suspicion to the arch-heterosexual Paisley. Regarding salvation, for in-
stance, he assured his parishioners that the Protestant method was much
more efficacious than the Catholic, in large part because of the morally
suspect nature of the clergy. ‘““You do not need to kneel at a confessional
box,” Paisley told them, ‘‘before a bachelor priest who has more sins than
you have and yet pretends to forgive you.””42
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Kerry Noble said that his group, the Covenant, the Sword, and the
Arm of the Lord, regards American cities to be like Sodom and
Gomorrah largely because they harbor homosexuals.#3 Noble said that
one of the turning points in his disaffection with the Christian Identity
movement was when he entered a gay church in Kansas City with the
intention of igniting a bomb he was carrying in his briefcase, and de-
cided not to do it. After looking around and seeing men embrace other
men, watching women kiss other women, and hearing the preacher
spcak about his male lover, Noble hesitated. He had second thoughts
about the loss of life that would have resulted—at least fifty would have
been killed—and he also questioned the effectiveness of the bombing. It
would not, he reasoned, precipitate the revolution that he had hoped
for. It was only later, after he had rejected the ideology and the personal
ties to Christian Identity, that he also abandoned his homophobia and
saw gays as scapegoats for what he and his group had regurded as so-
ciety's immoralities.

Rev. Michael Bray told me that the secular government’s tolerance
for abortion and homosexuality were the two marks of its moral de-
generacy. Considering Bray’s prejudices, it is interesting to note that
when Bray was sent to prison for bombing abortion clinics, he was
placed in the same cell with a pedophile convicted of preying on boys.
Bray and his cellmate became fast friends, Bray told me, but only after
the pedophile repented of his sins. Still, the man acknowledged to Bray
that his sexual inclination toward young men persisted. When Bray re-
fused to take part in a prison prayer meeting with an out-of-the-closet
gay prisoner who was unrepentant about his sexuality, this led to ten-
sions within the cell. His cellmate became angry and accused Bray of
being antigay. Bray tried to assure his cellmate that same-sex attractions
were understandable as long as one did not act on those impulses, and
as long as one felt remorseful if indeed such acts were committed.**

Why have such aversions to homosexuality been held so strongly by
contemporary religious activists? One answer is a loss of identity: the
kind of heterosexual male who is attracted to such movements is pre-
cisely the sort who loses power in a society in which women and gays
have access to straight males’ traditional positions of authority. They
see women and gays as competition.

But there is another answer to the question of why radical religious
groups are so homophobic: a loss of control. As Kerry Noble said, ho-
mosexuals have been scapegoats for a perceived systemic problem in
society. When men have perceived their roles as diminished in a socio-
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economic system that denies a sense of agency to individuals, either by
being incompetent or overly competent—a faceless mechanical bureau-
cracy—this challenge has led to a defense of traditional roles. Because
men have so frequently held the reins of public order as their gendered
responsibility in society in the past, they have felt particularly vulnera-
ble when the public world has fallen apart or has seemed beyond con-
trol. In this case, they have seen active women and gays not just as com-
petition, but as symptoms of a world gone awry.

This is a deeper fear, and there is not much that men can do about
it. If the problem were just one of competition, they could hope to bet-
ter themselves, and at least some would be able to succeed on an indi-
vidual basis. If the problem is more systemic, then it is a matter of so-
cial disorder or worse: a sinister hand controlling and disrupting the
world. This perception has led naturally to the satanization of enemies
and to theories of cosmic war. [t has also led naturally to a kind of
tribal instinct that encourages members of such cultures of violence to
band together and fight.

In such a context, then, though same-sex erotic acts are suspect,
male bonding makes sense. Like the camaradie of a football team fac-
ing a dangerous enemy in an uncertain struggle, the close community
of men creates a primal form of social order. Unlike heterosexual bond-
ing, which leads to private communities—families—the bonding of
groups made up of the same sex, such as nuns and monks and football
players, represents a primitive attempt to create a personalized form of
public society. Individuals have a direct relationship with authority and
a shared sense of responsibility in clearly delineated social roles. All-
male radical religious groups, therefore, attempt to create and defend a
righteous order in the face of massive social disorder.

These forms of marginal, male-bonding, anti-institutional, semipoliti-
cal movements are not idiosyncratic to the contemporary era. There have
been occasions in past centuries when noninstitutional men’s associations
have spun off from mainstream religious traditions, often with violence
on their agenda. The assassini of medieval Islam arc one example. The
murderous, goddess-worshiping thugs of India—from which we get the
English word thug—are another. In Christianity we have had the ‘“‘guys”
of Guy Fawkes’s seventeenth-century Catholic terrorists and before them
the Crusaders—blessed by Church officials, at least at the outset of their
ventures. The Freemasons of the eighteenth century are a Protestant ex-
ample of men springing from the domesticity of Church religion and
founding their own secret order. Though not known for its violence, the
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organization has skirted the edges of institutional Christianity. So the
precedent of somewhat marginal male movements has been set within re-
ligious history. But the proliferation of noninstitutional male paramilitary
orders, such as the Christian militia, is a relatively recent phenomenon.
What is interesting is how intense the internal cohesion of the groups has
been.

The Turner Diaries describes an initiation into just such an intimate
male circle: the elite of the Order, as it is described in the novel. As he
entered the initiation rites, the lead character observed a torchlight
flickering over ‘“‘the coarse, gray robes of the motionless throng’ and
thought to himself that these men were ‘‘the best my race has produced
in this generation.” They were truly men with whom he wished to
bond. “These were no soft-bellied, conservative businessmen assembled
for some Masonic mumbo-jumbo,” the character affirmed to himself,
and they were ‘‘no pious, frightened churchgoers whining for the guid-
ance or protection of an anthropomorphic deity.”” They were ‘“‘real men,
White men, men who were now one with me in spirit and conscious-
ness as well as in blood.”*43

As this romantic rhetoric from Pierce’s novel suggests, such close
male bonding could have a homoerotic element—perhaps paradoxi-
cally so, considering the aversion that most men in right-wing religious
groups have to sex out of place, including publicly identified homosex-
ual roles. Yetl same-sex intimacy has been a strong feature of many
right-wing movements. The residents of Richard Butler's Aryan Na-
tions compound in Idaho, for instance, have virtually all been young
unmarried men.*® Even married male adherents of Christian Identity
have found in their religious and political groupings a certain male
bond. The friendship between Timothy McVeigh and Terry Nichols, for
example, was so tight and time-consuming that Nichols’s wife became
jealous.

Young men who volunteered for suicide bombing missions spon-
sored by the Hamas movement usually worked in pairs and were sent
out on missions accompanied by ritual elements often associated with
marriage. On one of the videotapes depicting Hamas volunteers for sui-
cide bombings, a young man no more than eighteen years old, wearing
stylish dark glasses and a camouflage military cap, tells about his
friend, who was sent on a suicide mission from which he never re-
turned: **“My brother Hatim, we were friends for the sake of God.”” The
night before he left, the young man said emotionally, “he brequeathed
me this gift.”’ It was a dagger. The purpose was “‘to cut off the head of
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a collaborator or a Jew.”” He added, “and God living I will remain alive,
and I will be able to fulfill the vow.”4?

The pattern of male bonding in radical religious groups was also
found in the movement of Sikh activism that uprooted India’s Punjab
in the 1980s. Being part of the Sikh movement was to join in a ““bond
of love,” one young militant told Cynthia Keppley Mahmood.*® The
portraits of Sukha and Jinda, the Sikh assassins of General Vaidya, that
many militants kept on their walls portrayed what Mahmood called
“‘comradely love.” With their arms around each other’s shoulders, they
exemplified the ‘“‘tight bond of solidarity among comrades-in-arms”
that she said accounted for much of the courageous behavior of Sikh
militants in the field and the cycles of revenge killing that quickly esca-
lated in the Punjab. In confronting death, Sukha and Jinda were said to
have stated in their farewell address that they imagined the hangman’s
rope ‘“‘as the embrace of a lover,” and they “longed for death as for
the marital bed.” Their own “dripping blood’’ would be the ‘“‘outcome
of this union,” and they hoped it would “fertilize the fields of
Khalistan.”4? Friendships such as that of Sukha and Jinda are common
in societies where extramarital male-female relationships are not al-
lowed, and relationships within one’'s own sex can develop to consi-
derable intensities. The Hindi and Punjabi languages have terms for
such buddies who are more than just friends: they are yar, *‘intimate
friends,” or yaro-ki yar, “‘the best of friends.”

Friendship may also have played a role in the dramatic events in
1984 that led to the death of the leader of the Sikh movement, Sant
Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale. Bhindranwale had befriended his young
lieutenant, Surinder Singh Sodhi, whom the Sikh leader described as
“my brother.’3" Journalists considered him Bhindranwale’s *‘right hand
man,” “‘personal bodyguard,”” and ‘*key hit-man.””>! It was the murder
of Sodhi on April 17, 1984, that exacerbated the internal struggles be-
tween Bhindranwale’s followers and the Akali Party forces linked with
Gurcharan Singh and Sant Harchand Singh Longowal, both se-
questered in the Sikhs' main shrine, the Golden Temple in Amritsar.
Bhindranwale accused Gurcharan Singh of having plotted Sodhi's mur-
der, and claimed that the death of his young comrade was like “‘chop-
ping my right hand.”’>?> Bhindranwale spent the week following the
youth's murder confined to his quarters. Within days Sodhi’s killer
and several members of the Akali camp were killed in reprisal. As ten-
sions mounted between the two factions, the Indian army invaded
the Golden Temple on June 5 in what became known as Operation
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Bluestar. In the exchange of fire, Bhindranwale’s forces killed the Akali
leader, Gurcharan Singh, and Bhindranwale himself was killed. After
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi was assassinated later that year, her son
and successor, Rajiv, signed a peace accord with Longowal, who was
himself soon thereafter assassinated, thus completing the spiral of vio-
lence that began with the killing of Bhindranwale’s friend, Sodhi, in
1984.

The theme of male bonding was also found in the Hindu nationalist
movement, the RSS, composed of celibate men who boasted of their
manhood and took inordinate interest in providing political and reli-
gious training to boys and young men in Boy Scout-type outings. Yet
when an American scholar published a study of one of the RSS's spiri-
tual heroes, Ramakrishna, revealing the homosexual aspects of his mys-
ticism, the clamor of protest in India was enormous, especially among
right-wing supporters of the RSS and the political party they have
spawned, the Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP).7?

In the hostile Indian response to Jeffrey Kripal's book about
Ramakrishna, it was not so much the suggestion of homosexual at-
traction that was seen as offensive but the modern Western role of the
homosexual. The Indian critics found it inconceivable that a spiritual
hero such as Ramakrishna could be capable of such a thing. In an e-
mail rejoinder to Kripal on an Internet listserv that circulated among
American scholars of South Asian religion, Narasingha Sil, a professor
of Indian origin, assailled Kripal for making it appear as if
Ramakrishna’s homosexual tendencies—his ‘‘diseased and disturbed
mental proclivities”’—were ‘‘normal or natural.” Sil was clearly upset
that the guru was put in the same category as those Indian lads ‘“‘ca-
vorting up and down the streets of the elite quarters of Calcutta or
Mumbai, sporting nose rings or earrings.”” Although the professor ac-
knowledged in India a certain ‘‘fondness for young boys on the part of
some adult men,” it was primarily ‘‘a pathetic option for aged impotent
males.” 4

Another scholar, Sarah Lee Caldwell, writing in the same listserv, ru-
minated over what she described as ““deep connections between male
sexual prowess, virility, and Hindu nationalist violence.””3% In her think-
ing, the uproar in India over Kripal’s suggestion of Ramakrishna's ho-
mosexuality was a defensive “hypermasculine” response that had
“roots in the colonial period.” It was not just that Ramakrishna had a
fondness for boys: the idea that he rejected playing the heterosexual
male role and that his disciple, Vivekananda, may have played a pas-



WARRIQORS' POWER 205

sive role in satisfying his guru’s sexual desires was, to many Hindu na-
tionalists, ““deeply threatening.”’*® According to Caldwell, the notion
that a man would willingly play the woman’s role of receiver in a sex-
ual act raised specters of the “feminine’ male of India. As several other
writers on India have observed, the British view of Indian males as ef-
feminate was part of what has been described as *‘colonial discourse.”>’

India’s nationalist leaders from Gandhi to current members of the BJP
have felt obligated to reassert the manliness and potency of India’s lead-
ership. As scholars such as Ashis Nandy have demonstrated, the rhetoric
of the British colonial period that referred to Indians in effeminite terms
had a deep and enduring impact on India’s nationalist movement, an im-
pact that continues to the present day.”® When the BJP came to power
and shocked the world by conducting a series of nuclear tests on May 11,
1998, this demonstration of power was overwhelmingly approved within
India. As one Indian scholar observed, the BJP’s display of power showed
the “hyper-masculinity”’ inherent in the Hindu nationalism movement
represented by such Hindu chauvinists as Balasaheb K. Thackeray, leader
of the Shiv Sena party, who responded to the nuclear tests with the com-
ment that they proved that Indians were “not eunuchs.””>® In testing the
bomb, India’s BJP leaders were not only asserting their national power
but also rejecting the colonial dominance of the West and its accompa-
nying sense of emasculation.

Although supporters of the Christian militia in the United States
have not had the Indians’ experience of being a colonized people, their
attitudes toward modemn liberal government is similar to those of neo-
conservative Hindu nationalists. Both would agree with the characteri-
zation offered by William Pierce that liberal government expects an
obedience that is “feminine” and “infantile.”®” These are fears not only
of sexual impotence but of government’s role in the process of emascu-
lation. Men who harbor such fears protect themselves, therefore, not
only by setting up veiled defenses against the threats of powerful
women and unmanly men, but also by attempting to reassert control in
a world that they feel has gone morally and politically askew.

In Israel, the Jewish activist Avigdor Eskin, who accused Yasir Arafat
of having a sexual penchant for boys, meant this as not so much a char-
acter assault as a political criticism. Eskin offered the example of
Arafat’s alleged bisexuality to show that the Palestinian leader could not
even control his own passions, much less the destiny of a geographical
region that Eskin regarded as sacred.®! Eskin, a somewhat effete musi-
cian and philosopher, might have gained encouragement in his attitudes
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from the American religious right, for whom antihomosexuality is some-
thing of a virtue, and with whom Eskin had frequent contact. Raised in
Russia, Eskin for a time traveled through the United States appearing on
the television programs of evangelists such as Pat Robertson and Jerry
Falwell as a spokesperson against the Soviet oppression of the Russian
Jewish community. Eventually emigrating to Israel, he became politically
active among the Russian Israeli community and was selected in 1998
by Russian immigrants as the fourth most well-known person in the
country. When | visited him in March 1998, he was deeply involved in
anti-Arab political activism and was under detention for charges of
planning to toss a pig’s head into the quarters of the Muslim shrine the
Dome of the Rock, charges he denied. Whether or not the charges where
true, however, his comments confirmed that Eskin’s main social concern
was not homosexuality but politics and the restoration of what he re-
garded as righteous biblical order.

The point I have been making is that the homophobic male-dominant
language of right-wing religious movements indicates not only a crisis of
sexuality but a clash of world views, not just a moral or psychological
problem but a political and religious one. It is political in that it relates
to the crisis of confidence in public institutions that is characteristic of
postmodern societies in the post--Cold War world. It is religious in that
it is linked with the loss of spiritual bearings that a more certain public
order provided.

When the lead character in The Turner Diaries saw on television the
horrific scenes of mangled bodies being carried from the federal build-
ing he had just demolished with a truckload of explosive fertilizer and
fuel oil, he could still confirm that he was ‘““‘completely convinced” that
what he had done was necessary to save America from its leaders—
these “‘feminine,” “‘infantile men ‘““who did not have the moral tough-
ness, the spiritual strength’ to lead America and give it and its citizens
a moral and spiritual purpose. From his point of view, his wretched act
was redemptive.

Trivializing the effect of their violence, this character and his real-life
counterparts Timothy McVeigh, Mahmud Abouhalima, and many
other calculating but desperate men have tried to restore what they per-
ceive to be the necessary social conditions for their sexual and spiritual
wholeness. Their rhetoric of manhood has been a cry to reclaim their
lost selves and their fragile world.

What they have in common, these movements of cowboy monks, is
that they consist of anti-institutional, religio-nationalist, racist, sexist,



WARRIQORS' POWER 207

male-bonding, bomb-throwing young guys. Their marginality in the
modern world is experienced as a kind of sexual despair that leads to
violent acts of symbolic empowerment. It could almost be seen as
poignant, if it were not so terribly dangerous.

Fighting for the Rule of God

This conceptual shift from a feeling of loss of personal integrity and
sexual potency to an anger directed at public authorities may be a dis-
tinctively male trait. Men, after all, gain much of their sense of self-
identity from the public roles they play. Men are more likely than
women to feel diminished when public order does not perform prop-
erly. In the 1998 crisis of the U.S. presidency, polls indicated that it was
American men more than women who felt betrayed by the actions of
President Clinton.

It is understandable, then, that such men could focus their anger on
the state. After Paul Hill killed an abortion clinic doctor and his escort,
he said he had *‘cast off the State’s tyranny.” Hill said that in the weeks
prior to the shooting he had felt burdened with “‘the oppressive feeling”
that he was ““net free.”” His act, which gave him “‘inner joy and peace,”
was therefore aimed not just at the abortion clinic staff but at the gov-
ernment that he thought was responsible for the staff's actions and for
his own sense of humiliation.®?

It is also understandable that in a time when public authority is dis-
credited, one looks for alternative sources of leadership. In a situation
where it is believed that public morality is amiss, leaders are degener-
ate, and even laws are based on shaky ethical footing, one may retreat
to the only authority that one can easily grasp: the direct confidence of
a respected person. Similarly, one may look for a familiar basis of pub-
lic legitimacy in religion.

This is a reversion to what Erik Erikson has described as ‘“‘basic
trust”: the sense of self-assurance that comes from a solid personal re-
lationship. In Erikson's understanding of an individual’s psychological
development, a bedrock of trust is established in a child's relationship
with his or her parents; it is ““the first component of a healthy person-
ality.”’®* When early bonds of trust are lost or outgrown later in
life, they must be supplanted by something else that is trustworthy.
“Religion, through the centuries,”” Erikson observed, has provided this
bedrock of confidence. In times of crisis it has served to ‘‘restore a sense
of trust.”*6*
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This need to create a climate of public trust based on personal rela-
tionships explains in part why so much of the efforts of groups within
cultures of violence have been spent on building and maintaining their
own communities. In some cases groups have established separate com-
munes, such as the Christian Identity communities of Elohim City; the
Covenant, the Sword, and the Arm of the Lord; and the Freeman
Compound. In Japan, Aum Shinrikyo formed its own towns adminis-
tered by its own governments. Jewish groups took over settlements in
Arab territories, and Meir Kahane spoke of creating an independent
state of Judaea on the West Bank. Muslim and Sikh movements have
also had communal headquarters, such as Osama bin Laden’s encamp-
ment in Afghanistan, which was bombed by American missiles in 1998,
and Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale’s command center in India, which
was based first in the Damdani Taksal ashram and then in the Sikhs’
Golden Temple in Amritsar.

Even groups that did not physically live together, such as Sheik
Omar Abdul Rahman’s followers in New Jersey, developed such an in-
tense relationship and such tight bonds of association that it was diffi-
cult for outsiders—including government informants—to penetrate.
The bonds that held such groups together were often fragile, and only
strong leadership and ideological commitment enabled them to cohere.
At times even these ties were frayed. At such times acts of violence—
though targeted at the cosmic enemy—were often directed at an inter-
nal audience, especially wayward or schismatic factions, that needed
demonstrations of power to be held in line. As | noted earlier in this
book, this was why many terrorist acts were not proclaimed to the
world: the intended audience had already received the message.

The internal dynamics of a movement can affect its stance toward
the surrounding society. In fact, one can look at terrorist movements
organizationally, as Martha Crenshaw has, and argue that the internal
tensions in the movement are greater predictors of the group's actions
than its interactions with its sworn enemies.®> As we have seen, the
leaders of the radical Sikh group the Khalistan Commando Force regu-
larly ordered killings of members of its own or a rival group whom they
felt had gotten out of line. If individuals in the groups were using their
one of the former
members told me, the KCF ““would sometimes eliminate them to keep
the whole movement more respectable %6

In other movements also, as we have seen, recalcitrant members
were disdained as much or more than their enemies. It was lan Paisley
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military power ‘‘to get money, drugs, or women,’



WARRIQORS' POWER 209

who said that ‘““we have no respect at all for the system of Romanism
[Catholics], and we have less respect for the system of apostate Prot-
estantism.””®” Rabbi Meir Kahane was said to have welcomed the idea
of a Jewish civil war and predicted the political assassination of secular
Jewish leaders. We earlier noted the rumors that Mahmud Abouhalima
was involved in the murder of a moderate Muslim leader who rivaled
Sheik Omar Abdul Rahman. Thus many acts of terrorism undertaken
by a group have been aimed not at a wider audience but at its own
members.

Michel Wieviorka has taken this idea of organizational causes for
terrorism a step further and argued that terrorism is the result not only
of a movement's internal dissension but also of its collapse. He has
claimed that violence comes only when a splinter group is alienated
from a larger movement and it—or the larger movement itself—has
abandoned its ideology.%® Wieviorka argued that what he calls “‘the or-
ganized practice of indiscriminate and irredeemable violence’ is a *“sub-
stitute for a movement which has either become imaginary or has fallen
out of sync with the hopes pinned on it.”%? If Wieviorka's argument has
merit, then one could see terrorism as the mark of a breakup of politi-
cal movement, rather than a sign of its strength.

There is some evidence in Wieviorka's favor. Members of Aum
Shinrikyo, for instance, released nerve gas into the Tokyo subways only
when the police were closing in on them. Some of the most violent ac-
tions of Hamas came after the signing of the peace accord between
Israel’s Yitzhak Rabin and Palestine’s Yasir Arafat, signaling to the
leaders of Hamas that they were peripheral to the Palestinian leader-
ship. The Sikh explosion that killed Chief Minister Beant Singh came
two years after the movement had been virtually eradicated from the
Punjab. And the incident that killed the greatest number of civilians in
the years of troubles between Catholics and Protestants in Northern
Ircland occurred after the peace settlement in 1998.

These cases indicate that terrorism has been a response to humilia-
tion—a point that I have made throughout this book. While they also
show that Wieviorka has been right in some cases and violence may
have come with the dissolution of a movement’s purpose, other exam-
ples show that this is not necessarily the case. The actions of Hamas
and Jewish activists such as Dr. Goldstein have been justified in terms
of the primary ideologies of the groups. When Mike Bray attacked an
abortion clinic, he explained to me, he was showing his disappointment
not only with the moderate policies of the pro-life movement but with
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those of the American government. He said that the attacks on clinics
were also attacks on the government that stood behind them and on the
secular values that supported such institutions.’® Religious violence
may indeed come as a result of internal tensions, schisms, and a sense
of failed momentum, but it is usually justified in terms of cosmic war
and the primary struggle with an external foe—the satanic enemy.

In fact, activist groups have often gone to some effort to make them-
selves respectable and credible in the eyes of their opposition and rival
groups. Some acts of violence, such as the U.S. embassy bombings in
Africa, were perpetrated to fulfill threats made against enemies. The
Kashmiri rebels who killed their American and European hostages were
said to have found themselves in a dilemma: they did not necessarily
want to murder the young men, they said, but felt they had an obliga-
tion to be true to their word after they had threatened to kill them if
their demands were not met. Mike Bray told me that Paul Hill was
goaded into shooting abortion clinic staff by people such as Flip Benan,
the head of Operation Rescue, who allegedly told him that if he believed
in the moral necessity of such acts, he should carry them out.”! Sikhs
in the Punjab did not want to lose face with the Indian government;
hence, according to Cynthia Keppley Mahmood, they felt obliged to kill
Hindus and government officials once they had threatened to do so.

Although it may appear as if these acts were meant to win the respect
of opponents, they also signified something else: the movements were
attempting to establish themselves as their opponents’ equals. In a dis-
play of what René Girard has described as mimesis, they were not only
imitating their rivals but also showing their superiority in terms that
they believed their rivals would understand. Many activists have used
their courtroom trials as arenas to convey the message that through
their acts they were sparring with the government and taunting it by ac-
cusing it of abandoning the very values it professed. As we have seen,
Timothy McVeigh cited Justice Brandeis in implying that the U.S. gov-
ernment had set a bad example, and the World Trade Center defen-
dants called the U.S. Department of Justice the department of “‘injus-
tice.” Paul Hill, dunng his trial in Miami on October 4, 1994, also
accused the government that was convicting him of murder as ‘“‘un-
just.”72

In the same vein, the suicide bombings perpetrated by the Hamas
movement in residential neighborhoods of Tel Aviv and Jerusalem
were, as one leader described them, ““letters to Israel.”” They were inva-
sions of the most domestic of their rival’s quarters, with messages in-
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tended to show that ““Hamas cannot be ignored” and *‘the security for
Israel's people is zero.””? In that sense the message was the medium in
which it was sent: the bombing provided a moment of chaos, warfare,
and victimage that the Hamas movement wanted Israeli society to ex-
perience. It made the point that war was at hand by providing a bloody
scene of battle in Israel's own quiet neighborhoods.

What was buttressed in these acts of symbolic empowerment was
not just the credibility of the Hamas leadership and their equality with
government officials, but also the legitimacy of their ideology of reli-
gious social order. Through the currency of violence they were drawing
attention to what they thought was significant about the social arena
around them. In the language of Bourdieu they were creating a perverse
“habitus,” a dark world of social reality, and forcing everyone—Israelis
and Palestinians alike—to take stock of their perception of the world.”4

To some extent the empowerment worked, in that these symbolic
events did affect the wider social and political arena. Mike Bray, in re-
sponding to my suggestion that bombing abortion clinics did not have
any practical effect, gave the example of the IRA’s Gerry Adams, who
was visiting the White House at the time. ““Look at Adams,”” Bray said,
“wining and dining with Bill Clinton.” Bray said that the public ac-
cepted this “as long as there was some distance between that moment
and the time the last bomb went off.”” Bray concluded that whatever
else the IRA's bombings achieved, they enabled Adams ‘“‘to get the ear
of people.””?3

Adams, like most activists, was aware that such displays of power
not only elevated his movement’s credibility but also advertised its so-
ciopolitical agenda. Adams and other activists were also aware that the
very act of performing violence in public is a political act: it announces
that the power of the group is equal or superior to that of the state. In
most cases this is exactly the message that the group wants to convey.

In Israel, for instance, the Jewish right has long accused the secular
government of using its devotion to democracy as an excuse for not
fully embracing the idea that Israel is a Jewish religious entity. Years be-
fore his attack on innocent Muslims at the Tomb of the Patriarchs in
Hebron, Dr. Baruch Goldstein, in a letter to the editor of the New York
Times, wrote that “Israelis will soon have to choose between a Jewish
state and a democratic one.””® Goldstein's massacre, | was told by one
of his followers, displayed how serious he was about that choice. The
supporter went on to tell me that now *‘Jews will have to learn to wor-
ship in a national way.”””” Yoel Lerner agreed with this position, telling
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me that in his opinion Israel should not be a democracy but a
“Torahcracy”—a society based on the principle of Jewish law.”8

This idea of a nation based on religious law is on the minds of
Christian religious activists as well. Activists associated with Christian
Identity advocate the creation of a Christian Republic.” White su-
premacists from throughout the United States and Canada met in Idaho
allegedly to plot the forcible overthrow of the federal government and
to create a separate Aryan nation within the United States. A govern-
ment indictment based on information gleaned from this meeting stated
that they planned to *“‘carry out assassinations of federal officials, politi-
cians and Jews, as well as bombings and polluting of municipal water
supplies.’"0

Mike Bray, reflecting a Christian Reconstruction perspective, advo-
cates the need for a return to “Christian law and order.’’®' The models
he has in mind are not only European Christian monarchies and Ro-
man Catholic canon law, for which he has a certain respect, but also the
Protestant governments of the early American colonies. Bray believes
that the way that they grounded their constitutions in biblical law could
set a precedent for a new kind of Christian government in the United
States, though he recognizes that not everyone in the country would be
enthusiastic about such a development.

For that reason, Bray advocates state’s rights, a radical federalism
that would allow for different forms of political rulc in each state. Bray
suggested a *‘translocation’” of power that would allow **Christian civ-
ilization” to flourish in some states and “other civilizations™ in oth-
ers.5? States would need to be bound together only for their common
military defense. It is a proposal not unlike the ‘10 percent solution™
offered by the Aryan Nations leader, Richard Butler, who advocates
that 10 percent of American territory—such as the states of Idaho and
Montana—be dedicated to white Christians.

Bray is encouraged in his dream of radical federalism by a statement
by the governor of Florida, who declared Florida to be part of a
Christian nation, and by the governor of Pennsylvania, who refused to
use welfare money from Medicaid for the purpose of abortion. Bray
pointed to countries such as South Africa, which once had what he de-
scribed as a ““Christian constitution,”” and he admires the attempts of
Muslims in Iran, Sudan, and Afghanistan to create regimes grounded in
Islamic law. To Bray, freedom of religion means freedom to live under
religious law. Since America’s secular government has denied Bray this
freedom, he regards it as hypocritical.
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The establishment of a rule based on religious law is the primary aim
of many Muslim groups. Members of Hamas regard this as the main
difference between their organization and secular groups such as Fateh
associated with Yasir Arafat’s Palestinian Authority. A similar argu-
ment has been made by activists in Egyptian movements. Mahmud
Abouhalima told me that President Hosni Mubarak could not be a true
Muslim because he does not make shari’a—Islamic law—the law of the
land.®? A cleric in Cairo’s conservative Al-Azhar theological school told
me he resented his government’s preference for Western law. “Why
should we obey Western laws when Muslim laws arc better?’” he asked
me.8* It is this position that is assumed by many Muslim activists:
Western political institutions and the ideology on which they are based
should be banished from their territories. They want to rebuild their so-
cieties on Islamic foundations.

In some cases activist groups have carried this critique to an extreme.
They have not only rejected secular political authority but also created
alternatives to it. Aum Shinrikyo, for instance, designated the leaders in
its organization with government administrative titles such as minister
of defense, minister of intelligence, minister of internal affairs, and min-
ister of science and technology. The idea was not only to show that
their organization could do the government's job but also to prepare
the movement for actually doing that job after the arrival of the global
catastrophe predicted by Shoko Asahara. When that dark day came,
the government of Aum Shinrikyo would be the only one remaining to
administer civil order.

In India, during the height of the Sikh rebellion in the 1980s, militants
were treated as if they possessed an authority rivaling that of police and
other government officials. Villagers in terrorist zones around the
Punjab cities of Batala and Tarn Taran were unwilling to report violent
incidents to officials, and radical youths set up their own courts and gov-
crnmental offices. ““Politics can be beautiful,” | was told by a former
head priest of Sikhism'’s central shrine.®5 ““But it must be the right kind
of politics.”” By this he meant a politics fused with religion, where “‘reli-
gion dominated politics’ rather than the other way around.?® When the
country of Khalistan was created and Sikh rule established, one of the
leaders of the movement told me, it would be a rule of law that would
bring justice to all, not just Sikhs, in a regime that lauded the tenets of
the Sikh scriptures and the guru Granth Sahib as supreme.?” Exactly
how this differed from the current form of political organization in
India, however, remained obscure.
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This goal of righteous rule is sometimes touted by members of activist
groups as the singular purpose of their terrorist acts. Yet in fact, with the
possible exception of the Palestinian Authority and the independent
commissions of Northemn Ireland, no governmental apparatus has ever
been created through the means of terrorism. When religious regimes
have been established (in Afghanistan, Sudan, and Iran; briefly in Turkey
and Tajikistan; and nearly in Algeria), they rode into power through the
vehicle of peaceful democratic elections or through well-organized mili-
tary takeovers. It was not through the sporadic and extreme perfor-
mances of power that characterize guerrilla terrorist acts.

In fact, despite their bravado, groups associated with terrorism have
largely shied from politics. They have eschewed elections. When given
the opportunity to run for office, they have usually rejected it, as
Hamas did in Palestine in 1996 and radical Sikhs did in Punjab in 1992.
If they did attempt to win at the polls, as Aum Shinrikyo did in 1990,
they failed miserably. Nor have they attempted to develop effective
fighting forces other than those needed for a hit-and-run style of ter-
rorist bombing.

The images of political order that they yearn to create have been de-
libcrately fuzzy. Sometimes they have appeared to bec democratic, some-
times socialist, sometimes a sort of religious oligarchy. Sometimes they
have been nationalist, at other times international in scope. Islamic
movements especially have projected the illusion of waging a global
struggle. The Hamas leader Abdul Aziz Rantisi told me that what dis-
tinguishes his organization from Yasir Arafat’s is that the Palestinian
Authority is waging a ‘“‘national struggle’” whereas Hamas is “‘transna-
tional.””®8 Similarly, the assemblage of activists coordinated by Sheik
Omar Abdul Rahman and Osama bin Laden have been proudly multi-
national in membership. But what has that meant politically? Although
it is clear who they hate, nowhere in their program have they given a
design for a global political entity—Islamic or otherwise—that could
actually administrate the results of a victory over American and secular
rule and the emergence of a religious revolution, should they ever
achieve it.

My conclusion is that although some movements for religious na-
tionalism are indeed serious alternatives to secular rule, proponents of
religious terrorism often have a less tangible goal. These acts are often
devices for symbolic empowerment in wars that cannot be won and for
goals that cannot be achieved. The very absence of thought about what
the activists would do if they were victorious is sufficient indication that
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they do not expect to be, and perhaps do not even want to be. They rep-
resent a peculiar corollary to the advice of the French theorist Frantz
Fanon during Algeria’s war of independence some years ago, when he
advocated terrorism as the Algerians’ mobilizing weapon. Fanon rea-
soned that even a small display of violence could have immense sym-
bolic power by jolting the masses into an awareness of their own po-
tency.?? What Fanon did not realize is that for some activist groups the
awareness of their potency is all that they desire.

Yet these acts of symbolic empowerment have had an effect beyond
whatever personal satisfaction and feelings of potency they have im-
parted to those who supported and conducted them. The very act of
killing on behalf of a moral code is a political statement. Such acts
break the state’s monopoly on morally sanctioned killing. By putting
the right to take life in their own hands, the perpetrators of religious vi-
olence have made a daring claim of power on behalf of the powerless,
a basis of legitimacy for public order other than that on which the sec-
ular state relies. In doing so, they have demonstrated to everyone how
fragile public order actually is, and how fickle the populace’s assent to
the moral authority of power can be.



CHAPTER 11

The Mind of God

When the shy young man grinned into the videocamera the day before
he was to become a martyr in a Hamas suicide operation, proclaiming
that he was ““doing this for Allah,”” he was demonstrating one of the re-
markable facts about those who have committed acts of terrorism in
the contemporary world: they would do virtually anything if they
thought it had been sanctioned by divine mandate or conceived in the
mind of God." The power of this idea has been enormous. It has sur-
passed all ordinary claims of political authority and elevated religious
idcologies to supernatural heights.

In this book we have observed the potency of religion in certain
pockets of public life. We have seen how religious ideas and the sense
of religious community have been endemic to the cultures of violence
from which terrorism has sprung; how the drama of religion has been
especially appropriate to the theater of terror; how images of martyr-
dom, satanization, and cosmic war have been central to religious ide-
ologies; and how these images and ideas have been agents of social em-
powerment, personal pride, and political legitimization. The conclusion
is inescapable: even at the dawn of a new millennium, religion contin-
ues to make a claim on public life. As the cases in this book show, the
claim has sometimes been violent.

Religion has given an extraordinary twist to the practice of public
terrorism, though some of the hallmarks of religious terrorism de-
scribed in this book are similar to those associated with terrorist acts
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motivated solely by prospects of political gain. All terrorism is violent,
and its violence may be performed for symbolic as well as strategic rea-
sons. Much of what I have said about religious terrorism in this book
may be applied to other forms of political violence—especially those
that are ideological and ethnic in nature. To some degree all of them—
acts of leftists, separatists, and religious nationalists—are expressions
of what I have called performance violence.

What is striking about religious terrorism is that it is almost exclusively
symbolic, performed in remarkably dramatic ways. Morcover, these disturb-
ing displays of violence have been accompanied by strong claims of moral
justification and an enduring absolussm, characterized by the intensity of the
religious activists’ commitment and the transhistorical scope of their goals.

The absolutism of religion has been revealed especially in the notion
of cosmic war. Although left-wing movements subscribe to what may
seem a similar idea—the concept of class conflict—ordinarily this con-
test is thought to take place only on a social plane and within the tem-
poral limitations of history. In fact, in the more humane versions of
Marxist conflict theory, persons can be separated from their class roles:
capitalists, for instance, can be reeducated, as the leaders in Mao
Zcdong's Chinese communist regime attempted to do with former land-
lords and businessmen. Religious concepts of cosmic war, however, are
ultimately beyond historical control, even though they are identified
with this-worldly struggles. A satanic enemy cannot be transformed; it
can only be destroyed.

The vast time lines of religious struggles also set them apart from sec-
ular conflicts. Most social and political struggles have sought conclusion
within the lifetimes of their participants. But religious struggles have
taken generations to succeed. As we have seen, the leaders of Hamas
have claimed that they can persevere even in the face of Israel’s over-
whelming military superiority. ‘“‘Palestine was occupied before,” Dr.
Rantisi reminded me, “‘for two hundred years.”” He assured me that he
and his Palestinian comrades ‘‘can wait again—at least that long.”2 In
some cases religious activists have been prepared to wait for eons—and
some struggles have not been expected to be completed within human
history; they must await their fulfilment in some transtemporal realm.
There is no need, therefore, to compromise one’s goals in a struggle that
has been waged in divine time and with the promise of heaven’s rewards.
There is no need, also, to contend with society’s laws and limitations
when one is obeying a higher authority. In spiritualizing violence, there-
fore, religion has given terrorism a remarkable power.
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Ironically, the reverse is also true: terrorism has given religion power
as well. Although, as I have noted, sporadic acts of terrorism do not
lead to the establishment of new religious states, they make the politi-
cal potency of religious ideology impossible to ignore. Along with em-
powering individuals and movements, therefore, violence has empow-
ered religion: it has given religious organizations and ideas a public
importance that they have not enjoyed for many years. When Mike
Bray told me he hoped that the bombing of abortion clinics would
make people reflect ““not on what they think, but what God thinks,”” he
was asserting a claim for the primacy of religion in public life.?

Empowering Religion

But what does God think? Regardless of what Mike Bray thinks God
thinks, not everyone—not all Christians, not all Lutherans, not even all
members of Bray’s church or the culture of violence with which he has
been associated—would agree. Interpretations of scripture vary widely,
and much of the controversy within religious traditions has been pre-
cisely over the issue of God’s will. The discipline of theology emerged as
a human attempt to try to construe theo-logos, literally, the knowledge,
or thinking, related to God. Only rarely does this thinking justify acts of
violence, and yet these rare occasions have appeared in virtually every
rcligious tradition. The Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, and
Buddhist cultures of violence described earlier in this book rely on these
precedents and justifications for their own acts of religious violence.

With these justifications for violence in mind, the religious activists
cited in this book have been able to go about their business of killing
with the certainty that they were following the logic of God. In each
case, however, other members of their traditions have strongly dis-
agreed. In fact, all of the groups that have sanctioned violence in the
form of terrorism have been marginal—in varying degrees—to their own
religious societies. Their violence has been in part a counterbalance to
their marginality, a way of empowering them within their own religious
communities. This marginality often preceded their acts of violence, and
became more extreme afterward. In some cases the movements were
proudly peripheral, and the disdain that the wider religious community
displayed toward them was reciprocated.

The Aum Shinrikyo movement, for instance, regarded itself as a per-
fect synthesis of all forms of Buddhism, and indeed all religions. But in
the public outcry after the nerve gas incident, many religious leaders de-
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nied that Aum was even a religion, muchless a form of Buddhism. Even
the movement to which it was most closely related—a new religion
called Agonshu, in which Shoko Asahara had once participated—ques-
tioned Aum’s legitimacy as a religious organization.* Asahara, for his
part, questioned the legitimacy of Agonshu and other forms of Japanese
Buddhism.

In America, members of Christian militia groups have disdarned lib-
eral Protestantism and even mocked Christian conservatives. Richard
Butler left the Presbyterian ministry to form his own Church. William
Pierce, writing in The Turner Diarzes, observed that ‘‘the Jewish takeover
of the Christian churches and corruption of the ministry is now virtually
complete.””? Pierce went on to say that the liberal clergy was less inter-
ested in the teachings of Christianity than in ‘“‘government ‘study’ grants,
‘brotherhood’ awards, feesfor speaking engagements, and a good press.””
He was even more vituperative about conservative Christians, whom he
called “‘the world's greatest cowards.” Adding insult to injury, Pierce
claimed that the cowardice of most Christian conservatives was “‘excelled
only by their stupidity.””® [t was the rare Christian who saw, as Pierce’s
characters did, that the governmental system played a key role in ‘“‘un-
dermining and perverting Christendom’ and that its destruction was es-
sential for the emergence of true Christianity.” Matthew Hale took this
position one step further and rejected Christian churches entirely, claim-
ing them to be a Jewish conspiracy. His World Church of the Creator was
intended, therefore, to be not just a branch of Christianity but an anti-
dote to it.

The tension between militant and mainstream religion has existed
within virtually every tradition. In Judaism, for example, at the time of
the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin, the orthodox Jewish leadership in
Israel was dubious that rabbis could be found who would give religious
sanction to such an act, and their doubt turned to astonishment when
several rabbis were located who indeed gave authorization for killing an-
other Jew under the moral precedents of traditional law. Yoel Lerner told
me that he regarded the rabbinic establishment in Israel as ‘“‘comfortable™
and ‘“‘cowardly”—*‘unwilling to rock the boat’ over political issues that
he thought their beliefs should comrnand them to champion.®

Among Muslim groups, Hamas has also been marginal. Though the
movement has had its clerical supporters—sheiks and mullahs who
have provided religious legitimization for its ventures and been widely
revered throughout Palestinian society, Hamas has not been authorized
by all members of the Islamic hierarchy in Palestine, nor has it ever
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sought such authorization. Only in Gaza has it enjoyed much support
from traditional Muslim clerics. Elsewhere in Palestine it has prided it-
self on its prophetic role, somewhere on the margins of social re-
spectability.

Much the same can be said of other militant Islamic movements.
The men who were members of the al Gamaa-i Islamiya (Islamic
Party) led by Sheik Omar Abdul Rahman and were sentenced to life
in prison for their part in the bombing of New York City's World
Trade Center in 1993 were participants in a semisecret male society
that had an uneasy relationship with the immigrant Muslim commu-
nity to which they were connected. In fact, one of the first signs of the
movement'’s violence in the United States was the takeover of the Abu
Bakr mosque in Brooklyn. In 1992 Mahmud Abouhalima is said to
have engineered a leadership coup over the protests of its more mod-
erate members.”

Perhaps the most successful of the recent radical male Islamic move-
ments, Af ganistan’s Taliban, also has had an uneasy relationship with
the more moderate clergy of its country. Shoving aside many of the tra-
ditional leaders, these former students of Islamic schools seized power
through military means, capturing the capital, Kabul, in 1995. In
August 1998 the last outposts of opposition in northern Afghanistan
crumbled to their control. Still the young leaders displayed the trap-
pings and organization of their brigand past. They wore the traditional
clothing of their rural homelands and treated the modern city of Kabul
as if it were a village. Adopting an even stricter interpretation of Islamic
law than most of the Kabul clergy, the Taliban leaders refuse to let
women work, even as nurses and doctors in the hospitals or as teach-
ers in women'’s schools.

In India, the radical Sikh leader Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale emerged
from the pastorate of a relatively obscure religious shrine—marginal to
the traditional bases of Sikh political power—and was elevated to the
leadership of a large and potent movement. Although after his death
many Sikhs revered Bhindranwale as a martyr, and some Sikh congre-
gations (gurdwaras) were dedicated to his memory, many Sikhs have
expressed uncertainty about his legitimacy in their tradition and ques-
tioned the role that history would ultimately accord him.

In many recent cases of religious terrorism, therefore, the function of
violence has been not only to empower individuals and their ideological
causes, but also to vault marginal religious movements into positions of
power vis-a-vis their moderate, mainstream rivals. Aum Shinrikyo, for
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example, in a moment when its leadership seemed trapped and the
movement was dying otf, chose to demolish itself in a dramatic way,
thus ensuring its place in history.

Yet violence alone does not allow marginal religious groups to enjoy
positions of prominence, at least not for very long. The groups that
have made a long-term impact, such as Hamas, the Khalistan move-
ment, Christian Identity, and the Jewish right wing, have used violence
not only to draw attention to themselves but also to articulate the con-
cerns of those within their wider cultures. Within these circles they have
not been marginal at all. Radical though they may be, they have repre-
sented widely held feelings of alienation and oppression, and for this
reason their strident language and violent acts have been considered by
their cohorts as perhaps intemperant but understandable.

This point was brought home to me in Gaza when a young man who
worked as a waiter at a seaside cafe and attended business school told
me that although he was not a member of Hamas, he was glad it ex-
isted. He supported the movement, he told me, because he thought that
it kept Yasir Arafat “more Islamic and more aggressive towards
Israel.””'® Even Aum Shinrikyo had a kind of tacit support within
Japan. Though few Japanese outside the movement would publicly sup-
port it, the members of Aum were not unlike those of Japan's many
other new religious movements. They shared the same dedication to a
cause, the same disaffection toward society, and the same sense of alien-
ation that many young Japanese felt toward the bureaucracy and com-
petition of modern urban life.

The radical religious movements that emerged from these cultures of
violence throughout the world are remarkably similar, be they
Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, or Sikh. What they have in com-
mon are three things. First, they have rejected the compromises with
libcral values and secular institutions that were made by most main-
strcam religious leaders and organizations. Second, they refuse to ob-
serve the boundaries that secular society has imposed around religion—
keeping it private rather than allowing it to intrude into public spaces.
And third, they have replaced what they regard as weak modern sub-
stitutes with the more vibrant and demanding forms of religion that
they imagine to be a part of their tradition’s beginnings.

The fact that these movements are marginal, however, does not
mean that they are intrinsically different from mainstream religion. As
striddent as some of them appear, I hesitate to label them “‘cultic’” or
“fundamentalist,” as some observers have described these politically
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active religious movements that have emerged in the late twentieth cen-
tury. In my view, it is not their spirituality that is unusual, but their re-
ligious ideas, cultural contexts, and world views—perspectives shaped
by the sociopolitical forces of their times. These movements are not
simply aberrations but religious responses to social situations and ex-
pressions of deeply held convictions. In talking with many of the sup-
porters of these cultures of violence, I was struck with the intensity of
their quests for a deeper level of spirituality than that offered by the su-
perficial values of the modern world.

Mahmud Abouhalima told me that the critical moment in his reli-
gious life came when he realized that he could not compromise his
Islamic integrity with the easy vices offered by modern society.
Abouhalima claimed that he had spent the early part of his life running
away from himself. Although involved in radical Egyptian Islamic
movements since his college years in Alexandria, he felt there was no
place where he could settle down. He told me that the low point came
when he was in Germany, trying to live the way that he imagined
Europeans and Americans carried on: a life in which the superficial
comforts of sex and inebriants masked an internal emptiness and de-
spair.!' Abouhalima said his return to Islam as the center of his life car-
ried with it a renewed sense of obligation to make Islamic society truly
Islamic—to “‘struggle against oppression and injustice’” wherever it ex-
isted.'2 What was constant, Abouhalima said, was his family and his
faith. Islam was both “‘a rock and a pillar of mercy.”!3 But it was not
the Islam of liberal, modern Muslims: they, he felt, had compromised
the tough and disciplined life the faith demanded.

Abouhalima wanted his religion to be hard, unlike the humiliating,
mind-numbing comforts of secular modernity. His newfound religion
was what he perceived to be traditional Islam. This was also the case
with born-again Sikhs in the separatist movement in India: theirs, they
claimed, was real Sikhism.

Followers of Aum and of movements related to Christian Identity
and Christian Reconstruction, though aware that they were involved in
nontraditional forms of religion, have insisted that their new religions
have ancient roots. They have claimed that their groups are in fact re-
vivals of the original forms of their traditions. The name of Richard
Butler's new church, based on Christian Identity teachings, was meant
to emphasize its authority: the Church of Jesus Christ, Christian. In
Timothy McVeigh’s favorite novel, The Tumer Diaries, William Pierce
wrote about the role that his militants played in restoring Christianity’s
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“spiritual strength’ and *‘spiritual health.”!'* But because churches had
subverted the Christian message, Pierce’s Cosmotheist ideology had to
invent its own version of traditional religion.

Pierce’s new ““old religion’ was a curious amalgam: partly mystical,
partly medieval, and partly a juvenile revival of Boy Scout and frater-
nity rites. Without the benefit of clergy, the members of the fictional
Order in Pierce’s novel undertook an initiation similar to the rites of
joining a monastic order. The central character in the novel told of
being requircd to wear “‘something like a monk’s robe’’ and being led
to a dark ceremony room where the leader’s face was illuminated by
candles. The leader explained that the initiates had *“‘passed the test of
the Word and the test of the Deed’” and shown *‘a correct attitude to-
ward the Cause.” The high point of the initiation came when the mem-
bers were told to take an oath—*‘a mighty Oath, a moving Oath,” the
central character in the novel recalled, saying that it “shook me to my
bones and raised the hair on the back of my neck.” ' With this oath the
members of the Order were spiritually armed to be “bearers of the
Faith” in a godiess world.'® (The capitalizing of “Word,” “Deed,”
“Cause,” “Oath,” and “Order”’ is in the novel.)

Activists such as McVeigh and Abouhalima—and for that matter,
Abdul Rahman, Rantisi, Bhindranwale, Asahara, Kahane, Lerner,
Bray, and Hill—have imagined themselves as defenders of ancient
faiths. But in fact they have created new religious forms: like many
present-day spiritual leaders, they have used the language of tradi-
tional religion to build bulwarks around aspects of modernity that
have threatened them and to suggest ways out of the mindless humili-
ation of modern life. It was vital to their image of rcligion, however,
that it be perceived as ancient.

The need for religion—a “‘hard” religion as Abouhalima called it, an
*‘ancient’ one as Pierce imagined it—was a response to the soft treach-
ery they observed in the new societies around them. The modern secu-
lar world that Abouhalima, Pierce, and the others inhabited was a dan-
gerous, chaotic, and violent sea for which religion was an anchor in a
harbor of calm. At some deep and almost transcendent level of con-
sciousness, they sensed their lives slipping out of control, and they felt
both responsible for the disarray and a victim of it. To be abandoned by
religion in such a world would mean aloss of their own individual iden-
titics. In fashioning a “‘traditional religion” of thcir own, they exposed
their concerns not so much with their religious, ethnic, or national com-
munities as with their own personal, impenled selves.
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These intimate concems of Abouhalima, McVeigh, and other ac-
tivists were prompted by the perceived failures of public institutions. As
Pierre Bourdieu has observed, social structures never have a disembod-
ied reality; they are always negotiated by individuals in their own
strategies for maintaining personal identity and success in life. Such in-
stitutions are legitimized by the *“‘symbolic capital” they accrue through
the collective trust of many individuals.'” When that symbolic capital is
devalued, when political and religious institutions undergo what Jiirgen
Habcrmas has called a “crisis of legitimacy,” this devaluation of au-
thority is experienced not only as a political problem but as an intensely
personal one, as a loss of agency.!'®

It is this sense of a personal loss of power in the face of chaotic po-
litical and religious authorities that is common, and [ believe critical, to
Abouhalima’s al Gamaa-i Islamiya, Timothy McVeigh’s circle of militia
activists, and most other movements for Christian, Muslim, Jewish,
Sikh, Buddhist, and Hindu nationalism around the world. The syn-
drome begins with the perception that the public world has gone awry,
and the suspicion that behind this social confusion lies a great spiritual
and moral conflict, a cosmic battle between the forces of order and
chaos, good and evil. Such a conflict is understandably violent, and this
violence is often felt by the victimized activist as powerlessness, either
individually or in association with others of his gender, race, or eth-
nicity. The government—already delegitimized—is perceived to be in
league with the forces of chaos and evil.

Postmodern Terror

One of the reasons government is easily labeled the enemy of religion is
that to some degree it is. By its nature, the secular state is opposed to
the idea that religion should have a role in public life. From the time
that modern secular nationalism emerged in the eighteenth century as a
product of the European Enlightenment’s political values, it has as-
sumed a distinctly antireligious, or at least anticlerical, posture. The
ideas of John Locke about the origins of a civil conumunity and the “‘so-
cial contract’ theories of Jean Jacques Rousseau required very little
commitment to religious belief. Although they allowed for a divine
order that made the rights of humans possible, their ideas had the ef-
fect of taking religion—at least Church religion—out of public life. At
the time, religious ‘“‘enemies of the Enlightenment”—as the historian
Darrin McMahon described them—protested religion’s public
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demise.!® But their views were submerged in a wave of approval for a
new view of social order in which secular nationalism was thought to
be virtually a natural law, universally applicable and morally right.

Enlightenment modernity proclaimed the death of religion. Modernity
signaled not only the demise of the Church’s institutional authority and
clerical control, but also the loosening of religion’s ideological and intel-
lectual grip on society. Scientific reasoning and the moral claims of the
secular social contract replaced theology and the Church as the bases for
truth and social identity. The result of religion's devaluation has been ““a
gencral crisis of religious belief,” as Bourdieu has put it.2? This has been
a problem not just for believers but for society as a whole, for it has
undercut the public’s ability to rely on public symbols. According to
Bourdieu, ““The crisis of religious language and its performative efficacy™
is part of the collapse of an old world view: *“‘the disintegration of an en-
tire universe of social relations.”?!

In countering this disintegration, resurgent religious activists have
proclaimed the death of secularism. They have dismissed the efforts of
secular culture and its forms of nationalism to replace religion. They
have challenged the notion that secular society and the modern nation-
state can provide the moral fiber that unites national communities or
the ideological strength to sustain states buffeted by ethical, economic,
and military failures. Their message has been easy to believe and has
been widely received because the failures of the secular state have been
SO apparent.

The moral leadership of the secular state has become increasingly
challenged in the last decade of the twentieth century following the end
of the Cold War and the rise of a global economy. The Cold War pro-
vided contesting models of moral politics—communism and democ-
racy—that have been replaced by a global market that has weakened
national sovereignty and is conspicuously devoid of political ideals. The
global economy became characterized by transnational businesses ac-
countable to no single governmental authority and with no clear ideo-
logical or moral standards of behavior. But while both Christian and
Enlightenment values were left behind, transnational commerce trans-
ported aspects of Westernized popular culture to the rest of the world.
American and European music, videos, and films were beamed across
national boundaries, where they threatened to obliterate local and tra-
ditional forms of artistic expression. Addcd to this social confusion
werc convulsive shifts in political power that followed the breakup of
the Soviet Union and the faltering of Asian economies.
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The public sense of insecurity that has come in the wake of these cat-
aclysmic global changes has been felt not only in the societies of those
nations that were economically devastated by them—especially coun-
tries in the former Soviet Union—but also in economically stronger in-
dustrialized societies. The United States, for example, has seen a re-
markable degree of disaffection with its political leaders and witnessed
the rise of right-wing religious movements that feed on the public’s per-
ception of the inherent immorality of government.

Is the rise of religious terrorism related to these global changes? We
know that some groups associated with violence in industrialized soci-
eties have an antimodernist political agenda. At the extreme end of this
religious rejection of modernism in the United States are members of
the American anti-abortion group Defensive Action, the Christian mili-
tia and Christian Identity movement, and isolated groups such as the
Branch Davidian sect in Waco, Texas. When Michael Bray and other
members of the religious right cast aspersions at “‘the new world order™
allegedly promoted by President Bill Clinton and the United Nations,
what he and his colleagues feared was the imposition of a reign of order
that was not just tyrannical but atheist. They saw evidence of an anti-
religious governmental pogrom in what they regarded as a pandering to
pluralist cultural values in a society with no single set of religious moor-
ings.

Similar attitudes toward secular government have emerged in
Israel—the religious nationalist ideology of the Kach party is an ex-
treme example—and, as the Aum Shinrikyo movement demonstrated,
in Japan. Like the United States, contentious groups within these coun-
tries became disillusioned about the ability of secular leaders to guide
their countries’ destinies. They identified government as the enemy. In
Israel, for instance, Hamas and the Jewish right have been in opposi-
tion not so much to each other as to their own secular leaders. This fact
was demonstrated by the reaction of Jewish settlers in Gaza to a Hamas
suicide bombing attempt in 1998, soon after the Wye River accords, in
which an activist attempted to ram a car loaded with explosives into a
school bus filled with forty of the settlers’ children. One of the parents
immediately lashed out in hatred—not against the Arabs who tried to
kill her child, but against her own secular leader, Netanyahu, whom she
blamed for precipitating the action by entering into peace agreements
with Arafat22 Her comments demonstrated that the religious war in
Israel and Palestine has not been a war between religions, but a double
set of religious wars—Jewish and Muslim—against secularism.
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The global shitts that have given rise to antimodernist movements
have also affected less-developed nations. India’s Jawaharlal Nehru,
Egypt's Gamal Abdel Nasser, and Iran’s Riza Shah Pahlavi were once
committed to creating versions of America—or a kind of cross between
America and the Soviet Union—in their own countries. But new gener-
ations of leaders no longer believed in the Westernized visions of
Nehru, Nasser, or the shah. Rather, they were eager to complete the
process of decolonialization and build new, indigenous nationalisms.

When activists in Algeria demonstrating against the crackdown on
the Islamic Salvation Front in 1991 proclaimed that they were contin-
uing the war of liberation against French colonialism, they had the ide-
ological rather than political reach of European influence in mind.
Religious activists such as the Algerian leaders, Ayatollah Khomeini in
Iran, Sheik Ahmed Yassin in Palestine, Sayyid Qutb and his disciple
Sheik Omiur Abdul Rahman in Egypt, L. K. Advani in India, and Sant
Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale in India’s Punjab have asserted the legiti-
macy of a postcolonial national identity based on traditional culture.>3

The result of this disaffection with the values of the modern West has
been what I have called a “loss of faith” in the ideological form of that
culture, secular nationalism.?* Although a few years ago it would have
been a startling notion, the idea has now become virtually common-
place that secular nationalism—the principle that the nation is rooted
in a secular compact rather than a religious or ethnic identity—is in cri-
sis. In many parts of the world it is seen as an alien cultural construc-
tion, one closely linked with what has been called ‘“‘the project of
modernity.”’%> In such cases, religious alternatives to secular ideologies
have had extraordinary appeal.

The uncertainty about what constitutes a valid basis for national
identity is a political form of postmodernism.2% In Iran it has resulted
in the rejection of a modern Western political regime and the creation
of a successful religious state. Increasingly, even secular scholars in the
West have recognized that religious ideologies might offer an alterna-
tive to modernity in the political sphere.?” Yet what lies beyond moder-
nity is not necessarily a new form of political order, religious or other-
wise. In nations formerly under Soviet control, for example, the specter
of the future beyond the socialist form of modemity has been one of
cultural anarchism. The fear of a spiritual as well as a political collapse
at modernity’s center has, in many parts of the world, led to terror.

Both violence and religion have emerged at times when authority
1s in question, since they are both ways of challenging and replacing
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authority. One gains its power from force and the other from its
claims to ultimate order. The combination of the two in acts of reli-
gious terrorism has been a potent assertion indeed. Whether or not
the perpetrators of these acts consciously intended them to be politi-
cal acts, any public act of violence has political consequences. Insofar
as they have been attempts to reshape the public order, they have been
examples of what José Casanova has called the increasing *‘deprivati-
zation” of religion.?® In various parts of the world where attempts
have been made by defenders of religion to reclaim the center of pub-
lic attention and authority, religious terrorism is often the violent face
of these attempts.

The postmodern religious rebels that we have examined in this book
have therefore been neither anomalies nor anachronisms. From Algeria
to Idaho, these small but potent groups of violent activists have repre-
sented growing masses of supporters, and they have exemplified currents
of thinking and cultures of commitment that have risen to counter the
prevailing modernism—the ideology of individualism and skepticism—
that has emerged in the past three centuries from the European
Enlightenment and spread throughout the world. They have come to
hate secular governments with an almost transcendent passion. These
guerrilla nationalists have dreamed of revolutionary changes that would
establish a godly social order in the rubble of what the citizens of most
secular societies have regarded as modern, egalitarian democracies.
Their enemies have seemed to most people to be both benign and banal:
modemn, secular leaders such as Yitzhak Rabin and Anwar Sadat, and
such symbols of prosperity and authority as the World Trade Center and
the Japanese subway system. The logic of this kind of militant religios-
ity has therefore been difficult for many people to comprehend. Yet its
challenge has been profound, for it has contained a fundamental critique
of the world’s post-Enlightenment secular culture and politics.

For this reason these acts of guerrilla religious warfare have been not
only attempts at “‘delegitimization,” as Ehud Sprinzak has put it, but
also relegitimization: attempts to purchase public recognition of the le-
gitimacy of religious world views with the currency of violence.?? Since
religious authority can provide a ready-made replacement for secular
leadership, it is no surprise that when secular leaders have been deemed
inadequate or corrupt, the challenges to their legitimacy and the at-
tempts to gain support for their rivals have been based on religion.
When the proponents of religion have asserted their claims to be the
moral force undergirding public order, they sometimes have done so
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with the kind of power that a confused society can graphically recog-
nize: the force of terror.

Curing Violence

How will it end, all this mayhem and bloodshed? When the United States
responded to attacks on its embassies in Africa allegedly perpetrated by
Muslim extremists in August 1998, Secretary of State Madeleine Albnght
proclaimed that America was at war with religious terrorists. It would be
“‘a long-term struggle,” she predicted, adding that ‘“‘unfortunately, this is
the war of the future.””?

Although her dismal prognosis was probably coirect, it is also true that
all wars eventually end. Even long-term struggles that sputter on sporadi-
cally for decades come to a conclusion, as the Cold War did in 1990, when
the Soviet Union dissolved and the dream of a global conquest of com-
munism was abandoned. Moreover, in long struggles especially, the pace
of war sometimes changes: there are small victories, occasional breaks,
tentative resolutions, and attempts to forge a reconciliation.

The war with religious terrorism has been from the point of view of
military and diplomatic leaders a kind of global guerrilla war. It has
been difficult to fight with weapons designed for conventional and tech-
nological warfare. Yet military officers have deemed it a war that can
bc won. Many secular political leaders have described it as a war that
must be won for civilization as the modern West has known it to sur-
vive. From the point of view of many religious activists, as we have
seen, religious terrorism has been an aspect of cosmic war, one that
need not be won in ordinary history, and one in which they are con-
vinced they will eventually triumph. It is, in any event, a war that they
cannot conceive of losing.

In such a war, one that seems so absolute and unyielding on both
sides, what can be the possible outcomes? Extrapolating from current
trends and recent examples, I see the following five possibilities.

Destroying Violence

The first scenario is one of a solution forged by force. It encompasses
instances in which terrorists have literally been killed off or have been
forcibly controlled. If Osama bin Laden had been in residence in his
camp in Afghanistan on August 20, 1998, along with a large number
of leaders of other militant groups when the United States launched one
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hundred Tomahawk cruise missiles into his quarters, for instance, this
air strike might have removed some of the persons involved in planning
future terrorist acts in various parts of the world.

It would not have removed all of them, however, and the attempt
may well have elevated the possibility of more terrorist acts in reprisal.
The war-against-terrorism strategy can be dangerous, in that it can play
into the scenaro that religious terrorists themselves have fostered: the
image of a world at war between secular and religious forces. A bel-
ligerent secular enemy has often been just what religious activists have
hoped for. In some cases it makes recruitment to their causes easier, for
it demonstrates that the secular side can be as brutal as it has been por-
trayed by their own religious ideologues.

The 1998 U.S. attack on Osama bin Laden’s camp neither destroyed
the militant Muslim’s operations nor deterred his aggression. Imme-
diately after the attack several other American embassies were targeted,
and several months later, in February 1999, George Tenet, head of the
U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, announced to thc press that he had
“no doubt’ that “Osama bin Laden and his world-wide allies and sym-
pathizers’” were plotting “further attacks’ against U.S. installations
and symbols of American power.?' In Algeria, attempts to eliminate
Muslim militants also had violent repercussions. When the military
junta in Algeria halted the elections and began running the country
with an iron hand, popular support for the Islamic party and violent re-
sistance against the junta escalated.

In order for the destructive strategy to work, a secular government
must be willing to declare total war against religious terrorism and
wage it over many years, as the Israeli government attempted to do
against its terrorist opponents. Even under these conditions the prog-
nosis for victory has been good only when the opponents were easily
identified and—perhaps more important---contained within a specific
rcgion. Because Israel's enemies have been mobile, its attempts to
squash them have had a limited degree of success. The government of
India, on the other hand, was able to virtually obliterate the most mil-
itant Sikhs in 1992, in part because it embarked on a ruthless search-
and-destroy mission against the activists within the confines of the state
of Punjab.

Legal means of quelling a religious insurrection have also been effec-
tive, but only if the government has had direct legal authority over the
group. In Japan, for instance, the government was able not only to bring
the Aum Shinrikyo leaders to t1ial and imprison them, but also to use its
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legislative and police powers to restrict the movement’s activities. In
1999 China outlawed the Falun Gong movement, which it considered
dangerous. But as the United States discovered in the case of the Libyan
terrorists who allegedly destroyed Pan Am flight 103 over Lockerbie,
Scotland, controlling activists in another country-—especially an un-
friendly one-—can be a difficult matter.

Activist groups sometimes have destroyed themselves, however. The
infighting within some movements has become so severe that they lit-
erally killed themselves off, or so weakened their military defenses that
their government opponents could handily subdue them. The internal
squabbling of various Sikh factions, for instance, made it easier for the
movement to be conquered by the Indian government. In some extreme
cases, such as the nonterrorist but heavily armed Branch Davidian
movement in Waco, the members of the movement have resorted to sui-
cide when they perceived no viable options for the future. In the year
before he instigated the nerve gas attack in the Tokyo subways, Shoko
Asahara mentioned group suicide as a way out of what he thought was
a government conspiracy against his movement.’? Thus although it is
difficult for a government’s military power to obliterate a terrorist
band, sometimes its own internal tensions can accomplish the task.

Terrifying Terrorists

A second scenario is one in which the threat of violent reprisals or im-
prisonment so frightens religious activists that they hesitate to act. This
is the strategy adopted by many law enforcement agencies to *‘crack
down” on terrorists: even if the authorities cannot climinate the terror-
ists completely, they can at least frighten them by raising the stakes as-
sociated with involvement in terrorist activity.

Though some fringe members of activist groups may have been
sobcred by such threats, it is doubtful that the ‘““gct tough with terror-
ists”’ strategy has had much of an effect on the more dedicated mem-
bers. In the view of most of them, the world is already at war, and they
have always expected the enemy to act harshly. In fact, they would be
puzzled if it did not. So the threat of an additional increment of penalty
to be meted out for their actions has had little if any deterrent effect.

The case that is sometimes offered as a successful instance of terror-
ist intimidation is the one involving Libya. In the mid-1980s Libya was
thought to harbor Muslim activists responsible for a series of acts of in-
ternational terrorism against the United States. In 1986 the United
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States undertook an air strike against the leader of the country,
Muammar el-Qaddafi, in reprisal. The missiles were aimed at one of his
residences, and in fact a member of his family was killed in the attack,
but el-Qaddafi himself survived. Over ten years later there were very
few terrorist acts aimed at the United States attributed to Libya. Were
the air strikes effective?

It is doubtful. Although it is possible that Libya was eventually in-
timidated by the strikes, the immediate response was quite different.
According to the RAND-St. Andrews Chronology of International
Terrorism, the number of terrorist incidents linked to Libya and di-
rected against the United States rose in the two years following the U.S.
air strikes: fifteen in 1987 and eight in 1988.%* The most devastating
terrorist attack against the United States in which Libya has been im-
plicated—the tragic explosion of Pan Am flight 103 over Lockerbie,
Scotland, killing all 259 on board—occurred in December 1988.

Itis not clear why the number of terrorist attacks from Libya has de-
creased in the years since then. Comments made by el-Qaddatfi in 1998
indicated that the economic sanctions leveled against Libya were much
on his mind. He broke off relations with Arab states in a pique of anger
after they failed to support the abandonment of the boycott.** Perhaps
he was eager to normalize relations with other governments for trade
reasons as much as any other. In any event, there is no clear evidence
that he or any other supporter of international terrorism has been in-
timidated by America’s show of military might.

There is a possibility that in some cases, however, terrorists have
frightened themselves. In some instances the magnitude of their de-
structive acts has been so enormous that they were shaken into a real-
istic understanding of what their symbolic violence can in fact produce.
After Timothy McVeigh fulfilled a horrific vision from the novel The
Turner Diaries by destroying the Oklahoma City federal building in
1995, the number of violent incidents from Christian militia members
diminished. After Paul Hill killed abortion clinic statf in Florida in
1994, according to Rev. Michael Bray, there was no need for further ac-
tion from his circle of activists; the killing of abortion clinic doctors
since then has been done by other groups. In other cases, activists have
had an epiphany on their way to committing their deeds of destruction.
Kerry Noble reported that when he was sent to destroy a gay church
and its parishioners in Kansas City, the moments in which he sat in the
pew before he was to trigger his bomb and depart was an occasion for
him to seriously reflect on what his intended act would achieve: “All 1
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could envision was torn bodies, limbs ripped from torsos,”” Noble re-
called. Sobered and shaken, he left the sanctuary with the briefcase con-
taining the bomb still in his hand.?5

Violence Wins

The third scenario is the reverse of those cases in which terrorism is de-
feated or diffused: it is when terrorism, in some way, wins. This is the
outcome for which every religious activist, understandably, has
yearned. When 1 asked the Hamas leader Dr. Abdul Aziz Rantisi
whether Jews and Muslims could live in harmony in the area he de-
scribed as Palestine, he affirmed that they could—but not under the pre-
sent arrangement. He could not accept “Israel’'s sovereignty over
Palestinian land,” he said. But the two groups could live in peace if the
situation were reversed and the land were controlled by Palestinian
Arabs.3% “Jews would be welcomed in our nation,” Rantisi explained,
adding that he did not hate Jews as such. He pledged not to mistreat
37 He hoped for a South Africa-type
solution, where the whole of the area would be united—Israel, Gaza,
and the West Bank—and the Palestinians who had left the region would
be allowed to return. With Arabs then a majority, Rantisi would accept
democratic rule over the united region, which would be called some-
thing other than Israel.

It is a solution that would delight Palestinians both inside and outside
the Hamas movement. Needless to say, it has not been a solution enthu-
siastically embraced by Israel. Given that fact, and considering that Israel
holds a preponderance of military power in the region, could any part of
the radical Islamic Palestinian objective be achieved? As | suggested ear-
lier, acts of terrorism tend to be strategically unproductive and do not
usually lead to transformations of power. If one is not willing to wait, as
Dr. Rantisi claimed he was willing to do, beyond his own generation and
perhaps the next, symbolic action will have to be replaced by the kind of
strategic planning aimed at achieving goals either totally or incrementally.
Revolutionary changes can occur through a well-organized mass move-
ment, as in Iran, or an effective military force, as in Afghanistan. They
might also come about through political pressures, as in Sudan and
Pakistan, where regimes have capitulated to religious nationalist ideolo-
gies in what have been incremental but virtually bloodless coups. But as
noted earlier, none of these cases has involved terrorist acts as the primary
means of achieving power.

them ‘“when we become strong.
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There have been instances, however, where the power accrued
through terrorist acts was converted into bargaining chips for negoti-
ated settlements, and where formerly terrorist organizations were
forged into effective political parties. An example of this process, which
might be called the domesticization of violence, was the negotiated
peace settlement in Northern Ireland and the emergence of Sinn Féin as
an effective force in local elections. Yet, as the bombing in the village of
Omagh in August 1998 revealed, such compromises are not always ac-
cepted gracefully by renegade members of activist movements, who in-
sist on continuing their violent paramilitary campaigns. After all, the
ideology of cosmic war does not easily submit to accommodation. Yet,
as the Omagh incident also indicated, public support for a compromise
solution may isolate perpetrators of acts of violence, and their contin-
ued terrorism may undercut their public support.

The approach taken by the opponent—the old enemy of a terrorist
struggle—has sometimes made all the difference in a successful transi-
tion from violence to the politics of compromise. The attempted reso-
lutions of the Northern Ireland and Palestine conflicts are interesting
cases in point. In Northern Ireland, the British did not blame Sinn Féin
for the Omagh violence, and both British and Sinn Féin leaders formed
a united front against it. Hence the public perception of Omagh was
that of a senseless act, one that was peripheral and counterproductive
to the political purposes of the Northern Irish Catholic community. In
Israel, however, when Hamas terrorist activities were renewed after the
peace accords, Benjamin Netanyahu and other Israeli leaders publicly
blamed the Palestinian peacemaker, Yasir Arafat, for the terrorism.
Thus, perhaps inadvertently, the Hamas activists were given credibility
by Netanyahu through his equating them with Arafat, and the legiti-
macy of the secular Palestinian leader was undercut by his being
blamed for the acts of renegade activists whom he could hardly control.
With Arafat weakened and Hamas emboldened by the effect of their in-
cidents of terrorism, the spiral of violence continued.

Thus a negotiated compromise with activists involved in terrorism is
fraught with dif ficulties. It is a solution that does not always work. A
few activists may be appeased, but others may be angered by what they
regard as a sellout of their principles. The case of Arafat and Hamas
was complicated not only by the lack of cooperation from the Israeli
side following the elections that brought Netanyahu into power, but
also by the intractability of Hamas and its own fears of losing whatever
leverage it had gained through its previous tactics. In 1996 some mem-
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bers of the movement advocated a shift of strategy and participation in
Palestinian elections as a political party. It was a shilt that the leader-
ship of Hamas rejected. One of their concerns was political: they knew
that although they might have won in Gaza, their level of support in the
West Bank was not sufficient to rout Fateh and the other parties that
supported Arafat’s Palestinian Authority. Another concern of the
Hamas leadership was ideological: once one has entered into the
rhetoric of cosmic war, the struggle cannot easily be abandoned with-
out forsaking the will of God.

Separating Religion from Politics

The fourth scenario for peace is one in which religion is taken out of
politics and retired to the moral and metaphysical planes. As long as
images of spiritual warfare remain strong in the minds of religious ac-
tivists and are linked with struggles in the social world around them,
the scenarios we have just discussed—achieving an easy victory over re-
ligious activists, intimidating them into submission, or forging a com-
promise with them—are problematic at best. In some cases where reli-
gious politics had previously been strong, however, the image of cosmic
war itself has been transtormed. A more moderate view of the image of
religious warfare has been conceived, one that is deflected away from
political and social confrontation.

The extreme form of this solution—one in which religion returns to
what Casanova described as its privatization in the post-Enlightenment
world—is unlikely, however.’® Few religious activists are willing to re-
treat to the time when secular authorities ran the public arena and re-
ligion remained safely within the confines of churches, mosques, tem-
ples, and synagogues. Most religious activists regard the social
manifestation of cosmic struggle to be at the very heart of their faith
and dream of restoring religion to what they regard as its rightf'ul posi-
tion at the center of public consciousness.

Yet, in the 1990s, many [slamic countries witnessed a certain reaction
against politicized religion. In 1999, Iranian students demonstrated in
support of such leaders as the moderate theologian Abdol Karim
Soroush, who argued that interpretations of religion are relative and
change over time.*® He made a distinction between ideology and reli-
gion, and claimed that Muslim clergy had no business being in politics.49
Similar statements have been made by such moderate [slamic thinkers as
Hassan Hanatfi in Egypt, Rashid Ghannouchi in Tunisia, and Algeria’s
Mohammed Arkoun. For them, the image of struggle consists largely of
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a spiritual battle or a contest between moral positions rather than be-
tween armed enemies.

To some degree these thinkers advocated what René Girard recom-
mended in his analysis of how religion can cure violence. He regarded
the rite of sacrifice as deflected violence—a token of what [ call ritual-
ized cosmic war. According to Girard, when religion conducts its busi-
ness adequately, it provides for society a symbolic way of acting out vi-
olent impulses so that they need not be expressed in the real world.*!
One of Girard's colleagues, Mark Anspach, observed that Islam lacks
the developed sacrificial ritual structure of many other religious tradi-
tions, and hence it has always skirted the danger of ““the confusion of
ritual and history,” resulting in ritualized—albeit real—violence against
its sacred enemies.*2 What Soroush and his fellow Islamic thinkers pro-
posed was not necessarily a moderate [slam but a revitalized one, a
Muslim religiosity sufficiently vital and symbolically rich to do what
Girard and Anspach argued all religion should be able to do: deflect vi-
olence through its ritual enactment.

Moreover, Soroush'’s vision of Islam allows religion to play a signifi-
cant albeit a noncontrolling public role. Like the Protestant Refor-
mation’s Martin Luther, Soroush advocates an unmediated form of reli-
gion that is both personal and public. He places little stock in the clerical
hierarchy and its privileges—a position that has gotten him into a fair
amount of difficulty in [ran—but at the same time his reformed Islam is
not privatistic. Like socially responsible Protestants, he sees a prophetic
role for religion in the public arena. This is a form of social activism that
eschews political power in favor of moral suasion, and it has transformed
the idea of struggle into a contestation of ideas rather than opposing po-
litical sides.

Solutions such as the one Soroush formulated in Iran do not require
the image of cosmic war to be removed from public life or abandoned
altogether. Rather, it is redirected to the battlefield of ideas. For such a
transformation to come about, however, two conditions must be met:
members of the activists’ religious community have to embrace this
moderate form of social struggle as a legitimate representation of cos-
mic war, and the opponents have to accept it without being threatened
by it. Secular authorities can do little about the first criterion, since it
requires a transformation of thinking and leadership within the religion
itself. But they can effect the second criterion by resisting the tempta-
tion to act like an enemy in a cosmic war and being open to a social
role for religion on a less violently confrontational level.
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When one is treated like an enemy, however, the temptation to re-
spond like an enemy is considerable. This has been especially so when
the provocations have been savage. After American embassies in Africa
were bombed in August 1998, for instance, the U.S. government found
itself in a position similar to that of the [sraeli government in being mo-
tivated to retaliate swiftly and strongly in order to appease their con-
stituencies. Yet such retaliations have seldom been effective. As we have
seen, retahatory strikes usually have not destroyed their targets com-
pletely, they have invited more terrorist acts in return, and they have
played into the terrorists’ scenarios of war in which there can be no
easy compromise.

Understandably, governments cannot afford to let acts of terrorism
go unaddressed. Governments must be vigilant in their surveillance of
potential terrorist groups, diligent in their attempts to apprehend those
suspected of committing terrorist acts, and swift in bringing them to
courts of law. But the tit-for-tat approach to terrorism has usually
failed if for no other reason than that few governments have been will-
ing to sink to the savage levels and adopt the same means of gutter
combat as the groups involved in terrorist acts. Moreover, government
authorities are usually aware that those within cultures of violence
from which acts of terrorism have emerged are watching to see how
the authorities respond to the violence. Any response to the perpetra-
tion of violent acts, even in the form of retaliatory strikes, will enhance
the credibility of the terrorists within their own community.
Supporting moderate leadership within the communities, however,
would diminish support for the extremists.

Examples of attempts to respond to terrorism in a moderate way may
be found in the British reactions to the violence of the Irish Republican
Army, and at least one moment in the Israeli response to Palestinian ac-
tivism. When Britain's prime minister Tony Blair befriended Gerry
Adams, the leader of the IRA’s political wing, Sinn Féin, and when
[srael’'s prime minister Yitzhak Rabin shook the hand of Palestine’s Yasir
Arafat, many in these prime ministers’ respective countries were con-
vinced that they had sold out to terrorists. Within Adams’s and Arafat’s
camps were those who felt that the Sinn Féin and Palestinian leaders had
also abandoned their principles. As we have seen, the Omagh tragedy
and the Hamas suicide bombings were violent expressions of this dis-
pleasure and were aimed at both the governments’ and the bombers’
own moderate leaders. Yet the British and Israeli authorities persevered
because they recognized the opportunity to support a peaceful solution
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over a violent one, and—for the most part—they continued on a path of
reconciliation that rewarded those who favored a transformation from
terror to cooperation.

Healing Politics with Religion

These moderate solutions have required the opponents in the conflict
to summon at least a minimal level of mutual trust and respect. This
respect has been enhanced and the possibilities of a compromise solu-
tion strengthened when religious activists have perceived governmen-
tal authorities as having a moral integrity in keeping with, or accom-
modating of, religious values. This, then, is the fifth solution: when
secular authorities embrace moral values, including those associated
with religion.

[n some cases where religious violence has been quelled, religion
has literally been subsumed under the aegis of governmental authori-
ties. In Sri Lanka, for instance, the efforts of the government to destroy
the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP)—the People’s Liberation
Front—a movement supported by many radical Buddhist monks, were
double-pronged. The harsh measures involved tracking down and
killing the most dedicated members of the movement. The more ac-
commodating measures included efforts to win the support of militant
religious leaders. In 1990 President Ranasinghe Premadasa provided a
fund for the financial support of Buddhist schools and social services,
and created a Ministry of Buddhist Affairs, naming himself the first
minister. Premadasa created a council of Buddhist advisers, including
Buddhist monks who had been quite critical of the secular government
previously. One of these told me in 1991 that after Premadasa’s pro-
religious measures, the government was finally beginning to “refilect
Buddhist values.”43

In other cases, such as the British response to Irish terrorism, the
government’s stance in following the rule of law and not overreacting
to terrorist provocations demonstrated its subscription to moral values.
This made it difficult for religious activists—with the exception of Rev.
lan Paisley—to portray the government as a satanic enemy. It also in-
creased the possibility of some sort of accommodation with religious
activists on both sides of the Northern I[reland dispute—Ileading to the
signing of a peace accord in 1998.

Governments that chose the other route—abandoning their own
democratic principles in response to terrorism—have embarked on per-
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ilous journeys. A case in point is the Algerian military junta that seized
control and annulled the elections that appeared to be leading to a vic-
tory for the Islamic Salvation Front in 1992. The result was years of in-
creased terrorism, in part due to the perception that the government
had discredited itself and demonstrated that it could not meet the mun-
dane moral standards of secular democracies, much less the presumably
higher standards suggested by religion.

It is poignant that the governments of modern nations have so often
been perceived as being morally corrupt and spiritually vacuous since
the Enlightenment concepts that launched the modern nation-state
were characterized by a fair amount of moralistic fervor. Jean-Jacques
Rousseau coined the term civil religion to describe what he regarded as
the moral and spiritual foundation essential for any modern society
that wanted to sustain an enduring political order. Such a ‘“‘religion,”
Rousseau claimed, was to be based not on the ‘““dogmas of religion’ but
on what he called the “‘the sanctity of the social contract.””44

Despite the noble rhetoric of these Enlightenment thinkers, their op-
ponents at the time belittled the secularists’ morality just as their mod-
ern critics have done; and just as they have done today, they accused
them of hypocrisy. As McMahon has pointed out, religious critics of
thinkers such as Rousseau accused them, perhaps unfairly, of cloaking
self-interest in the garb of high-minded abstractions.?3 It is this appar-
ent hypocrisy—and what they regard as the inhcrent vacuousness of
secular life—that has continued to disturb religious activists from the
time of the Enlightenment to the present day.

This point was made clear to me in a direct way in a peculiar place—
the federal penitentiary in Lompoc, California— where a convicted ter-
rorist lectured me on my lack of moral and spiritual purpose. Mahmud
Abouhalima accused American people in general, and me in particular,
of secularism. He challenged our dedication to the virtue of tolerance
when we have been unwilling to tolerate religious cnthusiasts such as
himself. He insisted that he knew what people like me lacked: ““the soul
of religion,” he said, “that’s what's missing.” He went on to say that
pcople in the secular world “‘are just living day by day, looking for jobs,
for money to live.”” They were living, he said, “‘like sheep.”’4®

[ accepted that there was some truth to Abouhalima’s analysis, but that
most people did not want to live like sheep. Like him, they longed for a
life of dignity and quiet pride. [ interpreted what Abouhalima advocated
to be not just religious doctrine, or even a ‘‘born-again’ religious conver-
sion, but a longing for vitality and meaning in life. What he wanted was
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a tough, grounded existence, not one simply floating toward a pointless
death. [ agreed with Abouhalima that religion at its best helps to give peo-
ple that sense of purpose.

I wondered, though, to what extent Abouhalima was correct in his as-
sessment that secular politics and modern social values have prevented in-
dividuals from having this kind of satisfying life. Can social and political
institutions in society be blamed for our lack of spirituality? Answers to
this question have been varied. Those who have responded *‘no”” include
those who have accepted the modemist assumption that private and pub-
lic lives are separate, and that individuals are solely responsible for what-
ever integrity and morality they possess. Among those who have an-
swered ‘‘yes’” are modernity’s critics, who have pointed to the deleterious
effects of a consumer culture and its numbing assault on the senses by
seemingly endless media images, and the cynicism with which most peo-
ple view the moral integrity of those in public life. Robert Bellah argued
in 1998 that the bland multicultural climate that has overcome American
society at the dawn of the twenty-first century has been fostered by what
he regards as the great agents of socialization---education and televi-
sion—and encouraged through public policy.4?

But even those who have condemned modern society for its aesthetic
and ethical poverty may wonder if the entrance of religion into public
life would help to leaven these negative influences. Several thoughtful
observers of Western society have suggested that indeed it might—if re-
ligion could enter the public arena in an undogmatic and unobtrusive
way. A French theorist, Marcel Gauchet, has called for Western society
to recover the spiritual roots that it abandoned when it transferred the
sense of sacrality from God to the nation.*® An American theologican,
Reinhold Niebuhr, has made a similar argument, even though Niebuhr
was wary of religion’s intrusion into politics.

Niebuhr was suspicious of religion because it absolutizes and mor-
alizes political calculations that realistically are made for reasons of
self-interest. Yet he could see a political role for what he called the *il-
lusions’” of religion in providing the ties that bind pcople together ““in
spite of social conflict.”” He described these as ““the peculiar gifts of re-
ligion to the human spirit.”> Niebuhr claimed that secular imagination
1s not capable of producing them, for they require ‘‘a sublime madness
which disregards immediate appearance and emphasizes profound and
ultimate unities.””4

[ agree with Niebuhr that what religion provides society is not just
high-mindedness, but also a concern with the quality of life—a goal
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more ennobling than the simple accretion of power and possessions.
For that reason religious rhetoric has entered into political discourse at
times when the moral and spiritual roots of a community have been
challenged or have been in danger of being severed. Especially within
the religious cultures of violence that we have examined in this book,
people have criticized the vacuousness of modern secular life. They
have sought religion as a balm for their fractured existences. For some,
religion—Ilike art, education, or sports—can be an escape from politi-
cal turmoil. For others, these elements of public life give the turbulence
meaning. During the height of the conflict in Bosnia in the mid-1990s,
for instance, mosques stayed open and the symphony orchestra of
Sarejevo kept to its concert schedule, performing to audiences of mixed
ethnic identities.

In Palestine it has been higher education and sports along with reli-
gion that have symbolized this unity beyond the violence of ethnic con-
flict.. When [ asked a member of Hamas where the future generation of
Palestinians and Israelis might come together, he told me, “it would be
in a university.”” He could imagine a situation in which his son and the
child of one of his [sraeli opponents might relate to one another some-
day as friends and fellow students on a neutral arena—*perhaps on
your campus of the University of California,” he suggested.>?

“I miss soccer,” a young Hamas supporter told a journalist who in-
terviewed him in an [sraeli prison for the documentary film Shaheed
(Martyr). The young man had been designated to be a suicide bomber
but was intercepted by the Israeli police before he could demolish him-
self and his target, a crowd of innocent Israeli bystanders. He explained
to the interviewer that he hated the Jews. “l despise them,” he said.
“They took our land.” But when asked about [srael's soccer team, he
said that he greatly admired [sraeli players and knew many by name.
When the journalist asked him what he would do if he were asked to
carry out his suicide mission in a soccer stadium—one that was filled
with his enemies, Zionists and nonbelievers—the young man seemed
genuinely troubled. “On a soccer field?”” he asked, his sensibilities
clearly offended. “No,” he said, “I couldn't do that.””'

[n the mind of the erstwhile suicide bomber, soccer rose above the tur-
moil of terrorism, just as higher education and symphony concerts have
provided neutral planes beyond ethnic, religious, and ideological ten-
sions. Religion can also provide such a neutral space: in Israel, rabbis
and mullahs have shared ideas almost as extensively as their political
counterparts have. Though religion has scarcely been perceived as being
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neutral in the same way that art, education, and sports have been, vir-
tually every religious tradition has projected images of tranquility that
are even more profound and unifying. It is, after all, for the sake of the
tranquil and universal ideal of sacred transformation that one struggles
in the battles of a cosmic war. In a curious way, then, the goal of all this
religious violence is peace.

As we have seen in the case studies in this book, religious ideas have
given a profundity and ideological clarity to what in many cases have
been real experiences of economic destitution, social oppression, polit-
ical corruption, and a desperate need for the hope of rising above the
limitations of modern life. The image of cosmic struggle has given these
bitter experiences meaning, and the involvement in a grand conflict has
been for some participants exhilarating. It has even been empowering.
Persons and social movements engaged in such a conflict have gained a
sense of their own destinies. In such situations, acts of violence, even
what appear to those of us outside the movements as vicious acts of ter-
rorism, have been viewed by insiders in cultures of violence as both ap-
propriate and justified.

Why, in a few extreme instances, violence has accompanied religion’s
recnewed political presence is something that this book has tried to ex-
plore. My conclusion is that it has much to do with the nature of the
religious imagination, which always has had the propensity to absolu-
tize and to project images of cosmic war: [t also has much to do with
the social tensions of this moment of history that cry out for absolute
solutions, and the sense of personal humiliation experienced by men
who long to restore an integrity they perceive as lost in the wake of vir-
tually global social and political shifts.

To some extent it is also related to the role that violence has played
in public life. Since public violence is a display of power, it appeals to
those who want to make dramatic statements and reclaim public space.
[n moments of social transition and uncertainty it can simultaneously
hold both political currency and religious meaning. It can be used to re-
mind the populace of the godly power that makes a religious ideology
potent, and it can be used to render divine judgments. It can create
man-made incidents of fear on heaven’s behalf, as if its perpetrators
could discern the mind of God.

This is one of history’s ironies, that although religion has been used
to justify violence, violence can also empower religion. Perhaps under-
standably, therefore, in the wake of secularism, and after years of wait-
ing in history’s wings, religion has made its reappearance as an ideol-
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ogy of social order in a dramatic fashion: violently. In time the violence
will end, but the point will remain. Religion gives spirit to public life
and provides a beacon for moral order. At the same time it needs the
temper of rationality and fair play that Enlightenment values give to
civil society. Thus religious violence cannot end until some accommo-
dation can be forged between the two—some assertion of moderation
in religion’s passion, and some acknowledgment of religion in elevating
the spiritual and moral values of public life. In a curious way, then, the
cure for religious violence may ultimately lie in a renewed appreciation
for religion itself.
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