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Introduction

James R. Lewis and Jesper Aagaard Petersen

At the time of the Jonestown suicides in 1978, the field of new reli-
gious movements (NRMs) was little more than a specialization
within the sociology of religion. There were a few nonsociologists
active in the field (such as Gordon Melton, Timothy Miller, and Rob-
ert Ellwood), but it took a long time for the academy to accept
NRMs as part of religious studies. As I have discussed elsewhere
(Lewis 2004), it was not until after a series of high-profile tragedies
in the 1990s—the Branch Davidian siege, the Solar Temple murder-
suicides, the Aum Shinrikyo incident, and the Heaven’s Gate sui-
cides—that the religious studies mainstream truly embraced new re-
ligions as a legitimate field of study.

At the time of this writing, the NRM field continues to expand.
Some indicators of this growth are the increasing popularity of the
sessions of the New Religious Movements Group at the annual
meetings of the American Academy of Religion, the growing num-
ber of prominent academic presses publishing NRM titles, and the
emergence of NRMs as a recognized field of study in graduate pro-
grams in a number of European countries, particularly in the
United Kingdom. Additionally, an increasing number of NRM aca-
demicians are beginning to subspecialize—hence one now encoun-
ters self-identified scholars of the New Age, Pagan specialists, histo-
rians of Western esotericism, and the like. One advantage of these
subspecialities is that they focus on a reasonably well-defined sub-
ject matter. The same cannot be said for the NRM field as a whole.

Although the field of new religious movements has achieved the
status of a recognized specialty, it is a very odd field of specializa-
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tion, one that lacks an adequate internal logic for determining which phenom-
ena fall within its purview. Until the development of NRM subspecialities, the
core of the field consisted of studies of controversial new religions plus analyses
of the “cult” controversy.

In many ways, NRM studies is a residual category. Though the designation
“new religions” implies that all kinds of emergent religions are part of this
field, in practice NRM scholars have tended to avoid studying movements al-
ready claimed by other scholarly specialties. Thus, to cite a few examples, Pen-
tecostalism has been left to church historians and cargo cults to anthropologists
(Lewis 2004). This boundary issue is only one of the questions that need to
be asked before new religions can become a cohesive field of study rather than
an ad hoc grab bag composed of all the groups no other scholarly specialty
wants to bother with.

Although NRM studies has been accepted as a legitimate part of the acad-
emy, in many ways the field remains segregated from the larger discipline of
religious studies, despite the fact that it is easy to make a case for the impor-
tance of researching new religions. As Susan Palmer, a contributor to the pres-
ent collection, noted in a recent interview, “If you’re interested in studying
religion, . . . NRMs are a great place to start. Their history is really short, they
don’t have that many members, their leader is usually still alive, and you can
see the evolution of their rituals and their doctrines. It’s a bit like dissecting
amoebas instead of zebras” (cited in Lester 2002). The point here is an obvious
one, namely, that the study of current new religions can deepen our under-
standing of more established religions. On the other hand, the field of religious
studies has been deeply interested in the question of the origins of religion.
Thus it seems natural to consider whether the formulations growing out of
this research might provide insights into the emergence of contemporary new
religions, though no one seems to have undertaken this task thus far.

The field of new religious movements has been significantly shaped by
the controversies surrounding a set of highly diverse religious organizations.
One could reasonably argue that the only common factor uniting them is the
fact that they are controversial. Even the relevant controversies, however, are
quite diverse. Members of Aum Shinrikyo, for instance, dramatically attacked
people outside of the group, precipitating a sharp response from Japanese
society. In contrast, the Branch Davidians—who had coexisted quite harmo-
niously with their neighbors for many years—became embroiled in contro-
versy only after being assaulted by an agency of the U.S. government. And in
yet another completely different scenario, Heaven’s Gate made international
headlines after imploding in a group suicide.

Despite these many differences, the more controversial new religions have
been perceived as constituting a common phenomenon, and have been un-
derstood in terms of a shared stereotype that has been applied to many such
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religions. These factors have led to an unusual situation in which, without any
sense of stepping beyond the bounds of their expertise, NRM scholars can
study a theologically orthodox Christian group like the Family, a Hindu group
like the Hare Krishna movement, a neotraditional Chinese group like Falun
Gong, and so on—when in other circumstances only academicians with spe-
cialized backgrounds in theology, Hinduism, Chinese religion, and so forth
would attempt to study these movements.

Another result of the “cult” controversy is that NRM scholarship has
tended to cluster around the most controversial groups, particularly the ones
that have attracted the attention of the mass media. Thus a comparatively tiny
movement like the Family has been the subject of numerous articles and sev-
eral books. In contrast, a significantly larger but much less controversial new
religion like Eckankar has never been the subject of even a single academic
journal article. The aim of the present collection is to bring together a series
of original studies on the groups that have generated the most academic atten-
tion.

The controversy over new religions is a complex social issue that has en-
gendered an emotional and sometimes mean-spirited debate. Decades of social
conflict have left their impress on the term “cult,” which, to the general public,
indicates a religious group that is false, dangerous, or otherwise bad. The sharp-
ness of this controversy has tended to polarize observers of such groups into
extreme positions, making it difficult to find a middle ground from which to
approach the issue. Hence, rather than tackling the problem directly, it might
well repay our effort to work our way into the debate indirectly, through the
stories of two contrasting religious groups that will serve to highlight some of
the dilemmas associated with the controversy.

The story of the Movement for the Restoration of the Ten Commandments
of God, the Ugandan group massacred by its own leaders in 2000, will be
used to exemplify the concerns “anticultists” bring to the controversy. The
Alamo Christian Foundation, an American ministry that has been the target
of crippling legal action, will be used to exemplify the concerns of religious
libertarians.

When Religion Goes Bad: The Movement for the Restoration
of the Ten Commandments

The Movement for the Restoration of the Ten Commandments of God was a
doomsday religious sect in Uganda that made headlines in the wake of what
was initially thought to be a mass suicide in March 2000. The number of
bodies reported by the media increased daily until it exceeded one thousand.
About 530 died in a fire that gutted their church in Kanungu, Uganda, on
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Friday, March 17, 2000. In the days following the tragedy, police discovered
innumerable other bodies at different sites. These others had been murdered
prior to the group holocaust, apparently at the behest of the leadership.

The movement was founded by excommunicated Roman Catholic priests,
Joseph Kibweteere, Joseph Kasapurari, John Kamagara, and Dominic Katari-
babo; two excommunicated Roman Catholic nuns; and Credonia Mwerinde,
an ex-prostitute. Most of the group’s members were originally Roman Catholic.
The group taught that the Catholic Church was badly in need of reform. Their
own rules came from the Virgin Mary, as channeled through Mwerinde. The
leaders taught that the Ten Commandments needed to be restored to their
original importance.

Before the tragedy, Kibweteere allegedly claimed that he overheard a con-
versation between Jesus Christ and the Virgin Mary. Mary stated that the world
would come to an end unless humans started to follow the Ten Command-
ments closely. The group initially believed that the end of the world would take
place on December 31, 1999. During 1999, members sold their possessions
in preparation for the end times, when they would be transported to heaven.
They slaughtered cattle and had a weeklong feast. When the end did not come,
Kibweteere changed the date to December 31, 2000. Later, he taught that the
Virgin Mary would appear on March 17 and take the faithful to Heaven. Dev-
astation would then descend upon the world and the remaining six billion
people in the world would be exterminated.

The membership appears to have anticipated being taken to Heaven by
the Virgin Mary on March 17. They also expected the end of the world to occur
at that time. They slaughtered some cattle, and ordered seventy crates of soda
for a feast on March 16. They said goodbye to friends and relatives beforehand.

Most of the deaths occurred in Kanungu, a small trading center, about 217
miles southwest of Kampala, the capital of Uganda. Although there may still
be some sources that continue to assert that the parishioners committed sui-
cide, the consensus opinion is that the group leader, Joseph Kibweteere, mur-
dered the members by luring them inside the church and then setting it on
fire. The church’s windows had been boarded up; its doors were nailed shut
with the members inside. They sang for a few hours. Some witnesses reported
the smell of gasoline at the scene, an explosion that preceded the fire, and
some screams from inside the building.

There was one initial report, never confirmed, that members had applied
gasoline and paraffin to their skin before the explosion and fire. However, it is
difficult to see how the observer could have witnessed these preparations if the
windows and doors of the church had been nailed shut. It is now almost certain
that the tragedy was a mass murder, not a mass suicide. The fact that the doors
of the church were nailed shut seems to indicate that the leadership wanted to
confine the full membership within the church in order to murder the entire
group. The discovery of additional bodies of members who had been murdered
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and buried in latrines near the church gives weight to the mass-murder theory.
The discoveries of many hundreds of murder victims at other locations also
point toward mass murder.

The murders seem to have been precipitated by failed prophecy. When the
end of the world did not occur on December 31, 1999, some members of the
sect demanded their money and possessions back. This, in turn, may have
triggered the mass murders.

The deaths of members of the Movement for the Restoration of the Ten
Commandments were part of a series of dramatic incidents that involved mem-
bers of nontraditional religions. Other incidents include the Jonestown
murder-suicides (1978), the ATF/FBI raid on the Branch Davidian community
(1993), the Solar Temple murder-suicides (in 1994, 1995, and 1997), the Tokyo
subway poison gas attack (1995), and the Heaven’s Gate suicides (1997). In
the wake of these events, the mass media sought out a variety of “cult experts”
in an effort to make sense of seemingly irrational behavior. Most of these
experts offered the public an explanation in terms of the notion of cultic mind
control, colloquially known as “brainwashing.” The seemingly crazy actions of
“cult” members were not difficult to explain, this group of experts claimed, as
long as one understands that megalomaniacal cult leaders are able to control
the thought processes of their followers; under the influence of mind control,
members of such groups are capable of anything because they have given up
their wills to the leader.

According to spokespeople for “cult watchdog” groups, our society is pop-
ulated by hundreds—perhaps thousands—of cult groups, many of which are
capable of extreme actions. Beyond mind control and the imputation of sinister
motives to the leader, standard accusations leveled against minority religions
unfortunate enough to be labeled “cults” include deceptive recruiting practices,
financial and sexual exploitation, food and sleep deprivation of members, var-
ious forms of illegal activities, child abuse, ritual abuse, and so forth. Because
of the interest the mass media have taken in this issue, this stereotype has
become widely accepted in contemporary society.

Putting aside the problematic notion of “cultic brainwashing” for the mo-
ment, there are or have been groups for which some of these accusations are
or were appropriate. In particular, children have been abused within a few
religious communities. Members of certain organizations have been financially
and/or sexually exploited by the leadership. A handful of minority religions
have taken the law into their own hands. And at least one group consciously
deceived potential recruits by systematically hiding their identity until after
workshop attendees had become de facto members.

There are, however, obvious dangers in unreflectively applying the cult
stereotype to every religious group that strikes one as strange or unusual. The
situation is not unlike that of viewing a race or an ethnicity in terms of a
generalization derived from the minority group’s least reputable members. The



8 james r. lewis and jesper aagaard petersen

types of problems that can be generated by jumping to the conclusion that
unusual religious communities must be guilty of misdeeds simply because
extreme accusations are leveled against them are well exemplified in the legal
assault on the Alamo Christian Foundation.

When Religion Is Victimized: The Alamo Christian Foundation

The Alamo Christian Foundation, a Pentecostal church with doctrines similar
to the Assemblies of God, was opened in 1969 in Hollywood, California, by
Tony and Susan Alamo. It drew its early strength from the Jesus movement.
In the early 1970s, the Alamo Christian Foundation became controversial and
was heavily criticized because of what was viewed as heavy-handed proselytiz-
ing. Church members worked the streets of Hollywood, inviting potential con-
verts to evening services. The mostly young recruits were taken by bus to the
foundation’s rural community in Saugus for an evangelistic meeting and meal.
Many of those who converted remained in Saugus to be taught the Bible and
become lay ministers.

In 1976, the church moved its headquarters to Alma, Arkansas, where
Susan Alamo had grown up. There it developed a community of several hun-
dred members and established printing facilities, a school, and a large taber-
nacle. As the organization expanded further, churches were opened in other
cities. The church developed as an ordered community of people dedicated to
evangelism. Converts who wished to receive the church’s training and partic-
ipate in its ministry took a vow of poverty, agreeing to turn over all real property
to the church. In return, the church provided the necessities of life. Members
were periodically sent out on evangelistic tours around the United States, fre-
quently using the established church centers as bases of operation. Services
were held daily at each of the church centers, and free meals were served. In
1981, Music Square Church was incorporated. It superseded the foundation in
1982. Susan Alamo passed away from cancer in the same year.

To support itself and as part of its rehabilitation program, the church de-
veloped several businesses in which members, many of whom were former
drug addicts, could begin a process of reintegration into society. However, a
number of disgruntled former members who later aligned themselves with the
anticult movement complained that they should have been paid at least min-
imum wage for their work while members. These complaints led to a series
of lawsuits. In 1985 the Internal Revenue Service stripped the Music Square
Church of its tax-exempt status. The church went to court to fight this decision.

In 1988, Tony Alamo was accused of allegedly directing—over the tele-
phone—the beating of an eleven-year-old boy who was at the center of a custody
battle between his mother (a member of Alamo’s ministry) and his father, who
had left the church and aligned himself with anticultists. Charges were filed
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and Alamo disappeared. For the next three years, Alamo was a fugitive from
justice. During this time he moved about the country, frequently making calls
to talk shows and even dropping in on public offices for visits. Meanwhile, the
church’s property in Arkansas was seized to pay off court judgments against
the organization. Tony Alamo was arrested in July 1991. The current status of
the church, whose membership as of 1988 was approximately four hundred,
is problematic.

The concern generated by such activities as the legal assault on the Alamo
Christian Foundation has led to the emergence of an alternative school of
opinion opposed to the “anticult” perspective. This opposing group comprises
a diverse group of religions, religious liberty organizations, and some scholars
of minority religions. While not seeking to defend organizations like the Move-
ment for the Restoration of the Ten Commandments, this school of thought
asserts that the extreme actions of a few groups should not be taken as rep-
resentative of all minority religions, any more than that the criminal tendencies
of a handful of members of certain racial minorities should be imputed to the
race as a whole. Individuals associated with this opposition group see them-
selves as defending religious liberty.

Because the word “cult” has acquired negative connotations, the people
and organizations who defend minority religions do not call themselves the
“procult movement,” and, further, reject the label “cult apologists” with which
anticultists seek to stigmatize them. In fact, this opposition group would reject
the use of the term “cult” altogether, instead referring to such organizations
as new religious movements (the preferred label among academics), alternative
religions, nontraditional religions, or minority religions. Recognizing the
term’s problematic status, scholars usually avoid the term “cult.” It is, never-
theless, still useful to talk about the “cult controversy,” and, when appropriate,
“cult” can be utilized to discuss the stereotype associated with minority relig-
ions more generally.

As with other social conflicts, opponents in the cult controversy have be-
come polarized into extreme positions. Many anticultists have come to adopt
an attitude of suspicion toward a broad spectrum of religions, ready to portray
almost any unusual group as a potential Heaven’s Gate, and almost any char-
ismatic religious leader as a potential David Koresh. Defenders of the rights of
minority religions, on the other hand, have tended to downplay all issues except
the issue of religious liberty. The result of this polarization is an ongoing and
frequently bitter debate that periodically finds expression in books, articles,
court cases, and, in recent years, in official reports issued by European gov-
ernments.

The origins of the contemporary cult controversy can be traced to the early
1970s. In that period, many new religions were arising out of the ashes of the
counterculture to become successor movements to the youth movement of the
1960s. Unable to comprehend the appeal of these religions, observers con-
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cluded that the founder-leaders of such groups had discovered a special form
of social control that enabled them to recruit their followers in nonordinary
ways, and, more particularly, to short-circuit their rational, questioning minds
by keeping them locked in special trance states. A handful of professionals,
mostly psychologists and psychiatrists associated with the anticult movement,
attempted to provide scientific grounding for this notion of cultic brainwash-
ing/mind control.

No serious observer would disagree that there are genuine issues of abuse,
exploitation, and undue influence associated with at least some minority relig-
ions. Serious discussions and analyses of such abuses were, however, over-
shadowed almost from the very beginning when the debate over new religions
came to focus on the notion of cultic mind control. Rather than viewing the
social pressures found in minority religions as extensions of garden-variety
forms of social influence, anticult professionals argued for the existence of a
unique form of influence confined to “cult” subcultures. Viewing this argu-
ment as a form of special pleading with potentially grave implications for re-
ligious liberty, other professionals—particularly sociologists of religion—fo-
cused their scholarly responses to the cult controversy on a critique of cultic
mind control. By the mid-seventies, battle lines had been drawn and the debate
would rage back and forth over the same ground for the next several decades.

Survey of Contents

Each of the contributors to the present collection provides an overview of each
organization or movement. This collection is not, however, simply a series of
expanded encyclopedia entries. Rather, each author has crafted an analysis that
makes an original contribution to the study of her or his chosen group. Chap-
ters have been grouped into four parts according to the larger religious
traditions to which they belong: the Christian tradition, Asian and Asian-
inspired, esoteric and New Age, and other kinds of groups and movements.

Part I: Groups in the Christian Tradition

In “A Family for the Twenty-first Century,” James D. Chancellor presents an
overview of the Children of God (COG), now known as the Family. COG
emerged out of the Jesus People Movement as a blend of traditional evangelical
Christianity and the 1960s counterculture. COG quickly became the most con-
troversial group on the religious landscape. It is historically important in the
history of the anticult movement; the first anticult organization was FREECOG
(Free the Children of God), and deprogramming developed in response to
COG. Chancellor outlines the history of the movement, its major theological
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landmarks, and gives particular attention to the substantive changes that have
taken place since the death of the founding Prophet.

James A. Beverley’s “Spirit Revelation and the Unification Church” focuses
on the role of ongoing mediumistic revelations in the life of the Unification
Church. The chapter begins with a critical overview of recent events within the
church and among members of the founder’s family. Beverley also examines
Reverend Moon’s sense of the importance of his role in history and of the role
he plays in the spirit realm. This exalted image of Rev. Moon is reinforced, on
the one hand, by the Unification movement’s success at attracting world-class
religious and political leaders to its conferences and other gatherings. On the
other hand, and perhaps more important, a wide variety of different Unifica-
tionists have received messages from deceased religious and political leaders,
all of whom praise the church’s founder as a spiritual virtuoso whose ministry
represents a threshold in world history.

In “Reconstructing Reality: Conspiracy Theories about Jonestown,” Re-
becca Moore examines the conspiracy theories that have arisen to explain the
mass murder-suicides of People’s Temple members in Jonestown, Guyana, in
November 1978. These theories range from those produced by professional
conspiracy theorists who see conspiracies everywhere, to theories developed
by nonprofessionals that concentrate primarily on Jonestown. Moore explains
that conspiracy theories attempt to make sense of what appears ultimately
senseless. And such theories are attractive because, despite the threat they
represent, they are also comforting since they eliminate uncertainty and moral
ambiguity.

Stuart A. Wright’s “Explaining Militarization at Waco: The Construction
and Convergence of the Warfare Narrative” examines how the Branch Davi-
dians—a small religious group following a peaceful lifestyle in rural Texas—
were perceived anew as a dangerously aggressive community that required a
major operation to subdue them. The Davidians were brought to the attention
of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms through the sustained efforts
of apostates and other interest groups; this led to a siege and, later, to a fiery
tragedy in which most of the members died. Wright’s analysis focuses on the
“logic” by which the situation was so dramatically militarized.

Part II: Asian and Asian-Inspired Groups

“Family Development and Change in the Hare Krishna Movement” by E. Burke
Rochford, Jr. investigates the role of family life as a source of change within
ISKCON. The results of the worldwide Prabhupada Centennial Survey con-
ducted in 1994–1995 are interpreted as indicating a change from collective,
traditional, and religious values to private, democratic, and secular values. The
organizational foundation has moved from communalism to congregationalist
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nuclear families, mainly because of alterations in demographics and the con-
troversial actions of the traditional authority structure, which in turn have af-
fected the scope of parents’ beliefs and organizational involvement. Thus ISK-
CON is threatened by a fragmentation of the socioreligious worldview shared
by its members.

Marion S. Goldman’s “When Leaders Dissolve: Considering Controversy
and Stagnation in the Osho Rajneesh Movement” presents an analytic history
of the Rajneesh movement, following its various changes and controversies in
the United States and India. Despite the many controversies—external and
internal—and the death of Osho Rajneesh in 1990, the movement stabilized
and continued to exist as a successful (though smaller and lower-profile) or-
ganization. On the basis of her analysis, Goldman concludes by observing that
an effective strategy for responding to controversy is to “(1) reproach, blame,
and ostracize selected individuals for controversy, (2) relocate, (3) rename, (4)
reorganize, (5) reemphasize doctrine to support practice rather than allegiance
and, finally and possibly most important, redefine success.”

In “Soka Gakkai: Searching for the Mainstream,” Robert Kisala reviews
the conflict-ridden history of the largest new religious movement in Japan,
with over eight million members in that country and over one million mem-
bers abroad. Three sources of discord are covered: Soka Gakkai’s aggressive
proselytizing activities, its political aspirations, and its pacifist stance, which
are connected to the biography of the founder and to the exclusivist interpre-
tation of its heritage from the Buddhist teacher Nichiren. In conflict with both
the Japanese government during the Second World War and the larger Nichiren
Buddhist tradition, the movement’s political power and militaristic missionary
work are the most significant contributors to the bad press and popular sus-
picion the movement has generated.

Martin Repp’s “Aum Shinrikyo and the Aum Incident: A Critical Intro-
duction” presents a systematic overview of Aum Shinrikyo, its historical de-
velopment, and the significant body of scholarship that has been carried out
on the movement. Analyses of Aum Shinrikyo—or Aleph as it is now called—
must necessarily come to grips with the task of explaining the 1995 poison-
gas attack on the Tokyo subway system. This and other criminal acts became
known as the Aum incident. Repp’s discussion is built around the question,
How did a group that began life as a peaceful yoga group transform into an
apocalyptic doomsday religion, capable of acts of terrorism?

In “The Falun Gong: A New Religious Movement in Post-Mao China,”
David Ownby outlines the historical background of, and recent development
in, the aggressive repression of Falun Gong by Chinese authorities. Essentially
a form of qi gong—which is both a nationalistic and materialistic reinterpre-
tation of traditional Chinese healing practices created by the Chinese state in
the 1950s and propagated by the establishment into a mass movement in the
1980s and 1990s—Falun Gong nevertheless differs in certain important re-
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spects, notably its devotion to the charismatic master and his scriptures, its
apocalyptic outlook, and its spiritual aims. Straying from the scientistic and
apolitical path outlined by the state, Falun Gong placed itself outside the bound-
aries of socialist China and thus could not be tolerated.

In “Notes on the Aumist Religion,” PierLuigi Zoccatelli describes how
Aumism’s original Hindu identity was transformed into a universalism that
seemed to blend Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, Jainism, Islam, and Ju-
daism as a consequence of the founder Gilbert Bourdin’s self-identification as
the Cosmoplanetary Messiah. This apparent syncretism, however, turns out to
be less significant than the role that esoteric, occult traditions play in Aumism,
and that constitute a “second pillar” on which Aumism has gradually been
constructed as a separate “tradition.” Both historically, in terms of Bourdin’s
background in esoteric study, and sociologically, in terms of the background
of a majority of members, Aumism is an esoteric group, which, Zoccatelli
argues, is a fundamental type, distinct from religious movements and cult
movements.

Part III: Esoteric and New Age Groups

In “Inventing L. Ron Hubbard: On the Construction and Maintenance of the
Hagiographic Mythology of Scientology’s Founder,” Dorthe Refslund Christen-
sen examines how, almost two decades after his death, the work and person
of L. Ron Hubbard remain at the very core of the Church of Scientology. The
steps that were taken both before and after his passing to make Hubbard the
final authority within the church are in part responsible for the ease with which
the Scientology organization navigated the potential crisis that could have been
initiated by Hubbard’s death. Christensen focuses her analysis on the various
strategies by which the church has constructed and maintained Hubbard’s
hagiography, continually affirming him as the sole legitimate source of the
Scientology religion.

James A. Santucci’s “The Theosophical Society” surveys the history and
development of the Theosophical Society and its offshoots. The Theosophical
Society was founded in New York City in 1875 by a small group of people with
shared interests in spiritualism and occultism. The most important of these
individuals were Col. Henry Steel Olcott and Helena Petrovna Blavatsky. The-
osophy is not static but is, rather, a living body of teachings that has developed
and been reinterpreted over time. The Theosophical tradition has also split into
many different streams. Organizations that ultimately derive from the Theo-
sophical Society include the Temple of the People founded by Dr. William H.
Dower and Mrs. Francia LaDue, Alice Bailey’s Arcane School, Guy Ballard’s “I
AM” Religious Activity, the Church Universal and Triumphant (formerly the
Summit Lighthouse), founded by Mark Prophet, and the Aetherius Society
founded by George King.
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In “The Solar Temple ‘Transits’: Beyond the Millennialist Hypothesis,”
James R. Lewis surveys the Order of the Solar Temple, focusing on Joseph Di
Mambro, the founder of the OTS. The founder’s idiosyncracies provide keys
for understanding the Solar Temple’s dramatic final “transit.” The focus on Di
Mambro then feeds into a broader analysis of the three primary suicide cults
examined by contemporary scholars of alternative religions: the People’s Tem-
ple, the Solar Temple, and Heaven’s Gate. Lewis argues that the two factors
normally given pride of place in discussions of NRM-related violence, namely
millennialism and external provocation, are not as central for understanding
suicide groups as previous analysts have suggested. Instead, a leader with fail-
ing health along with a combination of certain other characteristics of intensive
religious groups are more important factors for predicting which groups are
predisposed to suicide.

Gail M. Harley’s “From Atlantis to America: JZ Knight Encounters Ram-
tha” examines the practice of channeling, here exemplified by the Ramtha
School of Enlightenment, as a unique opportunity for asserting feminine spir-
ituality. JZ Knight is placed in context of women who utilize charismatic lead-
ership to build bridges to the divine: H. P. Blavatsky, Emma Curtis Hopkins,
and Mary Baker Eddy. In addition, Harley considers the eclecticism of the
Ramtha school, with its use of gnosticism and quantum physics and its focus
on personal transformation, placing it within the modern New Age subculture
that itself attempts a gender-equal construction. Finally, the controversy of gen-
der is used to analyze society’s validation of women who channel the divine
and advocate an immanent God.

Diana G. Tumminia’s “Heart and Soul: A Qualitative Look at the Ethos of
the Movement of Spiritual Inner Awareness” analyzes the interpretations and
practices of the Movement of Spiritual Inner Awareness (MSIA) through frame
alignment theory and Weberian sociology in light of normative socialization.
The group is a syncretistic organization, described as a “seminar religion” that
combines Christianity and Sant Mat practices as well as typical esoteric pur-
suits found in New Age groups. The controversial side of MSIA lies in its
awkward relations with the wider society; as such, the analysis provides an
insider’s portrait and outsider’s assessment of what is unproductively labeled
a “cult.”

Part IV: Other Groups and Movements

George D. Chryssides’s “ ‘Come On Up, and I Will Show Thee’: Heaven’s Gate
as a Postmodern Group” examines the worldview of the Heaven’s Gate in
terms of the concept of postmodernity. After the mass suicide of 1997, the
group provoked controversy as an example of a “suicide cult” equivalent to the
People’s Temple, the Branch Davidians, and the Solar Temple. Through a
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closer look at the radical physicalistic interpretation of the Book of Revelation
presented by Marshall Applewhite and Bonnie Nettles, Chryssides demon-
strates that the actions undertaken make sense in light of the group’s world-
view. Additionally, the group’s idiosyncratic use of science fiction and Chris-
tianity parallels the construction of meaning in a postmodern society.

In “The Raëlian Movement: Concocting Controversy, Seeking Social Le-
gitimacy,” Susan Palmer presents the conscious strategy of the Raëlian Move-
ment regarding media attention. By presenting controlled “outrages” with a
clear social orientation in publicity campaigns—such as “Operation Condom”
in front of Catholic schools and the Baby Eve cloning announcement—they
direct the image of the movement in the public space and deflect the more
serious charges usually aimed at new religious movements. Thus a mild level
of cultural conflict is nurtured to enhance visibility and empower social legit-
imacy. This strategy has been successful except in French-speaking Europe,
where the persecution of new religious movements is vigorous, and could be
counterproductive for the survival of a millenarian group with a charismatic
leader.

In “White Racist Religions in the United States: From Christian Identity
to Wolf Age Pagans,” Mattias Gardell provides a historical overview and anal-
ysis of the development of racist religions in North America. White religious
racism is not a single creed, but rather consists of many different orientations
linked by their participation in the white-power subculture. Gardell focuses on
three categories: racist (particularly Identity) Christianity, religious national so-
cialism, and racist paganism. Though paganism has been gaining ground
among younger racists, the importance of Christianity to traditional American
culture means that Identity is unlikely to be completely supplanted by racist
paganism.

Jesper Aagaard Petersen’s “Modern Satanism: Dark Doctrines and Black
Flames” begins with a short historical and sociological sketch of the Satanic
subculture (or movement) followed by a discussion of the connecting themes,
beliefs, and practices in an attempt to systematize them. Then some common
typologies are addressed to establish a general analytical frame of reference,
and the various groups and spokespersons are presented to outline the source
material available. Finally, some suggestions for future research are put for-
ward.
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A Family for the Twenty-first
Century

James D. Chancellor

The Jesus People movement began in the United States as a fusion
of an evangelical Christian awakening and the youth counterculture
of the 1960s. The Children of God (COG), now known as the Fam-
ily, was the most controversial group to arise out of this broader reli-
gious landscape. The call on young people to a life of radical separa-
tion from family and conventional society, the bitter denunciation of
American values, and the confrontational style of the movement
soon elicited considerable hostility from family members, govern-
ment, and the media. David Brandt Berg, founding prophet of the
Family, left the United States in 1972.1 He encouraged his followers
to flee to more hospitable lands in Europe, Asia, and Latin America,
and within a few years, most of the disciples responded to this call.
Those who remained went underground; the Children of God virtu-
ally disappeared from the American landscape.

Though a few communities always remained in the United
States and Canada, in the late 1980s the North American disciples
began to return home in large numbers. The Family had meanwhile
gone through radical theological, organizational, and lifestyle
changes. This small North American countercultural movement had
grown into a worldwide religious subculture of some ten thousand
people. This chapter will outline the history of the movement and
its major theological landmarks, and give particular attention to the
substantive changes in the Family since the death of the founding
Prophet in 1994.
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History of the Family

The Children of God: The Formative Years

The Family began with David Brandt Berg. Born in 1919, by 1944 Berg was in
full-time Christian service. He was ordained to the ministry in the Christian
and Missionary Alliance and spent twenty years in and out of various religious
positions.

In the mid 1960s, Berg began to envision himself as a uniquely called and
gifted missionary to the lost and confused youth of America. In 1966 he and
his wife and four children took to the road as an itinerant singing and evan-
gelistic team. He acquired several disciples along the way, and in early 1968
Father David and his extended “family” settled down in Huntington Beach,
California. He and his children began a strongly youth-oriented evangelistic
ministry, and the first shot in the Jesus Revolution had been fired. Father
David’s revolution was not only for Jesus. It was also against the “System,” the
corrupt educational, political, economic, and religious structures of contem-
porary American society that were soon to be consumed by the wrath of God.
Those young people who “received Jesus” were further challenged to “forsake
all” by rejecting every tie to the evil System, commit full time as disciples, and
move in with Father David and his growing “family.”

In April 1969, Father David took his band of young charges on the road
again. A young woman named Karen Zerby (Maria) joined up. She soon be-
came Father David’s secretary, and they began a sexual relationship. The com-
munity settled temporarily at a campground in the Laurentian Mountains in
Canada. Here Father David announced the founding prophecy for the Children
of God: “A Prophecy of God on the Old Church and the New Church.”2 God
had rejected the old System church in favor of his New Church, the Children
of God. Father David also announced to his inner circle that he was separating
from his old wife and taking his young secretary, Maria, as his new wife. She
gradually rose in status within the movement, and eventually inherited the
mantle of leadership upon Berg’s death.

Soon the disciples were on the move again, living off the land. They sur-
vived on gifts from their families, funds brought into the community when
new disciples joined, and “provisioning” most food and necessities by appeal
to the public. By February 1970, they numbered nearly two hundred and had
settled on a ranch in west Texas.

During this phase, the basic patterns for COG life were established. The
disciples established a routine of Bible memorization, Bible studies developed
by Father David, provisioning, jobs to maintain community life, devotional and
fellowship meetings, training in witnessing strategies (persuading people to
say a prayer inviting Jesus into their lives), and witnessing ventures. The group
continued to grow, and soon the members were dispersed. By the end of 1971,
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sixty-nine colonies were spread out across the United States and Canada, with
almost fifteen hundred disciples.

The summer of 1971 marked the beginning of Free the Children of God
(FREECOG), the original anticult organization. FREECOG began a propaganda
campaign that accused the COG of kidnapping, drug use, and psychological
terror by hypnotizing and “brainwashing” innocent young people. These and
other attacks only exacerbated a fortress mentality that already laid heavy em-
phasis on the otherness of the outside world.

In this formative period, Father David received two revelations that would
begin a series of “revolutions” within the Family. In December 1970, he had a
dream that led him to withdraw from personal contact with the disciples.3 He
began to teach and guide them through his writing; from this point on, he
channeled his charisma and authority through his correspondence, known as
MO Letters. In the spring of 1972, Father David had a dream of mass destruc-
tion in the United States. He urged his North American followers to flee as
soon as possible and to begin the missionary task of reaching the world for
Jesus. They heard the call, and by the end of 1972 colonies had been established
in much of Western Europe and Latin America, Australia, New Zealand, Japan,
and India.

With the migration out of North America, the overtly confrontational, an-
tiestablishment component of the COG message began to soften. This change
in posture was consistent with an enlarged vision for a worldwide missionary
enterprise. The explosive growth, rapid spread, and youth and inexperience of
most disciples left the organization with serious leadership problems. In 1973,
Father David attempted to slow the growth of the movement and develop more
capable leadership. He also introduced a new strategy for getting out the mes-
sage: the wide distribution of COG literature. This activity was termed “lit-
nessing.”4 Since the literature was exchanged for “a small donation,” finances
improved dramatically.

Music was always a central aspect of the Family vision. Disciples have
written hundreds of songs of protest, praise, and proclamation. By 1974, sev-
eral COG bands had achieved wide public acceptance and popularity. In ad-
dition, numerous “poor boy clubs” that featured dancing, recorded and live
music, and dramatic skits were opened around the world.

By the mid-1970s, Berg had come to a new understanding of his own role
in human history: he was not only God’s unique End Time Prophet, but also
King of God’s New Nation. Some top-level leadership began to chafe at this
new status. In turn, he was concerned about the arrogance and harshness of
many leaders, and their lack of concern for the welfare of the ordinary disciples.
In the “New Revolution” of early 1975, Father David established a new “chain
of cooperation” in an attempt to address these problems.5 Most of the leader-
ship under the chain of cooperation came from the old guard, and the reform
lacked effect. The chain also further distanced Father David from the vast ma-
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jority of young followers, and life for most of the ordinary disciples grew more
difficult.

In the early 1970s, Father David began the most sensational aspect of his
“revolution,” a complete transformation of sexual ethos. Shortly after taking
Maria as a second wife, Berg began having sexual encounters with other female
disciples in his inner circle. By the early 1970s, the top level of leadership was
also experimenting with multiple partners. These activities were unknown to
the vast majority of disciples, whose sexual mores continued to reflect their
evangelical Christian roots.

In March 1974 Father David and Maria relocated to the resort of Tenerife
in the Canary Islands. He gathered a small group of attractive female disciples
to begin an experiment in a new witnessing strategy, which he termed “flirty
fishing,” later shortened to “Ffing.” The female disciples would use the full
range of their feminine charms, including sexual intercourse, to witness for
Jesus and to make supportive friends for the movement. Few field disciples
were aware of the extent of this new strategy. In 1976, MO Letters came out
that described the Ffing of Maria and others in graphic detail, set the model
for the larger community, and encouraged the disciples to begin this new “min-
istry.”6 Acceptance was by no means universal. Many disciples had strong res-
ervations, and a significant number left the movement.

Flirty fishing marked some significant changes. The confrontational ap-
proach was now gone forever, replaced by a strong emphasis on the love and
compassion of Jesus. Additionally, the target audience had shifted almost com-
pletely away from “hippies and dropouts.” These and other substantive shifts
in Family orientation brought serious internal conflicts.

The Family of Love: Degeneration and Regeneration

By the end of 1977, a number of leaders began to question Father David’s
status as God’s End Time Prophet. They also raised doubts regarding some of
his teachings, particularly the radical shift in sexual mores. And Father David
became more aware that many leaders were abusively authoritarian, and were
living in luxury by means of exorbitant “taxes” on field colonies. In January
1978, Father David issued “Re-organization Nationalization Revolution”
(RNR), the most significant event in the history of the Children of God.7 The
organization itself was dismantled and some three hundred leaders were dis-
missed and either ejected or ordered into the streets as ordinary disciples. The
movement was renamed “The Family of Love.” All those loyal to the king were
welcome to remain directly faithful and responsible to the Prophet.

There was considerable loss of membership in 1978, even with the birth
of some six hundred children. The Jonestown tragedy brought fears of anticult
hysteria, and the disciples were urged to go underground. Many “went mobile,”
traveling about in campers or caravans as itinerant missionaries, often not
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identifying themselves as Children of God. Their only direct connection to the
movement was the MO Letters. Though the disciples continued to litness and
witness, flirty fishing increased dramatically after the RNR. In some areas it
became the primary means of witness and financial support.

In the mid-1970s, the sexual ethics of the COG grew increasingly liberal.
The practice of multiple sexual partners (sharing) had filtered down from lead-
ership to all of the field colonies. By 1978, Berg was strongly encouraging
sexual experimentation, and he freed the disciples from any leadership con-
straints. Nudity within the homes and sexual liaisons between members be-
came common practice. Father David understood human sexuality as a beau-
tiful, natural creation of God. In exploring how this principle might relate to
children, he sent out Letters detailing his early childhood sexual experiences,
and directives for adults to allow children the freedom to express their natural
sexual inclinations. From 1978 to 1983, he and the entire Family were exploring
the outer limits of sexual freedom. Most disciples were aware that sexual con-
tact between adults and children was occurring in the Bergs’ household.8 Some
disciples interpreted some of the MO Letters as allowing for sexual interplay
of adults with minors. It is not possible to determine the extent or degree of
this activity, but it was occurring in Family homes around the globe.

By the end of 1980, the Family of Love was growing again. Dispersed
throughout the world in small homes, most disciples were isolated and some-
what adrift. In 1981, Father David ordered the disciples to begin weekly fellow-
ship meetings with others in their area.9 A new hierarchical structure was
established. Large homes, which functioned as national headquarters, were set
up in each country.

By the end of 1981, another significant transition overtook the Family. In
1981 there were 719 births. Since birth control was strictly prohibited, from
this point on, children constituted the majority of members. The care, disci-
pline, and education of children soon began to require an increasing portion
of energy, time, and resources.

The Family: Serving a Sexy God

From 1982 to 1984, the Family reordered itself back into a tightly knit orga-
nization. At the same time, many disciples responded to Father David’s call to
carry the message of Jesus to the Third World. By the end of 1982, 34 percent
of the disciples were in Latin America and almost 40 percent in Asia.

By 1982, children began to play greater role in outreach ministries as an
increasing amount of attention was given to child rearing. Significantly, the
Family began to see the youth as the hope of the future, the disciples who
would carry the movement and the message to the End. The recruitment of
new disciples continued, but the numbers of these fell considerably. The total
number of full-time members reached ten thousand in 1983, and hovered
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figure 1.1. “Our Heavenly Home,” a poster produced by the Family.

around that mark for the next ten years, despite an average of over seven
hundred births per year. Many of the new disciples proved to be short-term,
and as the first wave of children began to mature, the Family began to lose
more people than were joining through evangelism and recruitment.

The Family began to face a new and troubling phenomenon: teenagers.
Several “school homes” were established for the education and discipleship of
the growing number of teens. In 1983, Father David received disturbing reports
of misconduct at one of the teen homes. He responded with strict guidelines
for the youth, and high expectations for their personal conduct.10

By the early 1980s, flirty fishing was widespread and becoming increas-
ingly central to the life of many communities. Ffing was originally envisioned
and theologically justified as a witnessing strategy, but not as a useful tool to
recruit new disciples. It did serve another vital purpose, however. Ffing became
a primary source of financial support and political protection. Many female
disciples established long-term relationships with wealthy or influential men,
who often provided resources, help in immigration, and protection against
social and political repression. In some areas of Asia, Europe, and Latin Amer-
ica, female disciples went to work for escort services, providing sex for a fixed
fee.11

The issues of sexuality and distinctive sexual practices were playing an
ever increasing role in Family life. In the spring of 1980, Father David sent
out a message, “The Devil Hates Sex!—But God Loves It!”12 In his own “rev-
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olutionary” style, he made very clear that the disciples served a “sexy God” and
that God loved sex and wanted his Children to enjoy it fully. But as nudity and
open sexuality became more and more common, real problems were surfacing.

Sexually transmitted diseases began spreading through the Family. It was
common practice to have a considerable amount of sexual sharing at area
fellowships, facilitating the spread of disease from home to home. In March
1983, Father David issued the message called “Ban the Bomb!”13 He halted
sexual activities at area fellowships, and limited all sexual relationships to per-
sons residing within the same home—although he exempted himself from
this restriction, of course. This is the first point at which the Family began to
face the negative spiritual and social consequences of unrestricted sexual free-
dom. In December 1984 Maria prohibited new members (Babes) from any
sexual encounters during their first six months.14 The pendulum of sexual
freedom had reached its apex, and began a slow swing back toward a somewhat
more conventional sexual ethos.

Also in 1984, Maria commissioned certain musically talented homes to
produce a series of audiocassettes for the general public. The tapes were an
immense success and soon became a central focus of outreach. They were also
an additional source of financial support.

As the Family was reconfigured toward a more tightly structured organi-
zation of large communal homes, other problems developed. In 1985, World
Services (the overall leadership structure of the Family) received reports of
harsh and oppressive leadership practices in Japan and other areas. They re-
sponded with a flood of literature reasserting the hierarchical nature of the
leadership structure, but also urging local and area leaders to carry out their
duties as servants, dealing with disciples under their care with love and un-
derstanding.

The Family was evolving and maturing. Almost all homes included a good
number of children and, given their strong communal lifestyle, parents were
becoming increasingly wary of inviting total strangers into their communities.
Family homes began to require a six months’ probationary period for prospec-
tive members. The probation period has gone a long way toward stabilizing
community life and eliminating short-term disciples. In the late 1980s, quite
a few former disciples began to return to the fold. Many were teenagers who
were in need of spiritual direction and training. To meet this need, the Family
established Teen Training Camps in Mexico, South America, Europe, and Asia.

While in the Teen Training Camps, several teenage girls reported inappro-
priate and uninvited sexual advances by adult males. When Maria became fully
aware of the extent of this problem, she responded. In August 1986, she pro-
hibited sexual contact between adults and minors. However, the Prophet had
repeatedly affirmed that sex should be enjoyed as fully as possible. Stepping
away from such a total affirmation proved difficult.

The Family continued to place further limits on sexual expression. By the
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end of the 1980s, sexual activity among children or young teens was increas-
ingly discouraged. Current policy forbids sexual intercourse between children
under the age of sixteen. As might be expected, the policy is not uniformly
kept, and sanctions are not severe. However, adult sexual contact with a minor
is now a most serious breach of Family rules and results in automatic excom-
munication.

By 1987, flirty fishing was central to the life of most communities, but it
had become problematic. Many homes were overly dependent on it, and de-
pended heavily on influential supporters developed through long-term rela-
tionships. The AIDS epidemic was the primary reason for halting the practice.
In the fall of 1987, a policy memo banned sexual contact with outsiders, except
“close and well-known” friends who had long-term relationships with Family
women. This policy is in force today, and there are very few women who con-
tinue in relationships with their “fish.” Beyond these, any sexual contact with
outsiders is now an excommunicable offense.

Throughout the late 1980s, the Family continued to evolve. Education
emerged as a top priority, with large school homes established in all areas.
Teaching the youth became a primary Family concern. By the end of 1989,
there were almost one hundred school homes, serving over three thousand
children.

As the teens continued to gather in larger numbers, disruptive and de-
structive conduct increased. The Family responded with “Victor Programs,”
which were periods of intense discipline, work, and spiritual oversight. In some
places these programs were harsh and abusive. Many, if not most, of the first
wave of teens rebelled and left. After a few years, Maria found certain aspects
of the program far too harsh, and she ended it. She apologized and ordered
the key adult leadership to apologize personally to teens they had mistreated.15

By the late 1980s, India was the most fruitful mission field, with over two
thousand disciples. Most were North Americans or Europeans on tourist visas
or in the country illegally. In 1988, the Indian government clamped down, and
many were forced to leave. Confident that the End was near and persecution
would greatly increase, Father David ordered the disciples in India to go home.
By the end of 1989, over eight hundred disciples had returned from the East.
The return of these battle-hardened missionaries pointed up again the dispar-
ities in the standard of Family life. In an effort to create an End Time Army
ready for the final tumult, World Services suspended all homes in North Amer-
ica and Europe until they could be reviewed and recertified as legitimate Family
communities.

Many failed the test. A new category of membership was established, Tith-
ing Report Forms Supporter (TSer) (TRF refers to the Tithing Report Forms
used by full-time members). These were persons who wished to remain con-
nected to the Family, but were unable or unwilling to maintain the standard
of disciple life.16 In 1989 almost fourteen hundred were “TSed”—essentially
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kicked out. Regular disciples were prohibited from direct contact with them.
They were encouraged to remain loyal to the Family vision, however, and were
viewed as partial members if they continued in their financial support. Many
were TSed as family units, but there were a number of situations where
spouses were separated, and in some cases parents were separated from their
children. From 1989 to 1994, the total number of disciples remained at ap-
proximately twelve thousand, but the percentage of those on TS status in-
creased from approximately 10 to 25 percent.17 After 1993, the attitude toward
TSers softened considerably. Currently termed “Fellow Members,” they enjoy
fellowship with disciple homes and take a much more active role in support
of Family objectives.

After 1989, the Family began to focus on newly opened mission fields in
the former Soviet Union and Africa. Hundreds of disciples, mostly second-
generation young people, now work in Eastern Europe and Africa, almost all
as underground, unregistered missionaries.

The Family: Persecution and Maturation

At the close of the 1980s, the Prophet was tired, ill, and aging; he essentially
retired at the end of 1988. Maria assumed the role of spiritual leader and guide.
Peter Amsterdam (an administrator who worked closely with Father David and
Maria) took over administrative control of the Family, although this was never
formalized or announced. Few disciples were conscious of the change, though
all knew that Father David was grooming Maria, allowing her ever greater
latitude and authority.

In October 1994, David Brandt Berg passed away. Shortly after his death,
Peter and Maria were married. They now lead as a team. However, Father David
still speaks regularly and guides the Family from heaven.

Although various internal forces constantly worked to reconfigure the com-
munity, forces from the outside fostered a significant shift in the early 1990s.
The disciples had always faced strong and often hostile opposition: they have
been harassed, kidnapped, and assaulted by religious opponents, and intimi-
dated, arrested, and imprisoned by law enforcement authorities. Virtually all
opposition has been interpreted as religious persecution. When persecution
came, they suffered, sought the assistance of “friends,” and went underground
or moved on to more receptive fields. But when their children became the
target, attitudes changed quickly.

Beginning at the end of the 1980s, persons within the anticult movement,
supported by the testimonies of a number of exmembers, laid charges of child
abuse and sexual molestation against the Family in Europe, Australia, and
South America. Various attempts to remove children dramatically changed the
way the Family related to the outside world. Father David instructed the dis-
ciples to stand and fight for their children. Disciples all over the world began



28 james d. chancellor

active protests against the governments that were attacking their communities.
Sometimes the Family took preemptive measures, inviting in law enforcement
and social services agencies to conduct investigations of the children. In ad-
dition, Family leadership opened their communities to legitimate scholarly
inquiry, confident they had nothing to hide.18

But the movement had been forever altered by these experiences. The
event that most rocked the Family came in 1993, in England. A wealthy widow,
whose adult daughter had joined while on a religious quest in Nepal, filed suit
in the British High Court, seeking custody of the daughter’s infant son. The
judge conducted a lengthy inquiry, not only into the actual circumstances of
the child in question but also into Family history, ideology, and moral conduct.
The anticult establishment became actively involved, and the case lasted almost
three years. Throughout the process, Family leadership was required to come
to terms with the past; to explain passages in their literature that did condone
sexual contact with minors; and to respond to the testimony of numerous
former members who had been mistreated and abused. The closet doors were
kicked open. And in the midst of the whole painful process, Father David died.
In order to close out the case, Peter Amsterdam was required to write an open
letter to the judge, which admitted that the policies and practices of the Family
had in some instances been harmful. The letter identified Father David as a
root cause of some of this destructive behavior. It was a painful but necessary
catharsis.19

Though that have finally admitted the extent of past abuse, Family disciples
have successfully defended themselves against all charges of current sexual
misconduct with minors, or any form of child abuse or neglect. Worldwide,
over six hundred children have been removed from their homes and examined
by court-appointed experts. These experts have detected no abused children.
Without question, there are numerous incidents of child sexual abuse in Family
history, but the members have attempted to put these things behind them. To
date, no adult has been found guilty of misconduct. But attempts will surely
continue to bring offending individuals and Family leadership to justice over
this sad and bitter aspect of their past.

Though the 1990s were a time of renewed “persecution” and a time of
winnowing out the uncommitted, the Family began to mellow. Father David
set himself and his followers against the church, “the god damned, hypocritical,
idol worshipping, churchianity of the System.”20 But in late 1991, he began to
encourage disciples to visit and perhaps even establish fellowship with open-
minded congregations. In general, this has not worked well. More significantly,
he directed the disciples to send their many converts toward local churches for
care and training in the Christian life.21 This proved to be a temporary strategy,
but is clear evidence of an attempt to lower tension with the outside. Attitudes
toward members who left were always negative and strained. But by the late
1980s an increasing number of teens were leaving, and many parents wished
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to maintain a good relationship with these departing children. The Family has
made an about-face on this sensitive issue. It is now recognized that only a
few of the children will remain committed. Efforts are made to prepare the
others for life on the outside, and parents are encouraged to keep the relation-
ships strong and the lines of communication open. This softened attitude has
extended to all former members. From 1994 on, the Family has committed to
a “ministry of reconciliation.”22 Peter Amsterdam has taken the lead in at-
tempting to reach out to ex-members around the world in an effort to heal old
wounds and establish friendly relationships where possible. These attempts
have met with some success, though small cadres of former members still
remain hostile and aggressively opposed to the Family.

This shift in attitude toward the outside is also evidenced in a transition
in the approach to social ministries. Since the beginning, the disciples have
been concerned almost completely with the spiritual salvation of potential con-
verts. But in 1992, Father David directed his followers to begin helping the
poor and the helpless, “like Jesus did.”23 Almost immediately, disciples started
ministries to prisons, street gangs, undocumented aliens, unwed mothers,
drug addicts, refugees in Eastern Europe and Southeast Asia, and abused chil-
dren all over the world. Social ministry has taken root very quickly and is now
central to the life and practice of most disciples, particularly the second gen-
eration.

The Family: The Post-Prophet Era

After the death of David Berg in the fall of 1994, the transition of authority
that had been ongoing for a number of years was completed, and his mantle
fell easily on Maria and her consort, Peter Amsterdam. Although the transition
went quite smoothly, the Family changed dramatically in 1995. World Services
implemented the “Charter of Rights and Responsibilities.” The charter con-
tains the movement’s basic beliefs and details the fundamental rights and
responsibilities of the disciples, as well as the rules and guidelines for com-
munal life. Queen Maria and King Peter retain overall and supreme authority,
but day-to-day life is far more democratic than previously. The disciples are
strongly encouraged to live “according to their own faith” with a minimum of
supervision and direction from a radically altered leadership structure. Smaller
home size is mandated and, most significant, disciples have the absolute right
of mobility. Recently, the Family has moved toward a “Board vision” in which
the various aspects of communal life and ministry will be under the direction
of a wide and popularly elected board of directors.24

The charter greatly improved the life experience of most disciples and has
led to greater contentment. It went some way toward curbing the mass exodus
of young people from the movement, but it has not been without its problems.
The Family has struggled to find its way under the kinder and gentler approach
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to leadership. Toward the end of the 1990s, Maria and Peter were becoming
increasingly concerned with the lax attitudes and low productivity of many
disciples. In a take-off from the Y2K phenomenon (the worldwide celebration
of the millennium), they issued S2K—Shakeup Two Thousand.25 Discipline
and community standards were reaffirmed, and those unwilling to conform
were strongly encouraged to become Fellow Members, or leave the movement
completely. This purge has been ongoing, and some fifteen hundred disciples
have been pushed out into the world.26 The quest has been to create a leaner
and more productive Army of the Lord, more prepared to carry out the mission
and to face the tumult of the End of Days.

The two most significant changes in the Family since the death of Father
David are in the areas of spiritual life and community vision. Interaction and
communication with the Spirit world has been a feature of Family life from
the beginning of the movement. Disciples were open to the possibility of pro-
phetic experiences and guidance from those who have gone on. But the vast
majority of substantive communication came through Father David. Not long
after his death, Maria opened up the channels in several significant ways. Fa-
ther David continued to lead and guide the community from the spirit world
by “speaking” prophetically through Peter Amsterdam and several other recep-
tors in the central household. This quickly expanded, so that Jesus, Father
David, the apostle Paul, and any number of other persons now regularly com-
municate directly with the Family. Much of the guiding vision and strategy now
comes directly from above, and the substantive portions of the Letters are direct
utterances from the spirit world, most often from Jesus and David Berg.

In conjunction with this shift, the disciples themselves are strongly en-
couraged to develop the prophetic gift within themselves. Most have. Direct
revelations and prophecy are now a normal feature of disciple life, both in
private experience and community prayer.27 The vast majority of disciples now
look to prophecy to guide decision making in virtually all aspects of their lives.
The shift seems to have created a greater sense of ownership in their various
ministries, confidence, and a sense of shared vision. The disruptive potential
for such openness to prophecy within a tightly structured community is ob-
vious. To minimize this potential, Maria has retained the role of “wine taster,”
essentially holding the keys to the kingdom. All prophecy that might impact
the broader community in any way is subject to her evaluation and validation.28

An equally significant shift has occurred in the conceptualization of the
purpose of the Family. From the very beginning, witnessing for Jesus and the
spiritual salvation of as many souls as possible before the End has been the
essential task of Family life. To that end, Family disciples have been highly
mobile, and generally not geared toward the spiritual development and care of
converts. The development of follow-up literature, the involvement in social
ministry, and the encouragement of coverts to make contact with outside
churches represent the beginnings of a shift. But at the opening of the twenty-
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first century, a fundamental reorientation has occurred: an Activated Program
has been developed and implemented worldwide.29 This is not an option, but
rather the new Family vision. Considerable resources have been poured into
developing quality educational materials for new converts. And Family disci-
ples are strongly encouraged to settle down in one place, focus their evangel-
istic efforts, work at developing what are essentially congregations that will be
directly related to local disciple homes, and look after those disciples as spiritual
mentors, guides, and pastors.

Analyzing the motivations for significant shifts in movements like the
Family is no easy task. Two factors seem to be at work here, both growing out
of an apparent delay of the Second Coming of Jesus. To date, the Family claims
to have led more than twenty-three million persons to pray the salvation prayer
and receive Jesus as their personal savior. However, that is simply a number
on a piece of paper. In the overwhelming majority of cases, the disciples have
had little or no contact with these “converts.” For most of their history, the
Family lived in high expectation of an immediate end to human history as we
know it, and the singular task was to get as many people saved as possible.
The care of souls was a very low priority. It seems clear that the Activated
Program represents the beginning stages of an accommodation to the possi-
bility of a much longer-than-expected mission in this world.

Beyond that, many of the disciples are beginning to age. Given their strong
apocalyptic bent, most have made no provision at all for an extended life, but
that is changing. Family leadership is quite open in describing the Activated
Program as the potential retirement package for faithful disciples.30

It remains to be seen how well the “radical revolutionary Children of God”
can sustain this shift toward more conventional religious life. There are real
challenges, especially in the degree to which outside members can participate
in some of the distinctive aspects of the Family ethos. But the Activated Pro-
gram seems to be catching on, particularly in certain areas of Latin America
and Asia, where the disciples have generally been more geographically stable.
Though the number of committed, full-time, communal disciples is down
somewhat, the overall membership is expanding quickly into the tens of
thousands. It seems clear that Queen Maria and King Peter are leading the
Family on a journey from “cult” to “sect.”

Theology of the Family

Although the Family can be viewed and examined from many perspectives, it
is essentially a religious movement grounded in a clearly articulated belief
system. The Family boasts an extraordinary range of educational, religious,
cultural, ethnic, and national backgrounds, and the disciples are guided and
sustained by a common vision and a coherent set of theological commitments.
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This theological system has developed and evolved through the years, but is
grounded on the twin rocks of biblical authority and the prophetic office of
Father David. The Christian Bible was the sole source of religious authority at
the beginning of the movement, and disciples remain deeply immersed in the
sacred text. Father David adopted a position of “progressive revelation,” how-
ever, which keeps open the possibility of revision or change, and has placed
his writings on an equal footing with the Bible.31

An exhaustive analysis of Family doctrine is beyond our scope.32 I will
attempt to explore the core beliefs that are central to the Family experience.
These core beliefs center on Jesus and human salvation, Father David as God’s
prophet, the spirit world, the End Times, the System, and the sexual ethic.

Jesus and Salvation

Human salvation through faith in Jesus Christ as the only Savior is the cor-
nerstone of Family theology. The disciples generally share an understanding
of Jesus Christ that is consistent with evangelical Protestant Christianity. Jesus
was born of a virgin, lived a sinless life, died on the cross for the sins of the
world, rose from the grave, and is returning soon to this earth. All people are
“lost” and without hope in this world, but eternal salvation is available to all
who will, in faith, simply repeat a short prayer inviting Jesus to come into his
or her life as personal Savior. Once an individual repeats this prayer, that person
is saved and has secured an eternal home in heaven with Jesus. Witnessing,
or the attempt to get as many people as possible to pray this simple prayer, has
been the central task of discipleship from the beginning. Paradoxically, Father
David taught that in the end, all creation would be reconciled to God. But this
universalism has set very lightly on the disciples and never dampened their
evangelistic fire.

The Prophet

In the early days, David Berg claimed no special status or office. As the move-
ment developed, however, he came to a radically different self-understanding.
By the end of 1970, Father David had emerged as God’s Prophet for the End
Time. He quickly established his absolute authority over the disciples.

His claims of divine appointment and absolute spiritual authority roughly
coincided with his withdrawal from direct contact with the disciples. He chan-
neled that authority through the MO Letters, affirming them as “new scripture”
that clarified or superseded the Bible, and was more likely to be of immediate
value.

At times, Father David’s claims to divine insight and authority seemed
almost limitless.33 And though he consistently emphasized his own humanity
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figure 1.2. “The King’s Return.”

and fallibility, he remained throughout his life (and beyond) the divinely
anointed leader and spiritual guide for the Children. He also claimed the title
of King of God’s New Nation, with all the political authority and homage due
the rightful king. After the necessity to win souls for Jesus, Father David’s
claim as prophet and king is the most consistent theme in Family life and
literature. The full acceptance and affirmation of the Prophet’s role and status
was a central component of the socialization process. Disciples could re-
main in the Family harboring “doubts and struggles” over some of his more
extreme claims, some viewing him as both a prophet and “a weird old man,”
but no open challenge to his position or authority was possible. Many of the
disciples, particularly the females, developed an extraordinary emotional bond
as well.

If anything, Father David’s status has been enhanced by his death. And
though Maria and Peter now rule over the Family as co-regents, Father David
now sits at the very right hand of Jesus, in a much stronger position to lead
and guide the Children.

The Spirit World

The work of Father David in heaven is consistent with long-established Family
theology. Father David’s direct encounters with the spirit world began in 1970,
when the spirit of Abrahim, a fourteenth-century gypsy Christian, entered his
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body and began to speak through him. This was a watershed event for the
Children of God.34 The reality and immediacy of angels, spirit helpers, and
dark spirits became an ever-increasing dynamic of Family life. Virtually every
disciple regularly prays for and receives comfort, assurance, and guidance from
God through dreams, visions, or experiences of “prophecy” in a context of
personal or communal prayer.

Encounter with the spirit world seems to have escalated in the wake of a
terrible tragedy that struck the Family in the summer of 1995. A van full of
young people was involved in a serious accident. Five teenage girls were killed.
Voices from the spirit world responded. Father David, Jesus, and the apostles
Paul and Peter spoke in prophecy through several members of Maria’s personal
household. Soon, the spirits of the five young women began to communicate
from the spirit world to other disciples, offering forgiveness to the driver and
expressions of joy and ecstasy at being in heaven with Jesus and Father David.
Even before this incident, many disciples recounted moving and profoundly
shaping experiences of visions, dreams, and encounters with the spirit world.

The spirit world also has a dark side, however. The Devil and his demons
are ever present and actively at work in the world. And the primary target is
God’s own special End Time People. Opposition and persecution, physical
illness, community discord, lack of disciplined behavior in children, and per-
sonal failures of all types are primarily conceptualized as the result of Satan’s
attacks. The disciples are humorous people, with a wonderful capacity to laugh
at themselves. But one never hears joking or in any way making light of evil
spiritual forces. Father David clearly taught that Satan has no ultimate power
over them, however. The disciples are confident that God is with them and that
adequate spiritual power is accessible to eventually thwart any attack from the
Dark Side.

In keeping with their understanding of spiritual forces, disciples practice
a form of spiritual healing common to the Pentecostal wing of Protestant Evan-
gelicalism. Conventional medical care is uniformly supported and disciples
who pursue treatment for medical problems are not viewed as spiritually prob-
lematic. The fundamental cause of illness or physical affliction is most often
understood to be spiritual, however. Thus it is reasonable and prudent to seek
a spiritual cure as a first response.

The Children generally conceptualize problems, difficulties, and human
weakness in distinctly spiritual terms. A significant number of young adults
still carry unresolved resentments related to the treatment of their childhood
misbehavior as a spiritual problem. However, most disciples are strengthened
and empowered by their access to spiritual resources and power. The disciples
interpret life as a profoundly spiritual adventure. This adventure is both per-
sonal and cosmic in scope.
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The End of Days

Millennial expectation is a central focus of the movement’s theology. David
Berg taught that human history would climax in a worldwide political, eco-
nomic, and moral meltdown. The Antichrist will arise to save the world and
for three and a half years will establish his reign as a wise and benevolent
leader. Then his true nature will be revealed. He will declare his divinity and
require the world to worship and obey him, persecuting unto death all those
who refuse. Satan, acting through the Antichrist, will have almost total control
of the earth. All people will be required to carry the “Mark of the Beast” as a
control mechanism. The Great Tribulation will last for three and a half years;
then Christ will return for his Church. The Antichrist will be defeated in the
Battle of Armageddon, Satan will be bound, and Christ will establish His mil-
lennial reign on earth. At the end of a thousand years, Satan will be released
for one final confrontation. At Satan’s ultimate defeat, the Kingdom of Heaven
will be established forever, and God’s Children will live with him in the Heav-
enly City.35

This overall construct is generally consistent with beliefs that are held in
substantial sections of the Christian church. What distinguishes Family the-
ology is the special role the Children will play in this grand drama, and the
intensity of their conviction that the End Time is near.

The disciples do not “believe” the End is near; they know it. And they live
out their lives accordingly. Early in the movement there was considerable hope
that 1993 would be the time, and there was considerable disappointment as
the year passed. Since then, the Family has been reluctant to set specific dates.
But the knowledge that each day is lived in the shadow of the End remains a
powerful dynamic and informs life at all levels. It continues to serve as the
primary motivation and justification for the life of sacrifice and hardship.

Until very recently, Family disciples have been loath to make long-term
plans for life in this world. Disciples do not plan for the future. The depth and
intensity of the End Time vision clearly sets them apart. There is also a firm
conviction that their separation from the world, absolute dependence on God,
communal lifestyle, suffering, and hardship will uniquely prepare them both
to survive the Great Tribulation and lead other faithful Christians through those
very dark years.

The System

Family disciples have a strong sense of special status with God, a status that
sets them in full and deadly opposition to the world that is under the control
of Satan, the System. The System is evil, dangerous, corrupt to the core, and
forms the fundamental “other.”36 And the disciples maintain as much distance
from the System as possible. They hold passports, obtain driver’s licenses, and



36 james d. chancellor

get legally married when necessary. But they operate on the fringe, with as
little interface with government or any other System institution as possible.
They do not participate in civic life at any level. They educate their own chil-
dren. They intentionally insulate themselves as much as possible. In general,
this insulation extends to Christians outside the movement, especially the in-
stitutional church. This position has moderated over the last few years, and
the disciples are much more open to working in cooperation with Christians
outside their community. But they generally do not identify or establish “fel-
lowship” with outsiders, and the basic view of the church as part of the System
remains.

Their special status with God carries a high price. The disciples live in an
environment of almost continual crisis. To survive and complete the assigned
mission requires absolute dedication and a level of unity and discipline that
can only be achieved through a structure of authority similar to that of a mil-
itary establishment. Though authoritarianism has softened and the leadership
structure is more open and democratic under the Charter of Rights, partici-
pation in God’s elite End Time Army still requires total obedience to God, and
to the structures of authority God has ordained in Father David and the lead-
ership of that Army.

When questioned about the problems arising from the authority structure,
many are quite open. Several themes consistently emerge. The era prior to
1978 is the Dark Age of the abuse of power. The disciples believe that changes
in policy and spirit have worked to minimize the potential for mistreatment
and abuse. However, the RNR did not alter the basic orientation that requires
an authoritarian system of community organization and control.

Generally, the disciples hold a complex and somewhat ambivalent appre-
ciation of the authoritarian nature of their movement. They accept the necessity
of discipline and clear lines of authority. They are aware of trials, trauma, and
abuse. Yet, even in the face of serious abuse and profound personal loss, dis-
ciples consistently attribute these difficulties to the character flaws of individ-
uals. They do not find fault with the nature of the community, and especially
not with the vision or leadership of Father David or Maria.

Radical commitment to Jesus, the prophethood of Father David, commun-
ion with the spirit world, and the End Time vision inform every facet of Family
life. The Children have also retained their early vision of “Revolution for Jesus.”
And no aspect of their shared experience has been more revolutionary than
the total restructuring of the sexual ethic.

Sexual Ethos

The renunciation of the “System,” interplay with the spirit world, and author-
itarian leadership structure has set the Family off as an unusual and distinctive
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religious movement. But it is their “revolutionary” theology of human sexuality
that has marked them off, in the minds of many observers, as a dangerous
cult. It is the single most distinguishing mark of this unusual community. The
sexual lifestyle of the Family is grounded on two assumptions that flowed
straight from the mind of the Prophet. The first premise is that sex is not only
a clean and pure God-given gift, but also a basic human need, essentially no
different from the need for sleep, food, or water. Therefore, it is not only ac-
ceptable but also a Christian duty to meet the need of a brother or sister.

The second premise flows out of the special nature of the time and the
people. Father David taught the disciples that the close of the age required new
and innovative understandings of God’s purposes and his will. As well, the
Children were God’s chosen End Time Army, and as such had received a
special dispensation, freeing them from some of the legal and ethical con-
straints that are normative to the less committed Christian community still
operating in the System. This is “The Law of Love.”37

Sexual purity was a key element of the early COG lifestyle. When the
revolution came, however, it came swiftly and fully. Many could not make the
adjustment and left. Those who stayed made the adjustment, and the new
sexual ethos spread rapidly throughout the worldwide community. We have
already addressed the three principal components of the revolution: sexual
sharing, flirty fishing, and childhood sexuality.

Sexual sharing had a twofold purpose. The first was the straightforward
enjoyment of sexual pleasure and fulfillment by as many disciples as possible.
The other purpose was to break down old, System loyalties and allegiances, in
order to establish primary loyalty to the Family and to the Prophet. By the early
1980s, the Family had reached a level of sexual freedom and experimentation
rarely imagined—never mind practiced—by most human beings. Nudity was
a common feature of home life. Father David lay open the possibility of lesbian
intimacy, though he maintained a strong aversion to male homosexuality. Flirty
fishing was ubiquitous, and the vast majority of women were having regular
sexual encounters with both strangers and long-term “fish,” in order to fulfill
the mission and support the home. Sexual sharing with multiple partners be-
came so commonplace that in some areas the home leader would post “sharing
schedules” on the bulletin board. Twelve-year-old children were considered
“adults” and often sexually initiated into the group. Sexual interplay with even
younger children was never officially sanctioned, but did occur from time to
time and place to place. But this almost limitless freedom came with a heavy
price.

We have already addressed the dangerous and then life-threatening spread
of sexually transmitted diseases throughout the movement. Beyond that im-
mediate threat, it is not hard to imagine the strain such activity placed on
normal marital and family relationships. And then there are the children. They
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suffered not only from direct sexual encounter but also from the instability of
family life, never being quite sure whom their mother might be sleeping with
the next night. It is little wonder that very few of the first wave of children
remain in the Family.

In time, Family leadership became cognizant of these issues and began to
address them. Flirty fishing was halted and all sexual contact with the outside
world was banned.38 Strictly enforced limitations were placed on the sexual
experience of children, and fixed age limits were established for any sexual
contact. And the practice of sexual sharing has cooled off considerably since
the wild years of the early 1980s. For one thing, the first generation is begin-
ning to gray, and it is hard to imagine them keeping up the pace. And the
second generation paid the price for such rampant promiscuity. They are not
anxious to head down that road. In general, the younger generation is consid-
erably more conservative than their parents. But the essential theological con-
victions on which the sexual ethos is grounded remains intact. Though flirty
fishing was halted, it was never repudiated. Quite the contrary, it is still viewed
as a valid and proper technique for the times. And some women are nostalgic
for the old days. The Law of Love, the Family theological position that all activity
done in love is of God, remains in force, and sexual sharing is still a significant
component of the Family lifestyle and an essential aspect of communal bond-
ing. Maria has actually found it necessary, on several occasions, to admonish
the older teens and young adults to be more sexual active, participating more
fully in the “sexual fellowship” of the community.39

The continued prominent place of sexuality in Family ideology is clearly
demonstrated in the most recent sexual innovation, the “Loving Jesus Revo-
lution.” Maria and Peter received revelations from Jesus that he was most
pleased with their commitment and fulfillment of their mission, but was not
fully satisfied with the level of their devotion and the expression of their love
for him. Jesus wants it more clearly understood that the Children are his Bride,
and he is their Husband.40 To that end, in 1996 the Family began to incorporate
the sex act into their private worship of Jesus. This is done though auto-
stimulation or during sexual intercourse with a partner, imagining that partner
as Jesus and expressing one’s love for the Lord through the sexual partner. The
Loving Jesus Revolution, like many of the innovative practices of the Family,
was too much for some disciples, and they moved on. But in general the rev-
olution has been accepted and is now a common feature of the disciples’ de-
votional life. There is a place for “Loving Jesus” within group devotional ex-
periences, but not in the presence of children.

The disciples have experienced any number of undulations in their sexual
lifestyle. But there is little doubt that the “revolution” begun by Father David
in the early 1970s lives on, and remains integral to Family identity.
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The Future of the Family

It seems clear that the golden age of the “radical, revolutionary Children of
God” is behind them. The disciples have matured considerably in the expres-
sion of the revolutionary components that remain. The Consider the Poor
Ministry, the large number of the second generation who have left, and the
more recent Activated Program are clearly blurring the once very sharp lines
between discipleship and the System. The continual reduction in tension with
the outside world is evident in many areas. The disciples still understand them-
selves to be God’s unique End Time Army, however. The Family would like a
truce with the greater church, but has no interest in joining the team.

Surely the greatest challenge facing the Family is an internal one. Their
unique role in God’s mission remains justified and energized by the passionate
and unequivocal expectation of the imminent End of Days. Like many move-
ments before them, they will have to come to terms with an extended stay in
human history. But if the Family is anything, it is flexible. The have demon-
strated a remarkable capacity to survive repression, persecution, monumental
leadership failures, and radical theological restructuring. The have survived the
death of the Prophet and come to terms with the loss of many of their youth.
Given their eccentricities, it is doubtful that the Family will ever become a large
movement. But they are a people filled with energy, confidence in their calling
and mission, and above all hope. That hope has carried them though many
dark nights, and there is no reason to believe that it will not carry them well
into the future.
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Spirit Revelation and the
Unification Church

James A. Beverley

On February 6, 2003, over eight thousand Unificationists gathered
in Korea to witness the second marriage of Sun Myung Moon and
his wife Hak Ja Han before God. This is believed by Unificationists
to be the fulfillment of the Marriage Supper of the Lamb pictured in
the Apocalypse of John. At the same time Unificationists also wit-
nessed the coronation of Moon as king of all humanity. The follow-
ers of Sun Myung Moon believe that these events are crowning ex-
amples of the constant interplay between the drama of Moon’s life
and the unfolding events in the spirit realm.

Revelation from God and other spirit beings has always been a
central element in Unification doctrine and life. This essay will fo-
cus on the changing patterns of revelation in the history of this new
religion and pay particular attention to recent and significant devel-
opments in the unfolding of revelation to Reverend Moon. These
changes have made the nature and style of Unification doctrine and
experience more concrete, explicit, and also more problematic.1

The Reverend Sun Myung Moon was born in January 6, 1920,
in what is now North Korea. Moon’s parents converted to the Pres-
byterian Church when he was ten years old. Unificationists believe
that Jesus appeared to Moon on April 17, 1935, and that he was
asked to fulfill the mission of Jesus. This began a nine-year period
of spiritual searching, in the midst of study in Seoul (1938–1941)
and Japan (1941–1943).

Moon was married for the first time in November 1943. His
wife gave birth to a son in April 1946, and two months later Moon
traveled to North Korea. He did not see his family for six years. He
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was arrested in 1946, later released, and then taken prisoner by Communist
authorities in 1948. United Nations forces freed Moon on October 14, 1950.
He then began an arduous trek to the south and eventually reunited with his
wife and son in November 1952.2

Moon’s marriage ended in 1953, a result of the years of separation, his
wife’s lack of appreciation for Moon’s spiritual calling, and the pastor’s neglect
of his wife. Moon officially launched the Holy Spirit Association for the Uni-
fication of World Christianity in 1954, though he had been preaching since
1946 and had gathered a small group of loyal followers.3

In 1959 Young Oon Kim, one of the most important Unification theolo-
gians, was sent to America.4 The next year Reverend Moon married again, this
time to Hak Ja Han, the young daughter of a devoted follower. Mrs. Moon had
been born on January 6, 1943, and has given birth to thirteen children. She is
known as True Mother and has exercised increasing influence in the Unifica-
tion Church.

Moon visited the United States in 1965 and toured various states. The
Korean prophet paid particular attention to his encounter with the famous
medium Arthur Ford. Ford was able to receive messages from his spirit guide
“Fletcher” about Moon’s significance, though the medium did not endorse
explicit claims about the alleged uniqueness of Moon.

Reverend Moon moved permanently to the United States in December
1971. He chose to support an embattled White House in 1973. The Unification
endorsement of Nixon brought the church its first round of media criticism
and scrutiny. The church also received notoriety for its giant rallies at Madison
Square Garden (September 18, 1974), Yankee Stadium (June 1, 1976), and the
Washington Monument (September 18, 1976). Moon became one of the most
visible targets of the anticult movement, and his followers were often subject
to kidnapping and deprogramming.5

The United States government charged Moon with income tax evasion on
October 15, 1981. Although powerful religious groups protested Moon’s in-
dictment, the Korean leader was found guilty and sentenced to eighteen
months in prison. He began his term in a prison in Danbury, Connecticut, in
the summer of 1984 and was released from a Brooklyn halfway house on
August 20, 1985. Moon viewed his trial and imprisonment with serenity and
received significant sympathy during his time in custody.6

Moon’s followers were elated by Moon’s meetings with Mikhail Gorbachev
on April 11, 1990, and with North Korean leader Kim Il Sung in November
1991. These strategic meetings were viewed as evidence of Moon’s complete
supremacy over communism. Moon took credit both for the fall of the Berlin
Wall in 1989 and for the victory of the Allied Forces in the Persian Gulf War
in 1991.

Since the mid-1990s, Reverend Moon has invested heavily in land pur-
chase and development of Unification projects in South America. New Hope
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East Garden is located in western Brazil and provides a vast site for educational
and ecological work. The church has also bought thousands of acres of land
in Uruguay. Unificationists regularly visit both countries for spiritual exercises,
though the South American projects have received less attention in recent
years.7

In 1998, Nansook Hong, Moon’s former daughter-in-law, published a dev-
astating memoir about life inside the church. Titled In the Shadow of the Moons,
Hong accused her ex-husband, Hyo Jin Moon, of adultery, drug addiction, and
physical and emotional abuse. Further, she claimed that Sun Myung Moon had
an illegitimate child who was raised by another Unification family.8

Unificationists were shocked by the death of Moon’s son, Young Jin, on
October 27, 1999. Though police ruled his death a suicide, Reverend Moon
proclaimed that the death was providential and that he died as a “sacrifice” so
that Satan could not make a direct attack on the True Parents.9 Two years later,
there was a minor tempest when Archbishop Emmanuel Milingo wed Unifi-
cation member Maria Sung. Milingo later renounced the marriage after a pri-
vate meeting with the pope and accused the Unification Church of brainwash-
ing him.10

The Unification movement has survived these recent crises, though
Hong’s book created considerable internal turmoil. However, criticism against
Sun Myung Moon is met by most followers with complete confidence in what
they believe that God has revealed through his life. Moon’s directions are
obeyed as God’s commands, even if these instructions reverse long-standing
Unification traditions.11 The key is trust in God’s ongoing revelations to Moon
and the theology given to him from the eternal realm.

Unification Theology

The Unification movement retains the outline, though not always the sub-
stance, of classical Christian doctrine. Divine Principle, the famous Unification
“Bible,” has been the centerpiece in Unification evangelism and in-house
teaching, though academics have often overstated its importance. Moon has
always made it clear that his ongoing teachings and sermons constitute the
most important source of modern revelation.12

The Unification Church is committed to monotheism and does not adopt
a Trinitarian understanding of God. Though Moon adopts the use of Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit in his language about God, his sermons show no interest
in a Nicean understanding of God. Further, Divine Principle explicitly distances
Unification doctrine from a classical understanding of the Son and the Spirit,
though Moon constantly emphasizes his relationship with Jesus and his de-
pendence on God’s Spirit.13

Moon teaches that Satan seduced Eve sexually and then she engaged in



46 james a. beverley

sex with Adam before the providential time allowed by God. A ransom motif
dominates Moon’s interpretation of God’s relationship with Satan. Satan has
humans in captivity and God has to work within the boundaries of the protocol
that exists between God, Satan, and humanity. The sins of the first couple
extend to their blood lineage. God has been looking for a Messiah who would
be the new Adam who finds a new Eve.14

Moon’s understanding of salvation involves the redemption of humanity
through the restoration of the family. This explains why Moon puts such great
emphasis on the marriage ceremony (“the Blessing”) as a central component
of Unification ritual. Before Unificationists are married (usually in the famous
mass weddings) they engage in the Holy Wine ceremony where they partake
of wine derived from Moon’s wedding ceremony in 1960.15

Moon’s more esoteric teachings about Jesus build upon explicit views
given in Divine Principle: first, that Jesus was not sent to die on the Cross;
second, that Calvary was a secondary option that resulted largely from the
disobedience of John the Baptist; and, third, that the ideal plan for Jesus was
to have found a true Eve to restore humanity. Part of the alleged success of
Moon is that he has been able to provide a bride for Jesus in the spirit realm.16

Unificationists frequently complain that their teaching on Jesus is misrep-
resented. At an early scholarly conference on Unification theology, Lynn Kim
contended: “We never ever say Jesus failed. That’s put on us from outside. We
don’t ever talk of Jesus as a failure.”17 George Chryssides, the British scholar,
has defended Unificationists in his important work The Advent of Sun Myung
Moon: “Unification Church members often find themselves foisted with the
belief that Jesus’ mission was a failure. Divine Principle does not say this at any
point, and UC members feel justifiably indignant when their critics persistently
ignored their attempts to explain what they really believe about Jesus.”18

The chief obstacle to this assertion is the explicit teaching of the Unifica-
tion leader himself. Moon stated in 1974 that he “must go beyond the failure
of Adam, the failure of Abraham, the failure of Moses, the failure of Jacob,
Moses and John the Baptist, and Jesus.”19 Moon has also objected to the prayer
of Jesus in Gethsemane and his lament at Calvary that he felt forsaken by God.
“Father does not accept Jesus’ Gethsemane prayer, and the prayer of Jesus
Christ on the Cross . . . he does not buy that kind of terrible statement.”20 Moon
even contends that Jesus had a streak of selfishness in his walk with God,
unlike the Korean leader.21

The traditional Christian view of the cross is being challenged in the recent
call from Moon for churches to take down the cross. This campaign is being
carried out through the American Clergy Leadership Conference and focuses
on Black church leaders.22 This action is defended both on the basis of God’s
original ideal and the desire to remove a major stumbling block to Jews and
Muslims. Andrew Wilson, a leading Unification scholar and a Jew, has argued
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that “by emphasizing the act of rejecting and crucifying Jesus Christ, the cross
sets up a high wall between those who accept Jesus and those who do not.”23

Both the general contours and the specifics of the Unification system noted
above are defended by reference to the claim that God has given new revelation
through and about Sun Myung Moon. This apologetic is adopted in the very
first section of Divine Principle and is emphasized repeatedly in Moon’s ser-
mons. It also emerges in the alleged spirit revelations that have dominated
Unification life in the last two decades.

The Heavenly Ministry of an Ascended Son

Reverend Moon’s second son, Heung Jin, sustained severe head injuries as a
result of a car accident near Hyde Park, New York, in December 1983. He died
in early January 1984. Moon claimed immediately that his son’s loss was a
providential act allowed by God in order to protect Moon’s calling. “If the
sacrifice of Heung Jin Nim had not been made, either of two great calamities
could have happened. Either the Korean nation could have suffered a cata-
strophic setback, such as an invasion from North; or I myself could’ve been
assassinated.”24

Heung Jin was buried in Korea on January 8, 1984. A week later, Reverend
Moon proclaimed that his son had a new mission and that he was free to travel
between his spirit world and our physical world. Moon also proclaimed that
Heung Jin became a leader to Jesus in the spirit realm and that he had assumed
the role of “the commander-in-chief ” to those who are unmarried in the spirit
realm.25

On February 28, 1984, Heung Jin was married postmortem to Hoon Sook
Pak, the daughter of Colonel Bo Hi Pak, one of Moon’s top aides. Colonel Pak
stated that his son-in-law’s sacrifice “carries far greater importance then the
crucifixion of Jesus Christ.”26 According to Moon, his son needed to be married
in order to move from prince to king in the spirit realm. Hoon Sook was
positive about her unusual marriage. “I will never forget in my whole life and
for eternity this greatest honor of being Heung Jin Nim’s bride, which I do
not deserve.”27

Shortly after the death of Heung Jin, Unificationists in different parts of
the world claimed to be receiving messages from him. Most of the alleged
revelations took place in 1984 and 1987 and were published in book form
under the title The Victory of Love. In one message dated March 29, 1987,
Heung Jin Jin said: “If you are afraid of me or if you fear that I will give you
a heavy burden you’re like a baby crying at the feet of Santa. I have more
precious gifts in my bag than Santa could ever have and today I wish to give
to each one of you the tools that you need to build the Kingdom of Heaven.”28
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Revelations are also claimed from St. Francis, St. Paul, Kierkegaard, and
Jesus. The last speaks both of his submission to Heung Jin and the True Par-
ents. “I will show them that the Lord of lords and the King of kings and the
king of glory is our precious Lord Sun Myung Moon and his beloved bride
Hak Ja Han. They reign as king and queen of the entire universe. I, Jesus of
Nazareth, known as the Christ, bow in humility before them. Any who will
follow me must do the same.”29

If the death of Heung Jin can be seen as a Calvary for Sun Myung Moon,
his postmortem ministry amounts to a second Easter. To this day Heung Jin
remains the central child in the ongoing life of the Korean Messiah. Heung
Jin’s messages from the spirit realm have been foundational to the Unification
movement in the last two decades, even as these revelations have been trans-
mitted in rather unusual ways.

Another Heung Jin?

In the summer of 1987, Unificationist leaders heard that Heung Jin had re-
turned to earth in the body of a church member from Zimbabwe. The Japanese
missionary to Zimbabwe informed Chung Hwan Kwak, one of Moon’s top
aides, about the ministry of Heung Jin through the physical form of Cleopus
Kundiona. In August 1987, Kwak traveled to Africa and met with the black
Unificationist. In November, “Black” Hueng Jin came to America and met the
Moon family at East Garden.

Takeru Kimiyama, a leading Japanese Unificationist, described the meet-
ing: “Father and Mother were waiting in the reception area. Heung Jin Nim
ran over to father and practically jumped into his arms, saying, ‘Father! Father!’
Then he embraced Mother tightly, crying, ‘Mother! Mother!’ He sounded like
he was weeping.”30 Black Heung Jin led the church in revival meetings in New
York, Washington, San Francisco, and other cities. Many Unificationists
greeted him openly and wrote glowing testimonies about his positive impact
on them. Other members, including some of the True Children, were skeptical
of his claim to be the embodiment of Moon’s deceased son.

Reverend Kwak suggested a positive attitude about Black Heung Jin: “If
you had a relationship with Heung Jin before, don’t try to question him about
your former experience together. Many small details of our experience on Earth
are [not] needed and forgotten when we go to the spirit world. We should have
an open, humble, and penitent mind and accept him 100 percent.”31

In his public meetings, Black Heung Jin urged serious confrontation about
sin in the movement, and members were given severe conditions for repen-
tance. In this connection, there were complaints from some members about
excessive physical discipline at the hands of the Black Unificationist. There
were reports about broken bones and of members being detained against their
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will. There were also complaints that Black Heung Jin had a legalistic under-
standing of sexual issues.

The biggest controversy surrounding Black Heung Jin arose from the beat-
ing of Bo Hi Pak, the father of Heung Jin’s bride. Black Heung Jin disciplined
Pak in a private session at the church’s training center in Tarrytown, New York.
Unificationists told me that Pak was beaten so badly that he was unrecogniz-
able. He required surgery to relieve pressure on his brain. Michael Isikoff of
the Washington Post reported that Col. Pak was admitted to a Georgetown hos-
pital for tests from December 9 to 17.32

Reverend Moon allowed Black Heung Jin to continue his ministry at con-
ferences through the early part of 1988 and then told him to return to Zim-
babwe. Later that same year it was clear that Black Heung Jin had distanced
himself from the ideology and practice of the Unification movement. He re-
portedly impregnated the wife of the Japanese missionary to his country and
taught that he was the Lord of the Second Advent and that Reverend Moon
was a precursor to his ministry.

The Unification Church did not publish much material from Black Heung
Jin. His counsel to the Apostle Paul was included, along with messages from
the ascended Heung Jin in A Victory of Love. “Paul had resentment because
some people said he failed. He did not fail; it was Peter who failed his mission.
I told him, ‘Paul, you did not fail.’ He grabbed me and exclaimed, ‘Is it really
true?’ And I assured him it was.” Black Heung Jin also claimed that he had
some direct words for John the Baptist: “you failed, but now you should just
go ahead; hold the dispensation of restoration. Don’t sleep and don’t cry about
your head being cut off.”33

Revelation for Ancestral Liberation

Though the Unification movement has never abandoned belief in the spirit
realm, the debacle with Black Heung Jin created some unease about spirit
mediums. However, since 1995 church members have been directed by Sun
Myung Moon to pay particular attention to two different mediums who are in
contact with Heung Jin and others in the spirit world. The first is Mrs. Hyo
Nam Kim, who receives messages from both Heung Jin and Dae Mo Nim, the
deceased mother of Hak Ja Han (Mrs. Sun Myung Moon).

Dae Mo Nim is actually the honorific title given both to Soon-Ae Hong
(Hak Ja Han’s mother) and to Mrs. Kim. Reverend Moon’s mother-in-law was
born on February 22, 1914. She was involved with several of the native Korean
churches that had an impact on Sun Myung Moon’s theology. She met Moon
in 1955, joined his church, and saw her daughter married to him in 1960. She
lived with the Moon family in the United States for many years, returned to
Korea in 1979, and died in early November 1989.
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After her death, she was assigned a mission in the spirit realm by the True
Parents. She was told to work with Heung Jin and help liberate the ancestral
realm and subjugate Lucifer to God’s plans. Mrs. Hyo Nam Kim was given the
responsibility to be the earthly partner to Dae Mo Nim. Mrs. Kim was born on
March 13, 1952, and was a relatively unknown figure in the church until her
public ministry for Dae Mo Nim began in 1995.34

Mrs. Kim claims that she was chosen to work with Dae Mo Nim in 1979.
After Dae Mo Nim’s death, Mrs. Kim passed a series of tests over a period of
two years. She was able to find five sacred trees and a sacred body of water
that were chosen by Reverend Moon as holy sites. She endured a forty-day
prayer vigil without sleep, where she made 10,300 full bows to Dae Mo Nim
and she had to plunge in icy cold water in the dead of winter in order to resist
Satan. Mrs. Kim adopted a hairstyle to match that of Dae Mo Nim. Angels are
said to have changed the color of her eyes to match those of her heavenly
mentor.

Mrs. Kim leads renewal and liberation workshops at the Unification retreat
center at Chung Pyung Lake in Korea. Reverend Moon has ordered all Unifi-
cationists to participate in her ongoing ministry. Moon believes that Mrs. Kim
is helping Heung Jin and the heavenly Dae Mo Nim work with his own mother
(Choong Mo Nim) to redeem the souls of ancestors and to renew the lives of
Unificationists on earth. Church members are urged to liberate their ancestral
lineage from demonic influence and from the toll of human iniquity that
plagues generations. Details about one workshop said it costs $1,400 to liberate
both sides of a family, though this figure involves only the first generation.

Mrs. Kim can be blunt as she engages in spiritual warfare. At one confer-
ence in England in 1998, she stated: “The children must be kept quiet! There
are many spirits here out of your bodies yelling and screaming at me. When
I get spirits out with the help of angels they try and come to plead their case;
there are so many now out in front of me yelling and screaming, talking to
me. I am talking to you but also to the spirits at the same time. The children
are making so much noise; I am having a difficult time talking to you. Those
of you with children who make noise: please calm them down or take them
out.” She also offers very specific guidance about purity. “I see people wearing
shirts so short that they are showing their belly buttons and trousers so long
that they drag on the floor—our second generation should not do such
things—we should look neat and clean. God is clean and pure and God is a
beautiful God so we must keep ourselves clean and neat. So boys, young men
should not have long hair, Satan likes that a lot. Also no earrings on the ears.
You should make yourself look neat and clean so that God can love you.”35

In a speech to husbands at Chung Pyung Lake, Mrs. Kim warned of the
danger of smoking and drinking. “For those who smoke, you must understand
that the smell lingers, even years after you quit. It’s in your skin, in your body,
down to the bone. And you may not believe me, but both drinking and smoking
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lead to the sexual fall. Smoking creates such a low spiritual atmosphere and
invites many low spirits. Smoking and drinking open up many holes in your
spirit for satanic spirits to invade.”36

Mrs. Kim’s work gained particular fruition at the mass Unification Bless-
ing held at RFK Stadium in Washington on November 29, 1997. On that day
she was able to work with Dae Mo Nim to liberate many ancestors from the
spirit realm. The founders of the world’s great religions attended the ceremony,
including Buddha, Jesus, Muhammad, and Confucius. In early 1999, Mrs. Kim
sent 106 missionaries to America from the spirit world, including Aquinas,
John Calvin, Martin Luther, Saint Matthew, and even doubting Thomas. The
Unification movement recently announced that Mrs. Kim has dispatched an-
gels to leading hospitals in the world to do research that can be used at the
retreat center.37

Heung Jin and a Scholar’s Revelations

The second aspect of Unification spirit mediumship involves Dr. Sang Hun
Lee, a famous Unification scholar who died on March 22, 1997. Immediately
after his death Young Soon Kim, a Unificationist, claimed to be receiving mes-
sages from Heung Jin and from Dr. Lee. The first revelations from 1997 and
1998 were published in the book Life in the Spirit World and on Earth and
include details about his death and his wishes for his immediate family.

The book also contains passing comments about details of life in the spirit
realm, explanations of Unification doctrine, and records of Dr. Lee’s meeting
with leading religious and political figures. Lee tells Young Soon Kim that the
cars used in heaven can move very fast, propelled by thought projection. Un-
ificationists have special privileges, and a prison holds those who have com-
mitted grave sins. Spirit beings cannot improve without help from their family
members on earth—a notion that fits with the ancestral liberation done by Dae
Mo Nim.

According to Lee, Jesus is lonely in the spirit realm and will not advance
to Heaven until the True Parents arrive. Mary and Joseph are strangers to one
another. Buddha regrets that he did not know about God, Lee states, while
Confucius spends a lot of time in meditation in the snow. Muhammad was
difficult to visit, Socrates was egotistical and argumentative, and Judas was
resistant to talking. Eve admitted to Lee that she found Lucifer irresistible,
confirming Unification teaching that Eve had sex with the fallen angel.

Lee also met with the former North Korean leader Kim Il Sung, who said
that “North Korea will perish” unless his son learns to follow Reverend Moon.
Lee found Karl Marx shouting communist slogans while surrounded by shabby
buildings and people “who looked like remnants of a defeated army.” Lenin
was plotting a revolution in the spirit realm, while Hitler was hanging naked
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on a tree, being attacked by angry mobs of former victims. Life in the Spirit
World and On Earth also contains a letter from Jesus that states that he is not
worthy of the love of Sun Myung Moon.38

The revelations from Dr. Lee have continued. In 1999, Young Soon Kim
received a lot of material about and by Lucifer, including letters of repentance
that were written to God. In 2000, Lee sent an elaborate set of new confessions
from Saint Augustine. This was followed the next winter and spring by state-
ments from four major religious leaders (Buddha, Confucius, Muhammad,
and Jesus). In the summer and fall of 2001, Lee passed on messages from 120
Christian leaders that were released under the title “God Is the Parent of Hu-
mankind.” This ran as an advertising supplement in The Washington Times.

Young Soon Kim also received a major report from Lee about a meeting
he conducted on Christmas Day, 2001, with the leaders of the five major relig-
ions. The fathers of Buddhism, Hinduism, Confucianism, and Islam met with
Jesus to proclaim their total alignment with the True Parents. This document
was translated from Korean into English and then published in July 2002 in
some of the major newspapers of the world as “A Cloud of Witnesses.” In
2002, Lee also sent messages from 120 Communist leaders and then 12 jour-
nalists to record their endorsement of Moon. In 2003, the Unification move-
ment released Lee’s channeled messages from thirty-six deceased presidents
of the United States, all testifying to their recognition of the truth and impor-
tance of Reverend Moon’s life and message.39

The general theme of the entire corpus from Lee involves a multifaceted
endorsement of Moon, expressed in an unequivocal manner, making it abun-
dantly clear that the Korean prophet is the true Messiah, the Lord of lords, and
the ultimate eternal answer to all problems, both on earth and in the spirit
world. Though some Unification scholars have tried to argue for an ecumenical
reading of these documents, their pleadings seem hollow in light of the dog-
matic and exclusivist language of all the messages.

For example, Judas reports that Jesus was deeply distressed at the pain
brought to God by his earthly mission and by the work Moon endured “to
reorganize that remorseful history.” Jesus prayed in great distress, and “some
disciples were choked with tears, and others cried stamping their feet or hitting
their own bosoms.” The Apostle Paul recanted his teaching on predestination
in light of Dr. Lee’s lectures, as did John Calvin. Thomas Aquinas states that
Divine Principle lectures “will develop endlessly here, like clouds gathering at
one place in the sky.”

Karl Barth, the famous Reformed theologian, has been particularly upset
about his failed theology. According to Lee, Moon’s teaching “puts Karl Barth
to shame and has silenced him.” Barth recognizes that he has led “a meaning-
less life and is an incredibly incapable person.” The Swiss professor proclaims:
“Theologians of today, raise up your heads! Open your two eyes and pay atten-
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tion.” He ends his declaration: “The Second Coming, Reverend Moon, Savior
of humanity, and our True Parent, I thank you. Please save my fellow theolo-
gians.”

Charles Russell, Mary Baker Eddy, and Joseph Smith each announce that
they have turned to Divine Principle as truth. Pope John XXIII pledges his
commitment to teach Unification principles, as does Henry VIII, George Whit-
field, St. Francis, Karl Rahner, and George Whitfield, among others. Whitfield
states: “Even after ransacking every chapter and verse in the Bible from Genesis
to Revelation, we couldn’t come across any clarification as crystal clear as the
Unification Principle.” Count Zinzindorf claims that Reverend Moon is “mar-
velously neat,” and Roger Williams states that he will contact all the Baptists
in the spirit realm and get them to attend Unification lectures.

The declaration of the five religious leaders from Christmas Day, 2001, is
quite explicit about affirmation of Moon’s centrality and commitment to serve
him. The text reads in part: “We resolve and proclaim that Reverend Sun
Myung Moon is the Savior, Messiah, Second Coming and True Parent of all
humanity,” and “We resolve and proclaim that the Unification Principle is a
message of peace for the salvation of humanity and the gospel for the Com-
pleted Testament Age.” The text ends with these words: “The representatives
of the five great religions resolve and proclaim that we will harmonize with
one another, unite and move forward, in order to bring about the nation of
God and world peace, while attending [the] True Parents.”

The revelations from thirty-six former U.S. presidents adopts the same
stance toward Sun Myung Moon. From George Washington to Lyndon John-
son, each president gives a testimony about discovering the true ideology in
Unificationism. No statement is given from Richard Nixon, though he served
as representative and led his colleagues in a cheer for God and Reverend Moon.
The presidents included in their declaration the affirmation: “We resolve and
proclaim that Reverend Sun Myung Moon is the Lord of the Second Advent,
the Messiah, the Savior and the True Parent.”40

Spirit Revelations and the Mind of a Messiah

How should scholars of new religions respond to the nature of the modern
revelations in the Unification movement? Further, what are the larger impli-
cations of the stress placed on these revelations during the twilight years of
Moon’s life? Stanley Johannesen, a Canadian scholar, has made a point about
Moon’s Divine Principle that may have some relevance. He suggested that the
text of the movement is ideologically unstable and that it contains a “a vast,
and swiftly accumulating, burden of anxious responsibility.” He worried that
the book’s “extraordinary demands on personality” could lead either to “the
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narcotizing of temperament in self-defense or the radical internalizing of cos-
mic mission in the form of compulsive, megalomaniacal work obsession with
fantasies of superhuman personal significance and authority.”41

Although Johannesen hoped for maturation in Unification faith, his con-
cerns bear scrutiny in relation to the issue of divine revelation through Moon’s
son and other mediums. The Korean Messiah reveals in his sermons and in
the recent focus on spirit revelations an anxiety that illustrates an extraordinary
demand on self, one that has manifested in terms of a “cosmic mission” that
is compulsive and narcissistic, with constant assertions of “superhuman per-
sonal significance and authority.” The revelations from Heung Jin and the
other Unification mediums have a compulsive tone to them and share an
obsessive emphasis on defending Sun Myung Moon. In his sermons Moon is
also too concerned about self-apology. He brags about his grasp of literature,
“and even boasts about his head size.”42 Moon claims that he could have won
“dozens of different doctorates in different fields.”43 Moon asked this question
in one sermon: “What if I did not exist? It would be as if all the world were
here but were empty.”44 In 1976, he told his followers: “I really keep the FBI
busy trying to keep track of me. After the Washington Monument Rally their
biggest question was what in the world I would do next. Even Satan is saying,
‘What is Reverend Moon’s next move? Where should I take my big guns?’ But
most important is that even God is asking, ‘Where are you going next?’ My
plan is simple and clear, I am inexorably moving toward the absolute center
of the universe.”45

Scholars of Unificationism have in Moon’s sermons a wealth of primary
material about his understanding of self, particularly in relation to his belief
in God’s calling in his life. This self-understanding is mirrored in the spirit
revelations from his son and other mediums. The picture of grandiosity that
emerges in his sermons synchronizes with the unrelenting focus and apolo-
getic given to Moon in the alleged communications from beyond. This is a
pattern that contrasts with both Moon’s explicit commands to humility and the
sacrificial and humble path chosen by most of his followers.46

Appeal of the Unification Church

At the height of what Bromley and Shupe called “the great American cult scare”
of the 1970s, the appeal of Sun Myung Moon and his church was often ex-
plained on the basis of brainwashing theories.47 It is still commonly believed
that certain religious groups known as “cults” recruit members through brain-
washing techniques.48 But Eileen Barker showed in her magnificent work The
Making of a Moonie that there is little to support brainwashing as a plausible
theory for why people joined the Unification Church or remained in the move-
ment.49 Better explanations lie in the more mundane realities of religious and
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social life. First, many of Moon’s ideas are rooted to some extent in the religious
milieu of Korea during his early years, where there were several groups con-
tending that the messiah prophesied in the New Testament would come from
Korea. Second, Moon’s first followers would have been drawn to his dynamic
and passionate faith, and to himself as a visionary who endured torture and
jail for his beliefs. Whatever one may say critically about Moon, he is an amaz-
ing survivor.

Converts to the Unification Church have often been introduced to Sun
Myung Moon through an extensive series of lectures about the Divine Prin-
ciple. This apologetic would leave the impression, especially among the un-
informed, that the Unification ideology was rooted in careful biblical study and
the unfolding of progressive revelation. Moreover, Unificationists have always
believed that Moon’s life and mission clearly duplicated those of Jesus.

Beyond this, the Unification Church has always excelled at public relations
and image. Church publications have constantly documented the fact that
many of the world’s leading academics have taken part in Unification-
sponsored events. Moon has continually attracted famous politicians, clergy,
media figures, and even Hollywood stars. The Unification News and Today’s
World picture Moon in poses with figures like Jerry Falwell and former Presi-
dent Bush. Ex-Polish leader Lech Walesa attended the Unification-sponsored
World Summit on Leadership and Governance in Seoul in February 2003.50

Moon has obviously gained credibility through his many educational, me-
dia, political, and religious organizations. He achieved significant attention
when he founded The Washington Times in 1982, as he was facing income tax
charges by the United States government. He also owns the Segye Times (Korea)
and The Middle East Times (Cairo) and took over United Press International
(UPI). He is the founder of the International Conference on the Unity of
the Sciences, the Professors World Peace Academy, the Summit Council for
World Peace, and the World Media Conference, among other educational and
political enterprises. He also started the Sun Moon University in Korea, and
the movement runs Bridgeport University in Connecticut. Moon is credited
with initiating the International Highway Project, attempting to unite China,
Korea, and Japan. Moon has founded ballet and dance schools (most notably
the “Little Angels” program) and is also involved in support of the World Cul-
ture and Sports Festival. He also created the Women’s Federation for Peace in
Asia.

Critics of Moon often refer to the Unification “front groups.”51 Though
Unification organizers sometimes hide Moon’s connection, the diverse port-
folio of the movement is best understood as a genuine attempt to address all
aspects of life in terms of a Unification worldview. Unificationists receive
strong justification for their faith in light of Moon’s wide-ranging vision and
also in relation to the endorsements given by the leaders who participate in
his multifaceted projects and conferences. The 176-page volume “The Hope of
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All Ages” illustrates the apologetic power of Moon’s projects. Released on the
occasion of Moon’s eighty-second birthday, the book contains elaborate com-
mendations of Moon by political, academic, and religious leaders, including
E. V. Hill (former pastor of Mt. Zion Baptist Church), Kessai Note (president
of the Marshall Islands), Dan Quayle (former U.S. vice president) and Dae
Wood (Korean Buddhist priest and poet), among many others. There are sev-
eral writers who argue that Sun Myung Moon should be nominated for the
Nobel Peace Prize. The praise of the many authors is often directed toward
Moon’s vision as expressed in the conferences, organizations, newspapers, and
educational institutions that he finances.52

The direct appeal of the Unification Church, of course, lies in the power
of a utopian vision fostered by a dedicated and committed following. The move-
ment’s exoteric message is one of radical love for God, professed allegiance to
Jesus Christ, openness to all religions, and deep commitment to solving the
world’s problems. In spite of his egocentrism and his heterodox teachings,
Moon has inspired a generation of highly moral and loving disciples. Moon’s
followers are his best advertisement as they work tirelessly to obey their mes-
siah’s call to love and to serve.

Both the endorsement of Moon by the world’s elite and the persecution
of Moon by his detractors are viewed as proof that the spirit world is behind
the Korean prophet. The long-standing focus on messages from that world
serves as ongoing reinforcement for Moon’s claim to be the Second Coming
of Jesus Christ. What will be fascinating to witness is how the Unification
movement adapts to new or competing revelations when the Korean messiah
passes beyond his earthly sojourn.
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Reconstructing Reality:
Conspiracy Theories
about Jonestown

Rebecca Moore

As I was describing this chapter to a colleague during a taxicab ride
at a conference, I noticed that our driver was listening intently.
When we got out of the cab, I asked him what he thought. He said
it was “interesting.” Coincidentally or not—in the world of conspira-
cism there are no coincidences—the same driver picked us up later
that evening. I asked what he knew about Jonestown; he said that he
had been in the Air Force in November 1978, and had been in con-
tact with people who participated in the evacuation of the 913 bodies
of Peoples Temple members who died there. The CIA was definitely
involved in Jonestown, he said, but things got out of control when
the congressman was killed. The discussion then turned to Waco,
the Branch Davidians, and the government conspiracy there, and to
Timothy McVeigh, who was then awaiting execution for the
Oklahoma City bombing. Our conversation with the cabbie revealed
what we more or less already knew: that the official accounts of the
murders and suicides that occurred in Jonestown, Guyana, have
generated belief in a number of conspiracy theories. This chapter
discusses what these theories are, and why they have arisen.

On 18 November 1978, residents of the Peoples Temple agricul-
tural project assassinated Congressman Leo Ryan, and killed four
others at a remote airstrip in the northwest corner of Guyana. At
their settlement a few miles away, Temple leader Jim Jones assem-
bled more than nine hundred followers who then ingested a mixture
of potassium cyanide and tranquilizers in a fruit punch, either vol-
untarily or by force.



62 rebecca moore

Initial accounts were conflicting. It was not clear if weapons had been
involved. The reported number of those who died kept increasing as more and
more bodies were uncovered. The appearance of the dead—laid out in neat
rows—raised questions about how they died. Was it suicide or was it murder?
The quantity of psychoactive drugs at the settlement seemed to indicate the
possibility of widespread behavioral control or modification. In addition to the
sheer magnitude of the numbers, the utter incomprehensibility of parents tak-
ing their children’s lives generated shock and disbelief. Skepticism thus arose
concerning reports on the exact sequence of events.

At the same time, conspiracy theories about Jim Jones, about the assassi-
nation of Ryan, and about the nature of the agricultural project itself took root
shortly after November 1978. Within weeks, political activist Dick Gregory
claimed that CIA-FBI forces killed the people in Jonestown in order to use their
bodies to smuggle heroin into the United States (Hall 305). In 1979 an orga-
nization sponsored by the Church of Scientology began to circulate reports that
a CIA agent had been present in Jonestown at the time of the deaths (Alliance
for the Preservation of Religious Liberty). In addition, Joe Holsinger, Congress-
man Ryan’s legislative assistant, testified before the House Foreign Affairs
Subcommittee on International Operations in 1980 that the CIA had a covert
operation in Guyana. Those comments would later serve in part as the source
for a number of conspiracy theories. A report dated 20 July 1980 by Infor-

figure 3.1. Jim Jones.
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mation Services Company notes connections between the CIA and Jim Jones,
as well as CIA interest in Guyana politics. The document connects the Hughes-
Ryan Amendment of 1974, which required prior review of CIA and National
Security Council operations, with the death of one of its cosponsors at the Port
Kaituma airstrip (Information Services Company).

In the twenty-three years since the deaths in Jonestown, conspiracy theo-
ries have blossomed in number and sophistication. Time has not adequately
answered the initial questions. Rather it has spawned new questions, with new
and surprising answers. These answers constitute what I would call a canon
of conspiracy theories.1 Some are more plausible than others. Some are better
researched. All of them attempt to explain the mysteries and ambiguities that
available narratives fail to address.

This article focuses on some specific conspiracy theories about Jonestown,
after first discussing the nature of conspiracy theories in general. The Jones-
town theories fall into three main categories: those produced by professional
conspiracists who tend to see conspiracies everywhere; a subgroup of the pro-
fessionals, which comprises Internet conspiracy sites; and those theories de-
veloped by nonprofessionals that concentrate primarily on Jonestown. What
these theories demonstrate is that in the absence of a credible narrative—that
is, a believable reconstruction of what happened in Jonestown and why—al-
ternative explanations arise. The conspiracy theories attempt to make sense of
what appears ultimately senseless: that parents willingly killed their children
and their elders, and that they willingly chose a rather painful death. Instead
of accepting this possibility, the conspiracy theories provide alternatives that
blame conspirators for the deaths. The theories argue for coercion, either
through external violence or internal “brainwashing,” enforced by a few indi-
viduals. Furthermore, they reject the possibility that Jonestown residents made
a rational choice in terminating their collective project through what they con-
sidered mercy killings and suicide. Indeed, the presupposition of most of the
conspiracists is that Jonestown residents did not make a choice. This view
challenges most popular and scholarly accounts of the events of 18 November
1978.

Conspiracy Theories

The title of this chapter, “Reconstructing Reality,” may suggest that I have a
clear and accurate picture of what the reality of Jonestown was. I do not. At
issue here is not the truth or falsity of these conspiracy theories, but rather
their nature and purpose in explicating the Jonestown tragedy. As David Brion
Davis notes, “[T]he phenomenon of countersubversion might be studied as a
special language or cultural form, apart from any preconceptions of its truth
or falsity” (Davis xv). I plan to examine the phenomenon of conspiracism in
light of Davis’ observation, rather than to refute any theory.
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The word “conspiracy” works much the same way the word “cult” does to
discredit advocates of a certain view or persuasion. Historians do not use the
word “conspiracy” to describe accurate historical reports. On the contrary, they
use it to indicate a lack of veracity and objectivity. I am not using the word
“conspiracy” in this derogatory sense, but rather in a descriptive way to mark
those views that depart from popular or scholarly explanations of what hap-
pened in Jonestown.

A number of writers have identified a rise in conspiracism in the twentieth
century in general and in the postwar United States in particular. Richard
Hofstadter calls it the “paranoid style,” which sees a huge sinister conspiracy
“as the motive force in historical events” (Hofstadter 29, italics in original). In
other words, nothing happens randomly or according to chance. All events are
connected and stem from a specific cause or causal agent. Dieter Groh notes
the problems in attributing causality to agents of history, which include the
“underestimation of the complexity and dynamics of historical processes,” and
“[t]he [faulty] belief that one can ascribe in a linear manner the results of actions
to certain intentions” (Groh 11). He sees yet another problem with the argu-
ment for causality, which is the inability to demonstrate a “causal nexus” be-
tween two or more historical events.

Despite the failure to certify causality, conspiracists are nevertheless able
to marshal an incredible number of facts—or “factoids” in the words of Daniel
Pipes—to support their assertions (Pipes 41). Hofstadter calls it an “obsessive”
accumulation of evidence, and finds the plausibility of conspiracism “in this
appearance of the most careful, conscientious, and seemingly coherent appli-
cation to detail” (Hofstadter 37). Conspiracists pay careful attention to sources;
the good ones use footnotes, sometimes extravagantly. There is a genuine type
of scholarship in the citing of references, and indeed references are not the
problem. It is the conclusions that the conspiracist draws from the sources
that are problematic. The conspiracist finds causality here, determines linkages
there, and constructs an impregnable edifice out of myriad facts and details.

When I say impregnable edifice, I mean that such theories are difficult to
disprove. The good ones are logically consistent, very plausible, and frequently
“equipped with everything associated with a scientific paradigm as understood
by modern history of science” (Groh 4). But unlike academic hypotheses, par-
ticularly in the field of history, conspiracy theories leave no loose ends. Abso-
lutely everything is accounted for, fitting together into a single jigsaw puzzle.
The conspiracist begins with the completed puzzle, however, rather than its
pieces, or in Timothy Melley’s phrase, “the master narrative” (Melley 8). Al-
though Melley says that conspiracies are “hermetically sealed,” I would assert
that conspiracy theories are also hermetically sealed, due to a worldview that
abhors both coincidence and ambiguity.

What is the appeal of these master narratives? Analysts of conspiracy the-
ories offer several explanations. Melley says that the rise in conspiracism in
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postwar America stems from “agency panic,” that is, the “[i]ntense anxiety
about an apparent loss of autonomy or self-control—the conviction that one’s
actions are being controlled by someone else, that one has been ‘constructed’
by powerful external agents” (Melley 12). Groh sees them as coming from
individuals’ sense of injustice. “The world is no longer as it was and as it should
be,” he writes. “It is unhinged, turned upside down” (Groh 7). Because things
are not the way they are supposed to be, people search for the guilty: Who is
responsible? This view is quite evident in African American culture, according
to Patricia A. Turner, who documents the history of conspiracy and contami-
nation motifs in Black American folklore (Turner 6). Arie Kruglanski sees
conspiracy theories as a form of scapegoating, related to the search for the
guilty party (Kruglanski 219). Frequently the scapegoats are foreigners, aliens
in our midst. The presence of the “other” creates “the need to integrate one’s
image of society in one cause,” according to Serge Moscovici (Moscovici 157,
italics in original).

I would add to these analyses the clarification that it is the marginalized
people of society who tend to believe in conspiracy theories. They might be
materially marginal, which is to say, poor, and seeking an explanation for their
poverty. Or they might be ideologically marginal, which is to say that they
believe their (correct) views have been pushed aside by powerful outside forces.
This explains how Ross Perot, a billionaire, can believe that political forces
tried to disrupt his daughter’s wedding, how bankrupt farmers in the Midwest
can believe that Jewish bankers are foreclosing on their farms, and how urban
African Americans of different socioeconomic classes can believe that govern-
ment scientists are promoting AIDS in their communities. The marginalized
believe that someone is benefiting at their expense. In fact, the question of
“who benefits” is key to understanding the popularity of conspiracy theories,
and the answer reveals the universe of good guys and bad guys.

Almost by definition, conspiracy theorists exhibit dualistic thinking, the
us-versus-them mentality. How could one consider compromising with con-
spirators? The idea is unthinkable. Those running the conspiracy seek power
and fortune at the expense of everyone else. They are inherently evil. “The
paranoid spokesman sees the fate of this conspiracy in apocalyptic terms—he
traffics in the birth and death of whole worlds, whole political orders, whole
systems of human values,” says Hofstadter (Hofstadter 29). One’s adversary
is an enemy, rather than a mere opponent, and thus is capable of almost any
depravity (Pruitt).

Professional Conspiracists

Dualistic thinking certainly characterizes the writing of the professional con-
spiracists, whom I define as those writers who see all events through the her-
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meneutical lenses of conspiracy. They have developed a reputation among fol-
lowers of knowing what is really happening. They interpret the daily news in
the light of an overarching story in which current events serve as plot devel-
opments in an ongoing soap opera. Ultimately the drama depicts a battle be-
tween the forces of good and evil. The primary professional conspiracists who
analyzed the Jonestown events include Mark Lane, John Judge, Jim Hougan,
the Church of Scientology, and Dr. Peter Beter.

Dr. Beter is perhaps best known for the 1973 bestseller The Conspiracy
against the Dollar. He saw three rival factions vying for world power: the Rocke-
feller Cartel, the Bolshevik-Zionist Axis, and the new Kremlin rulers (Anony-
mous).2 The summary to Dr. Beter’s collection of 80 audiotapes concludes
admiringly that “[t]he most striking thing about this picture is that countless
seemingly unrelated, chaotic-appearing news events turn out not to be chaotic
at all. Instead they are all tied together by a limited number of forces at work
behind the scenes. Once one knows these forces, one becomes far better able
to sort out the true meaning of events” (Anonymous).

Dr. Beter’s Audioletter 40 for 30 November 1978 explains that the events
in Jonestown were staged to camouflage the United States’ destruction of a
Soviet missile base located in Guyana (Beter). According to this account, U.S.
intelligence agents infiltrated Peoples Temple in the early 1970s. These intel-
ligence forces converted Jim Jones into a “semiconscious agent of death and
intrigue.” Given the fact that Jones was “born a Jew,” it was only natural that
he would organize his group along the style of a kibbutz. The U.S. State De-
partment deliberately provoked Congressman Leo Ryan into going to Jones-
town in order to hide the true nature of the upcoming military operation. The
deaths at the Jonestown kibbutz served as the excuse for a massive influx of
U.S. military personnel into Guyana, and concealed the casualties that resulted
from the military operation, which involved both U.S. and Israeli forces. In
other words, the U.S. government and military benefited from the deaths in
Jonestown, because they disguised the real possibility of the upcoming “Nu-
clear War One.”

One might wonder what happened to Jim Jones in this scenario. According
to Beter, the body identified as Jones was a double. The real “cult leader” fled
to Israel to receive cobalt treatments for the cancer that had infected his head,
his left lung, his stomach, and his colon. Told that he would receive additional
treatment elsewhere, Jones boarded a small airplane, “shortly after 5:00 p.m.
Israeli time,” and headed for Turkey. “At about 35 miles east of the town of
Jerablus on the Euphrates River, the plane crossed briefly to the Syrian side of
the border. At that point the door of the plane was thrown open and three men
grabbed Jones. In his weak condition and caught by surprise, he was thrown
out of the plane with almost no struggle” (Beter). Dr. Lawrence Schacht, the
presiding doctor in Jonestown, had also flown to Israel, arriving in Jerusalem
“[a]t approximately 3:00 a.m. Israeli time December 11.” Dr. Schacht also had
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cancer, and like Jones, was thrown from an airplane along the Turkish-Syrian
border.

I begin with Dr. Beter’s explanation of Jonestown because it is the most
seamless of all conspiracy accounts of the tragedy, by which I mean that it fits
into an ongoing metanarrative with little interest in, or even consideration of,
the particulars of Jonestown. It really doesn’t matter what happens in history:
Dr. Beter will weave it into his analysis. His depiction is rife with the kind of
minute details that characterize celebrity interviews in Vanity Fair. The exact
times of the flights, the geographical specifics, and other small points all create
the impression that Dr. Beter knows what he is talking about. The overarching
history is created in the details, which simultaneously defuse skeptics and
disarm critics.

Much more convincing accounts by professional conspiracists come from
John Judge, Jim Hougan, Mark Lane, and the Church of Scientology. After all,
they generously footnote or cite their sources. Although Dr. Beter seems to
know a great deal, these others provide independent confirmation: you don’t
have to take my word for it, they suggest, here is the source. For example, John
Judge has 291 endnotes for his twenty-five-page essay “The Black Hole of Guy-
ana.” Judge looks skeptically at the changing body counts and explains the
growing numbers by suggesting that British Black Watch troops who were on
“training exercises” with American Green Berets killed seven hundred Jones-
town residents who had fled into the jungle. He asserts that they were all
murdered after living a terrible existence in a CIA-sponsored program of mind
control, known as MK-ULTRA. “The story of Jonestown is that of a gruesome
experiment,” he says, “not a religious utopian society” (Judge 141). Indeed,
Judge argues that Jim Jones had ties to the CIA, that other Temple members
had ties to Nazi war criminals, and that still others had ties to the assassination
of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. (Judge 146). “The ultimate victims of mind con-
trol at Jonestown are the American people,” he concludes. “The real tragedy of
Jonestown is not only that it occurred, but that so few chose to ask themselves
why or how, so few sought to find out the facts behind the bizarre tale used to
explain away the death of more than 900 people, and that so many will con-
tinue to be blind to the grim reality of our intelligence agencies” (Judge 151–
152). In other words, Judge puts the tragedy at Jonestown into the context of
his larger concern, which is the threat to democracy posed by U.S. intelligence
agencies. This is a theme throughout his work, and in this sense the Jonestown
piece fits well into his worldview.

Jim Hougan has only sixty-eight footnotes for his eighteen-page article
“Jonestown. The Secret Life of Jim Jones: A Parapolitical Fugue.” He is in-
debted to Judge, in part, and yet skillfully points out the problems in Judge’s
account. Of all the conspiracy theories extant, Hougan’s is the best researched
and the most convincing. He concentrates on the mysterious character of Jim
Jones, tracking down his connections to Dan Mitrione, an American intelli-



68 rebecca moore

gence agent who was ultimately killed by Uruguay’s Tupamaros. He traces
Jones’s movements throughout the Western Hemisphere. Like Judge, Hougan
asserts that the people in Jonestown were murdered, albeit for a different rea-
son: “Jones initiated the Jonestown massacre because he feared that Congress-
man Leo Ryan’s investigation would disgrace him. Specifically, Jones feared
that Ryan and the press would uncover evidence that the leftist founder of the
Peoples Temple was for many years a witting stooge, or agent, of the FBI and
the intelligence community, where it was feared that Ryan’s investigation
would embarrass the CIA by linking Jones to some of the Agency’s most vol-
atile programs and operations” (Hougan 2).

In his book The Strongest Poison, Mark Lane also argues that people in
Jonestown were murdered. Hired by Peoples Temple to explore what the group
believed was a government conspiracy against it, Lane accompanied Ryan to
Guyana. He remained behind in Jonestown when the congressman left for the
airstrip, and fled into the jungle with another Temple attorney, Charles Garry,
as the deaths were beginning. He reported hearing automatic weapon fire, and
presumes that U.S. forces killed Jonestown survivors. He believes that, given
the radical politics and power of Peoples Temple, intelligence agencies regu-
larly monitored the group in the United States and in Guyana. American of-
ficials, particularly at the State Department, allowed Congressman Ryan to visit
Jonestown knowing that it was a dangerous mission. Lane places blame for
the murders of the Jonestown residents on Jim Jones and on armed security
guards who forced people to take poison. But he also blames U.S. officials who
knew that violence was a real possibility, and who in fact exacerbated the dan-
gers with agents provocateurs. By labeling the deaths suicide rather than mur-
der, both the government and the media covered up evidence of the existing
conspiracy to destroy Jonestown as a progressive political organization—much
as these same forces had destroyed Martin Luther King.

Like Lane, the Church of Scientology believes that government agents had
penetrated Jonestown and Peoples Temple, although—unlike Lane and oth-
ers—Scientology has been claiming this for years. In a 1997 article, the Scien-
tology magazine Freedom depicts Jonestown as a mainstream, progressive or-
ganization with wide support, and reports that Ryan was pleased with what he
saw in the community (Whittle and Thorpe 8–9). But CIA operatives deliber-
ately targeted Ryan for assassination because of his previous opposition to the
agency’s activities, including his cosponsorship of the Hughes-Ryan Amend-
ment in Congress. The article mentions a lawsuit filed by the Ryan family
which charged that the CIA had infiltrated Jonestown. The lawsuit was dis-
missed, “for reasons that have to date never been fully disclosed” (Whittle and
Thorpe 10). According to Charles Huff, a former Green Beret who was one of
the first at the scene, many in Jonestown had been forcibly injected with poison,
or had been shot as they ran toward the jungle. United States Air Force Colonel
L. Fletcher Prouty suggested that the deaths in Jonestown masked the real
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victim and target. Paraphrasing Prouty’s remarks, the authors write that “Leo
Ryan had moved in too close to certain skeletons that could never be safely
disturbed. A relentless and uncompromising investigator, nothing could stop
Ryan—short of violence. But how could such a high-profile personality be
eliminated without bringing down upon the perpetrators an investigation to
end all investigations?” (Whittle and Thorpe 11). The solution was to obscure
the assassination by making it part of a larger catastrophe.

We see that the theme of the professional conspiracists is that people in
Jonestown were murdered by U.S. government agents—either military or in-
telligence. These agents committed the murders to conceal some other, more
damaging information: a military operation against the Soviet Union; the as-
sassination of a member of Congress; the disclosure of the true identity of a
radical leader; the revelation that the government was conducting mind-control
experiments. What is most striking is the conviction these writers hold that so
many lives were deemed expendable for so little. This view reflects either the
deepest cynicism, or the deepest fear, one can imagine: nine hundred lives
sacrificed to get one individual? or to spare one individual humiliation? But
that is the nature of conspiracism: with high stakes, the conspirators take big
risks. And since conspirators by nature are depraved and indifferent, we should
expect nothing less from them.

Internet Conspiracists

The Internet conspiracists form a subcategory of professional conspiracists,
since their meat and potatoes is exploiting rumors, innuendoes, and wild sto-
ries.3 There is frequently a sense of humor and fun in most of the conspiracy
sites, best illustrated in the comments of Jonathan Vankin and John Whalen,
coauthors of The Seventy Greatest Conspiracies of All Time, a major source for
the Jonestown Internet conspiracists: “Back in the good ol’ days when con-
spiracy theorists were still considered crackpots, it actually took some kind of
evidence to get this kind of frenzy underway. . . . Now anytime some poor sap
dies every frat boy with an Internet account races to be the first in his quad to
post the conspiracy of the moment” (Vankin and Whalen, quoted by a reviewer
on amazon.com). It is not clear, therefore, how deeply committed the Internet
conspiracists are to their beliefs in various conspiracies.

A search of the word “Jonestown” on google.com came up with 55,400
hits on 22 January 2002. After eliminating all of the hits for the Jonestown,
Texas, Pennsylvania, and Mississippi Chambers of Commerce, and hotel-motel
guides; and after eliminating all of the sites devoted to the Brian Jonestown
Massacre, a rock band; and after eliminating a number of anticult sites, that
is sites devoted to alerting readers to the dangers of cults, and thus forming
their own conspiracy category, there are only a few conspiracy sites that con-
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tinue to pop up under different headings or guises. These comprise a Crime
Library article by Fiona Steel (number 12); Vankin and Whalen’s frequently
reprinted article, “The Jonestown Massacre: CIA Mind Control Run Amok”
(appearing as number 14, under www.conspire.com and as number 56 under
former United Kingdom Green Party Leader David Icke’s “Mind Control Ar-
chives,” at www.davidicke.net); Scientology’s Freedom Magazine site, with in-
formation noted above (number 25); and Ken McCarthy’s brasscheck.com,
which is devoted to exposing the “unholy alliance of media, government, and
big business” (number 32).

Since Vankin and Whalen pop up across the Internet, it is appropriate to
note their argument. They question the idea that Jim Jones was a “lone mad-
man,” and challenge the plausibility that nine hundred people willingly took
their own lives at his request. They claim that there are hints of human ex-
periments in mind control, even genocide, “and the lurking presence of the
CIA.” Vankin and Whalen cite sources that include books written within one
or two years of the Jonestown deaths, as well as Tim Reiterman and John
Jacobs’s Raven, an extensively researched account of Peoples Temple and Jim
Jones, and my own A Sympathetic History of Jonestown. Most illuminating, how-
ever, is the authors’ acknowledgement that “[t]his chapter owes a debt to re-
search assembled by John Judge.”

Judge’s influence seems evident in “The Jonestown Genocide” by Robert
Sterling, as well.4 This article includes reports of British Black Watch troops
and Green Beret involvement in the deaths, in addition to the Jim Jones–Dan
Mitrione connection (developed by Jim Hougan, but first introduced by Judge).
Sterling also quotes Michael Meiers, author of Was Jonestown a CIA Medical
Experiment? A Review of the Evidence, who answers his own question affirma-
tively (Sterling). (Although I discuss Meiers below, it is important to point out
here that he bases much of his book on Joe Holsinger’s charges.) Like Holsin-
ger and Meiers, Sterling believes that the CIA’s secret program was about to
be exposed by Leo Ryan, and thus Ryan had to be killed.

The twelfth site listed under Google’s hits on “Jonestown” is Fiona Steel’s
“Jonestown Massacre: A ‘Reason’ to Die,” which appears as part of the Crime
Library’s “Crime Stories.” The blurb that accompanies a glamour shot of Fiona
Steel says that the author “is a former marketing and business administrator
whose writing talents include writing top-selling marketing and training video
scripts for international companies as well as writing training manuals on
business skills and computer software.” The chapter titled “Sinister Connec-
tions?” repeats the theories of CIA involvement, the Jones-Mitrione connection,
and the animus the CIA had toward Congressman Ryan because of his support
for legislation restricting agency activities.

Ken McCarthy authored “Made in San Francisco. Jonestown and Official
San Francisco: The Untold Story,” which appears on his brasscheck.com site.

www.conspire.com
www.davidicke.net
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McCarthy emphasizes the ties Jim Jones had with San Francisco’s political
leaders, such as then-assemblyman Willie Brown; former mayor George Mos-
cone, who was assassinated along with Harvey Milk by ex-supervisor Dan
White in November 1978; former county district attorney Joseph Freitas; for-
mer governor Jerry Brown; former mayor Art Agnos; and former police chief
Charles Gain. McCarthy describes himself as a defender of human rights who
is fighting for the underdog. His site seems more focused on discrediting San
Francisco’s liberal Democratic establishment, however, than on Peoples
Temple.

Perhaps the most honest, and entertaining, of the Internet conspiracists
is Matthew Farrell, who publishes the “World Domination Update” online. The
December 2000 issue featured an article Farrell wrote on “Jonestown: A Skep-
tic’s Perspective.”5 The article asks what happened exactly, and replies that
“[t]here are no easy answers, unless you swallow the Brain Police’s placebo
explanations.” Farrell examines the question of whether or not Jim Jones killed
himself: “You’d think if Jones killed himself it’d be known anti-Jones propa-
ganda. Likewise, if the whole thing was framed to look like a group suicide,
why would ‘they’ be so sloppy about details: just shoot Jones and put the gun
in his hand—that’s a no-brainer. The very absence of such important informa-
tion makes me wonder—and starts my spidey senses tingling” (Farrell, italics
in original). Farrell considers the CIA to have been involved in some way,
although he is not sure how. He finds the fact that the MK-ULTRA program
“officially” ended in 1973, the year before Peoples Temple members began to
settle in Guyana, significant. He rejects the idea of suicide, saying “[i]t was not
a ‘Masada wet run’ or a ‘Waco beta test’ which they want you to think it is.”
He concludes: “Something bad happened in Guyana, and we will probably not
find out exactly what it was” (Farrell, italics in original).

The evidence shows that Jonestown conspiracism is alive and well on the
Internet. But rather than develop new sources, the Internet conspiracists have
relied on print sources, primarily Judge, Hougan, and Scientology.6 At times
these sources are mediated through the reading of Vankin and Whalen; at other
times they seem to have been excerpted directly. Like their professional coun-
terparts working in print, the Internet conspiracists discount the suicide ex-
planation as implausible and unlikely, preferring to see the deaths as murders
conducted to protect CIA or other government interests. Compared with the
professional conspiracists, however, the Internet conspiracists seem to write
more in a sense of play. The game is to be outrageous, and the Internet writers
appear to take the deaths less seriously. It’s not the deaths that are important,
but rather the idea of conspiracy. The deaths merely incidentally prove the
existence of the conspiracy.
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Nonprofessional Conspiracists

In some respects, the nonprofessional conspiracists argue a bit more believably
than the professionals because they concentrate on Jonestown rather than on
external forces or ongoing narratives. Nevertheless, most come to the same
conclusion, namely, that residents of Jonestown were murdered. Some believe
that Jonestown was a mind-control experiment. Others have focused on the
conspiracy against Jonestown, which persuaded people it was better to die than
to live. In general, however, the nonprofessionals, with one exception, argue
that people in Jonestown were murdered. Even if they killed themselves, it was
still murder because the victims had been brainwashed, tortured, or coerced
in some fashion.

The title of Michael Meiers’s book, for example, says it all: Was Jonestown
a CIA Medical Experiment? A Review of the Evidence. Relying on interviews he
conducted with Ryan’s legislative aide Joe Holsinger, the author concludes that
it was part of such an experiment, that is, the CIA’s MK-ULTRA program,
which tested mind-control drugs on unsuspecting victims. Meiers argues that
the quantity of psychoactive drugs, together with the meticulous medical rec-
ords and the layout of the bodies, indicates an attention to detail and evidence
that the experimenters wanted to follow. “As the cause of death was noted on
the medical records of each Test Person,” writes Meiers, “the corpses were
dragged to one side and placed in neat, orderly piles” (Meiers 413). The cause
would be suicide or murder, since not all victims went willingly. Of course,
part of the experiment was to test not the children but rather the willingness
of mothers to kill their children (Meiers 445). A convenient side benefit was
the CIA’s assassination of Ryan. Another benefit was the discrediting of Mark
Lane, who had been targeted for assassination. It was more advantageous to
destroy his career than his life, since he was within days of proving the con-
spiracy against Martin Luther King, and his death might have led others to
continue his investigation.

I should add that Meiers says that “[i]t is entirely possible that Rebecca
Moore was a communications conduit between the experiment and the faction
of the federal government that sponsored it” (Meiers 509). Just for the record,
I am not and never was a communications conduit for any government agency.7

Despite this warning, Meiers highly recommends my book, A Sympathetic His-
tory of Jonestown, as long as readers understand that it is a defense of my
family’s connection to Jim Jones and the CIA.8

Meiers provides a universal conspiracy theory that ties Jones and Jones-
town to Nazis, AIDS, the assassinations of George Moscone and Harvey Milk,
the Symbionese Liberation Army, the Bay of Pigs, Richard Nixon, and the
NAACP, to name just a few. Dan White allegedly murdered Moscone and
Milk—after all, we only have his confession—because they had learned of Jim
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Jones’s connection to the CIA. Most interesting in this regard: “There is ab-
solutely no record of Jim Jones or his Peoples Temple ever having anything to
do with Dan White, which is somewhat suspicious in itself, considering the
major influence Jones exerted in San Francisco politics” (Meiers 326). Like
Matthew Farrell, noted above, Meiers sees the absence of evidence as evidence
itself.

Another nonprofessional conspiracist, Nathan Landau, looks at Jonestown
from the opposite perspective in Heavenly Deceptor. Far from Jonestown being
a CIA operation, it was an un-American and anti-American concentration camp
that Jones established so that he could take over Guyana in preparation for
launching an assault against the United States. More effective than his Nazi
antecedents, Jones used drugs to control “poor black pseudo-slaves who were
totally exploited by their new masters on the Jonestown plantation” (Landau
101). Jonestown’s “final solution” focused on homosexuals, blacks, and drug
users, who were murdered. Meanwhile, many in the white leadership group,
including Jim Jones, planned to escape with millions of dollars. “A man plan-
ning to die doesn’t deposit hundreds of millions of dollars into foreign bank
accounts” (Landau 14, italics in original). Leo Ryan interrupted the group’s
plans, however, and had to be eliminated in order for Jones to get away with
the money.

Landau is also sympathetic to Joe Holsinger, and admits that Jonestown’s
successful behavior modification program might suggest the involvement of
the CIA. But this view “discredits the very highly skilled and motivated upper
echelon members of Jonestown who really engineered the commune” (Landau
164). Jonestown was essentially a prototype for small fascist groups that are
targeting certain races and religions for elimination.

One of the most distinctive conspiracy theories concerning the deaths in
Jonestown comes from Laurie Efrein Kahalas, a former member and Temple
loyalist. She writes that a government conspiracy followed Peoples Temple
from San Francisco to Guyana and ultimately caused the deaths of the Jones-
town residents by framing them for the murder of Leo Ryan. Her book Snake
Dance: Unraveling the Mysteries of Jonestown, provides documents supporting
her belief—and that of Temple members—that different government agencies
were spying and harassing the organization.9 Kahalas claims that an elite core
of Army sharpshooters, not Jonestown residents, shot Ryan. As part of her
evidence, she cites the audiotape made on the final day on which Jim Jones
says, “I didn’t order the shooting. . . . I don’t know who shot the congressman”
(Kahalas 321). Kahalas believes that government assassins killed Ryan because
of his support for congressional oversight of the CIA. His assassination set the
stage for the deaths in Jonestown because the community would have to take
the blame for it. She again cites the death tape: “Now there is no choice. Either
we do it or they do it. . . . When they’re shooting out of the air, they’ll shoot
some of our innocent babies. . . . They’ll torture our people. We cannot have
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this” (Kahalas 323, italics in original). In this way, government forces elimi-
nated two thorny problems: Leo Ryan and the Jonestown community.

An interesting footnote to all of this is Jeff Brailey’s description of his visits
to Jonestown in the week after the deaths. Brailey came as part of the 193rd
Infantry Brigade from Panama to evacuate the bodies from Jonestown. He
writes that as he was leaving Jonestown by helicopter, an American government
official hopped on board, carrying a large crate of documents he had retrieved
from the community. The man told Brailey to shoot anyone who attempted to
take the crate away. Brailey said he wouldn’t, but he assumed the man was “a
spook,” that is, a CIA agent, who was removing incriminating evidence (Brailey
104–105).

With the exception of Kahalas, the conspiracy theories developed by non-
professional conspiracists tend to locate the evil at the very heart of Jonestown:
it was either a mind-control experiment or a concentration camp. Either way,
people did not actually “choose” to die in any meaningful sense of the word.
In this respect, the nonprofessional conspiracists are similar to the profession-
als and to the Internet conspiracists, who all believe that the residents were
murdered. In other words, no one finds the option of mass suicide credible.

Conclusions

There are definite gaps and problems in the official story, which the Jonestown
conspiracy theories address with varying degrees of success. Much information
remains classified, and the suspicion that it demonstrates the culpability, in
one way or another, of the U.S. government in the deaths also fuels the con-
spiracy fires. The elements of the story are titillating, as well: drugs, sex, race
relations, communism, and violence make a much more interesting story than
do farming, furniture-making, or playing basketball, all part of the daily life of
the Jonestown community. Finally, professional conspiracists will find con-
spiracies everywhere, a tendency that discredits them to all but their true be-
lievers. Even if they were right this time, we would never know.

Moreover, the question of suicide feeds the conspiracy theorists. I would
agree that the deaths of the children and the seniors were acts of murder, since
they had no choice in the matter. It is the deaths of the able-bodied adults—
the perpetrators, if you will—that are at issue. Eyewitness accounts are con-
flicting. Evidence from audiotapes indicates that the community had rehearsed
suicide on several occasions. Was the group merely completing a ritualized
behavior? Or was external coercion involved? The conspiracy theorists either
ignore the suicide rehearsals or they explain them as part of a mind-control
experiment.

The fact that almost all of the theories reject the suicide explanation is
significant for several reasons. First, they imply that people in their right minds
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do not commit suicide. Similarly, sane people do not kill either their children
or their parents. If they do commit suicide, infanticide, or parricide, it follows
that they must be insane, or certainly not of sound mind. Therefore, if the
people of Jonestown did commit “suicide,” it was certainly not voluntary. That
means that they were drugged or tortured. The most likely scenario, according
to the theorists, is that the people were sane, and hence had to have been
murdered.

By rejecting the suicide explanation, the conspiracists attempt to seek jus-
tice for the victims. In their dualistic worldview, which pits the evil forces of
government conspirators such as the CIA or the Green Berets against the
forces of good embodied in individual American citizens, calling the deaths
“suicide” allows the conspirators to get away with murder. They read Jonestown
as a political rather than a religious event. They see it as a battle between great
secular forces of good and evil, with evil embodied in the CIA, Nazis, racists,
or megalomaniacs. The religious aspects of the group fade away in the face of
this explanation.

Conspiracy theories, for all their inherent secrecy and implicit danger, are
nonetheless comforting because they eliminate uncertainty and moral ambi-
guity. It is far more troubling to think that people had practiced suicide and
then went through with it, believing that they were doing something noble and
right, than it is to think that malign powers did away with them for nefarious
purposes. It is far more disturbing to imagine that sane and even idealistic
people more or less willingly killed their children than to imagine that some
suprapersonal power of darkness killed them. Thus conspiracy theories reas-
sure us that what appears wrong or out-of-kilter in the world has a cause out-
side of individual or collective human weakness and vulnerability. In other
words, the moral order, though jeopardized by conspirators, remains in effect.

If we believe that ordinary decent people did extraordinary acts of “evil,”
then the moral order is demolished. It seems preferable to believe in evil in
the guise of conspirators than in evil in the guise of our neighbors. Given the
profound questions raised by the events themselves, conspiracy theories about
Jonestown will undoubtedly continue to proliferate, because they attempt to
restore morality and order to a chaotic and immoral world.

notes

1. Rebecca Moore, “Is the Canon on Jonestown Closed?” Nova Religio 4.1 (Octo-
ber 2000): 7–27.

2. Though the Web site containing “A Bird’s-Eye View of the Dr. Beter AUDIO
LETTER (R),” is maintained by Michael Christol, a Ufologist from Owensboro, Ken-
tucky, Christol does not appear to be the author of the “Bird’s-Eye” digest.

3. I would like to thank Amanda B. Hensley, a student at Oakland University in
Rochester, Michigan, for pointing me in the right direction for some Internet conspir-
acy sites.
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4. I last accessed “The Jonestown Genocide” on 6 May 2001 at www.parascope
.com/articles0997/jonestown.html, but the site was no longer online as of 22 January
2002. An announcement said that the Web site was moving to a new server in 2002.
Sterling continues to maintain links to Jonestown conspiracy sources, however, at
www.konformist.com/vault/jnstwn.htm (accessed 22 January 2002).

5. Farrell’s article, available May 2001 at http://members.aol.com/stshade/
wdu46.html#jones, was no longer online on 22 January 2002.

6. Another article relying on these sources is “Jonestown, the CIA, and Mind
Control,” at www.totse.com/en/conspiracy/mind_control/jjones.html (accessed 24
January 2002).

7. In the world of conspiracism, of course, my denial merely proves the truth of
Meiers’s assertion.

8. The irony of all this is that we provided Meiers with much of the material for
his book, and recommended the Edwin Mellen Press after the volume had been re-
jected by other publishers.

9. For more information on U.S. government harassment of Peoples Temple,
see Rebecca Moore, “American as Cherry Pie: Peoples Temple and Violence in Amer-
ica,” in Millennialism, Persecution, and Violence: Historical Cases, edited by Catherine
Wessinger (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2000), 121–137. I argue there that
U.S. government agencies were in fact monitoring the activities of Peoples Temple,
and were threatening the group’s survival in a number of ways.
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Explaining Militarization at
Waco: The Construction and
Convergence of the Warfare
Narrative

Stuart A. Wright

The Branch Davidians offer a legacy unique in modern American
religious history. As a small religious sect that carved out a separa-
tist lifestyle and community in the rural farmlands of central Texas,
it gained the attention of federal authorities in the early 1990s,
largely through the dogged actions of disgruntled apostates and al-
lied interest groups, and eventually became the target of a disastrous
federal siege that destroyed all but a remnant of the group. Signifi-
cant historical, legal, and social science research has been devoted to
analyzing the events surrounding the Waco tragedy (for example,
Hall, 2002; Hall and Schuyler, 1998; Kopel and Blackman, 1997;
Reavis, 1995; Tabor and Gallagher, 1995; Wright, 1995a, 1999, 2001,
2002a, 2002b). But one feature of this tragedy has yet to be fully
explored or explained. I refer here to the martial logic by which the
Branch Davidians came to be seen as such a perilous threat by the
state that a massive paramilitary raid was required. Paramilitary
raids by “special operations” units such as the one deployed at Mt.
Carmel are usually reserved for terrorist groups or drug traffickers.
The Davidians were neither. Yet the actions taken by federal law en-
forcement were tantamount to a counterterrorism strike, transform-
ing Mt. Carmel Center into a battleground, a theater of war. In the
aftermath of the initial raid by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and
Firearms (ATF), the incident was allowed to escalate into a final
reckoning leading to the deaths of seventy-six men, women, and
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children. The FBI determined after fifty-one days that negotiations had failed
and launched a CS gas attack, breaching the Mt. Carmel complex with combat
engineering vehicles and firing ferret rounds into the structure to force the
barricaded sect members out. Six hours later, the building erupted into a fiery
inferno that killed most of the residents.

One of the most confounding questions surrounding the Mt. Carmel in-
cident is why a relatively small, benign religious sect would evoke such an
aggressive and sustained military-like response from authorities. Investiga-
tions would later show that the ATF developed a grossly exaggerated perception
of the Branch Davidians as an ominous threat to society and to themselves. As
a result of this distorted perception, federal agents eschewed safer and less
violent means of enforcement and chose to conduct a dangerous, high-risk
“dynamic entry.” In the formal review of the ATF’s actions at Mt. Carmel by
the U.S. Treasury Department months after the ill-fated raid, officials expressed
dismay at decisions that put both agents and citizens in harm’s way. The Trea-
sury report notes that the ATF failed to consider fully its options and describes
the planning of the operation as “steps taken along what seemed at the time
to be a preordained road” (1993: 174). The report’s characterization of this
flawed planning process is telling, but the reasons for the agency’s actions are
left unexplained.

What is clear, however, is the degree to which the ATF perceived and over-
reacted to the alleged threat. The ATF paramilitary raid on the Branch Davi-
dians constitutes the largest enforcement action ever taken by this storied
agency. The dynamic entry by the ATF’s Special Response Team was planned
with military assistance by the U.S. Army Special Forces Rapid Support Unit
at Ft. Hood in three days of training in close quarters combat exercises. The
raid plan, given the code name “Operation Trojan Horse,” involved eighty fed-
eral agents outfitted in camouflage and full combat gear, including Kevlar hel-
mets and flak jackets; they wielded MP–5 submachine guns, semiautomatic
AR–15s, Sig Sauer 9MM semiautomatic pistols, .308–caliber high-power sniper
rifles, shotguns, and concussion grenades. The objective of the raid was to
execute search and arrest warrants for Vernon Wayne Howell, the sect’s leader
who had changed his name to David Koresh, for firearms violations and pos-
session of a destructive device. The Mt. Carmel complex housed approximately
130 people, about 70 percent of whom were women, children, and elderly
persons. The failure by ATF to consider the reckless endangerment of residents
who were not named in the warrants was an egregious miscalculation. As
investigators later learned, the Davidians were tipped off about the raid by a
Waco news cameraman who was trying to get to Mt. Carmel to cover the story.
ATF undercover agent Robert Rodriguez was inside Mt. Carmel on the morn-
ing of February 28 when sect member David Jones arrived and informed Ko-
resh about the impending raid. Rodriguez promptly departed the building,
went immediately across the road to the surveillance house, told his superiors
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that the element of surprise had been lost and advised that the raid be called
off. ATF commanders Philip Chojnacki and Chuck Sarabyn ignored the agent’s
warning and proceeded with the raid. Accounts differ about who fired first,
but a shootout ensued and six Branch Davidians and four federal agents were
mortally wounded.

Subsequent investigations by congressional committees, scholars, and
news organizations revealed that the initial ATF raid was imprudent and un-
necessary. For example, one of the justifications for the raid given by ATF was
predicated on the claim that David Koresh never left Mt. Carmel and thus could
not be apprehended alone and away from the property. That claim proved to
be false. In fact, Koresh left Mt. Carmel on a number of occasions during the
two-month undercover and surveillance operation conducted by the Bureau,
even jogging down Double E Ranch Road directly in front of the two under-
cover houses. The failure to apprehend Koresh was cited as a critical flaw in
the final report by the Committee on Government Reform and Oversight and
the Committee on the Judiciary which held hearings on the Waco incident in
the summer of 1995: “David Koresh could have been arrested outside the Dav-
idian compound. The ATF chose not to arrest Koresh outside the Davidian
residence and instead was determined to use a dynamic entry approach. In
making this decision, ATF agents exercised extremely poor judgement, made
erroneous assumptions, and ignored the foreseeable perils or their course of
action” (Investigation, 1996: 4).

The report went on to castigate the ATF for a “grossly incompetent” in-
vestigation, citing “an incredible number of false statements” in the affidavit
accompanying the warrants, and for misrepresenting to Defense Department
officials “that the Branch Davidians were involved in illegal drug manufactur-
ing” in order to obtain military training and support (p. 4) The congressional
report also made the damning observation that “The decision to pursue a mil-
itary style raid was made more than 2 months before surveillance, undercover,
and infiltration efforts were begun” (p. 4, emphasis added). This statement cor-
roborates the Treasury Department report’s observation that criticized the ATF
raid plan as proceeding on a “preordained road.” It appears that ATF officials
were determined to conduct a raid irrespective of intelligence operations that
showed Koresh could be apprehended away from Mt. Carmel or that the ele-
ment of surprise had been lost only minutes before the incursion.

There is some evidence that the ATF insisted on a dynamic entry because
it would create favorable news coverage just prior to budget and appropriations
hearings in Washington. ATF Public Relations Officer Sharon Wheeler con-
tacted media organizations in Waco and Dallas two days before the raid to
inform them that “something big” was going to take place in Waco over the
weekend. Wheeler had gathered a staff of public relations personnel in Waco
prepared to send faxes and issue press releases in anticipation of a successful
raid. This self-serving effort backfired, however, as one local news crew inad-
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vertently tipped off the Davidians about the operation and ironically captured
the only film footage of the bungled siege. The news crew also filmed the flight
of National Guard helicopters circling Mt. Carmel just minutes before the raid
party on the ground arrived, a fact that the ATF initially denied (because it
could be asserted that the helicopters inadvertently alerted sect members to
the impending raid). One of the most peculiar features of “Operation Trojan
Horse” was the failure to ensure adequate emergency medical service or fire
department backup, an essential component for a high-risk raid (McMains and
Mullins, 1996: 325–326). Though ATF apparently had asked an EMS company
to be on standby, raid officials had no means of contacting the unit once the
operation disintegrated. The extraordinary care taken to provide news media
with preraid information, contact persons and phone numbers, and presum-
ably post-raid press releases and video coverage of the arrests, while failing to
ensure lifesaving arrangements with the emergency medical service and the
fire department, have led some to conclude that the ATF was seeking publicity
through the raid. On March 10, 1993, while the outcome of the standoff was
still in doubt and the revelations concerning the ATF’s misdeeds were yet
unknown to the public, ATF director Stephen Higgins told the House Appro-
priations Subcommittee, “the agency needs tighter laws and a national will-
power against violent criminals who have arsenals and supplies of explosive”
(“Tougher Rules Urged on Explosives, Guns,” Houston Chronicle, March 11,
1993). Higgins also reminded the subcommittee that 60 percent of the bu-
reau’s work was enforcement of firearms laws.

Although publicity seeking may have contributed in part to the rationale
for a raid, it does not fully provide an explanation for what was certainly a more
complex process of decision making and planning. Research suggests that in
the course of the investigation, the ATF garnered an exaggerated image of
threat posed by the Davidians and became convinced that this inflated danger
was real. The Branch Davidians were cast as a violent, apocalyptic “cult” that
was preparing for a war with the government. The unprecedented size and
scope of the ATF operation supports this contention. The affidavit accompa-
nying the search and arrest warrants, though replete with factual errors, mis-
statements of law, and inflammatory information unrelated to the ATF’s juris-
diction, methodically argues that the Davidians were amassing a stockpile of
weapons and possibly bomb-making materials in preparation for Armageddon.
David Thibodeau, a Branch Davidian survivor, later explained that the group
was buying legal AR–15 semiautomatic rifles and devices used to turn them
into automatic M–16s for a licensed gun dealer in the Waco area, Henry Mc-
Mahon (Thibodeau and Whiteson, 1999: 128–129). McMahon intended to sell
the popular automatic weapons for a significant profit before the guns became
banned, and the Davidians saw this as an income-producing venture. However,
McMahon “got nervous” after a compliance check by the ATF sometime in the
summer of 1992, according to Thibodeau, and “canceled the contract, leaving
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us with an inventory of unlicensed guns” (1999: 129). Technically, it was in-
cumbent on the Davidians to apply for a federal license to purchase or convert
automatic firearms, which they did not. But the Treasury report omits an im-
portant fact about the ATF compliance visit. Gun dealer Henry McMahon
phoned Koresh during the compliance check and informed him of the ATF
investigation, prompting Koresh to invite the agents to Mt. Carmel to inspect
his firearms. McMahon testified under oath in the 1995 congressional hearings
on Waco that he offered the phone to the ATF agents so that the federal in-
spectors could examine Mr. Koresh’s guns. Curiously, the agents refused to
speak to Koresh and never attempted to inspect the weapons prior to the Feb-
ruary 28 raid. Koresh’s attempt to cooperate with federal law enforcement was
rebuffed. ATF officials later defended their actions, indicating that accepting
such invitations violated normal investigative techniques. But the final con-
gressional report on Waco rejected this explanation and concluded that the
ATF had erred in their refusal to accept the invitation by Koresh. “It is unclear
why the ATF did not accept the offer to conduct a compliance inspection of
Koresh’s firearms. What is clear is that the agents’ refusal of Koresh’s invitation
was the first of a series of instances in which the ATF rejected opportunities
to proceed in a non-confrontational manner. The agents’ decision to decline
Koresh’s offer was a serious mistake” (Investigation, 1996: 13).

In order to understand fully the narrow and unyielding course of action
taken by the ATF, it is necessary to examine how the Davidians came to be
defined publically, in a carefully constructed narrative, as a violent cult bent on
war. This public narrative was repeated time and again by federal officials and
appropriated by the press and the larger public. The task of this study is to
explore how this narrative developed and explain why it attained legitimacy.
Building on earlier studies, I argue that a potent script emerged from a con-
vergence of narratives among the cultural opponents of Koresh allied with
public agencies that served to consolidate the mutual interests of both law
enforcement and Davidian antagonists. In the emergent play of cultural mean-
ings, an overarching “warfare” narrative was constructed that depicted the Dav-
idians as an armed apocalyptic group preparing for a final battle with the An-
tichrist government forces. The convergence of narratives, in which the theme
of “warfare” was central, helps explain the mentality of federal officials that led
to excessive force demonstrated at Mt. Carmel. As such, it was not solely the
weapons violations that moved federal officials to a full-blown paramilitary plan
of assault to execute the warrants but also the imputed link of a “warfare”
narrative to the firearms infractions that fueled an inflated sense of threat.
Federal agents became convinced that the Davidians would not cooperate in
an investigation, hated the federal government, were controlled by a fanatical
cult leader, and would launch a “holy war” if challenged. This is readily appar-
ent in the affidavit accompanying the warrants. What shapes and frames the
“warrior cult” motif in the affidavit are the accounts by ex-members and de-
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tractors who provided ATF agent Davy Aguilera with embellished descriptions
of life at Mt. Carmel. Here one finds stories of armed sentries, paramilitary
maneuvers and training, weapons stockpiles, “shoot-to-kill” orders regarding
intruders, discussions of an imminent war, contingency plans for mass suicide,
the group’s purported hatred of the government and their contempt for gun
laws, and Koresh’s messianic claims (not to mention polygamy and the sect
leader’s conjugal unions with underage women). Without these lurid and dra-
matic tropes to magnify the alleged threat posed by the Davidians, it is ques-
tionable that the ATF would have taken such extreme measures. The most
crucial mistake the agency made was to base part of its investigation on un-
reliable information generously supplied by adversaries and opponents of Da-
vid Koresh who were engaged in a moral campaign to repudiate the sect leader
and his movement. As I hope to show, disgruntled apostates teamed with an-
ticult leaders and selected media to cast the Davidians as an evil and dangerous
cult requiring a military-like intervention by authorities.

It may be argued, with good reason, that ATF officials were predisposed
to believe these exaggerated claims because to do so served their own interests.
The new Clinton administration, which took office in January 1993, was de-
termined to push through tighter gun controls, making the ATF the greatest
beneficiary of the new policies. Officials in the bureau were certainly aware of
the changing political climate in Washington. Previous presidents Ronald Rea-
gan and George H. W. Bush were both card-carrying members of the National
Rifle Association, a strong and vocal critic of the ATF. Neither president sup-
ported more restrictive gun legislation. The Clinton administration, on the
other hand, subsequently lobbied Congress to pass the Brady Bill, which im-
posed a six-day minimum waiting period to purchase handguns, and the 1994
Federal Crime Bill, which outlawed seventeen types of assault weapons. More-
over, Bill Clinton had been the governor of Arkansas during the infamous
federal siege of the violent Christian Identity group, the Covenant, Sword and
Arm of the Lord in his state in 1985 (Coulson and Shannon, 1999; Noble,
1998). It is possible that Clinton may have been seen by ATF officials as more
sympathetic to a similar enforcement action eight years later in Waco as the
new president took office. The affinity between the ATF’s mission and the new
administration’s preference for reducing violent crime through heightened
gun controls was clear. Given the timing of the raid, ATF director Higgins’s
statements to the House Appropriations Committee, the “grossly incompetent”
investigation, the “incredible number of false statements” in the affidavit ac-
companying the warrants, the inordinate attention given to public relations
while neglecting arrangements for emergency medical service backup prior to
the raid, the decision to “pursue a military-style raid . . . more than 2 months
before surveillance, undercover, and infiltration efforts were begun,” and the
ATF commanders’ decision to proceed with the raid on the morning of Feb-
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ruary 28 even after the element of surprise was lost, one can make a compelling
case against the agency.

Equally important, however, was the emergent “warfare mentality”
(Wagner-Pacifici, 1994) of law enforcement in the years leading up to the siege
of Mt. Carmel. Numerous studies have documented the increased reliance of
law enforcement on a “war model” of crime control (Dunn, 1996; Kraska,
1994, 1996, 2001a; Kraska and Kappeler, 1997; Skolnick and Fife, 1993;
Walker, 1994). Alternatively referred to as a “military model” of crime control
(Skolnick and Fife, 1993), this trend is rooted in the conceptualization of po-
licing as a “war on crime.” What these studies have shown is that the metaphor
of war for crime fighting has been more than just a harmless construct; it has
become a means by which official policies and practices have crystallized. For
example, during the early years of the Reagan administration, in an effort to
combat drug trafficking, Congress passed the Defense Authorization Act per-
mitting military assistance in the “drug war.” This law relaxed the historical
separation between civilian police and the military, enacted in the Posse Com-
itatus Act after the Civil War. A series of laws were passed over the next decade
that further eroded the line between domestic police and the military, all under
the banner of the “war on crime and drugs.” According to scholars, the effect
of increased integration of police and military forces (joint task forces, coor-
dinated assistance, interagency cooperation, weapons and technology transfer)
has produced a “militarization of law enforcement” (Kraska and Kappeler,
1997). Within police culture, the attraction of military weaponry and training,
the adoption of camouflage and military issue, close-order drill and military
courtesy, the routinization of combat exercises (strike force operations, dy-
namic entries, reconnaissance, PSYOPS, urban warfare, close quarters combat)
and the use of militarylike designations to replace traditional terms for police
units (platoons, divisions, squads, details, chain-of-command) all point to such
a transformation. The emergence of the war model of crime control also pro-
duced the inevitable “casualties of war,” as evidenced particularly at Waco and
Ruby Ridge (Dunn, 2001; Kraska and Kappeler, 1997), but also documented
in various other, less public, incidents (Duke and Gross, 1993; Dunn, 1996;
Kraska, 2001b; Miller, 1996; Wagner-Pacifici 1994). The deadly outcomes at
Ruby Ridge and Waco—which were separated by only a few months and in-
volved some of the same federal personnel—were a culmination of more than
a decade of police militarization. By the time of the federal siege of Mt. Carmel,
the warfare mentality was encoded so thoroughly into the culture of law en-
forcement that the planning, tactics, weaponry, and attitudes of the ATF Special
Response Team and the FBI Hostage Rescue Team bore unmistakable marks
of militarism.



86 stuart a. wright

Warfare as Narrative Construction

Following the lead of John Hall, the following analysis relies on the study of
“intrinsic narratives,” defined as “the diverse stories that various social actors
tell within emergent situations to which they are mutually oriented, but in
different ways” (1995: 206). According to Hall, this approach can help to ex-
plain how “cultural meanings become nuanced, shaded, interpreted, chal-
lenged, and otherwise reworked by participants, and how such meaning shifts
affect the course of unfolding events” (p. 206). Using this approach allows us
to ascertain the importance of cultural narratives when affinities of meaning
develop between groups. In a seminal study of the Waco tragedy, Hall analyzed
how the narrative of mass suicide—appropriated from the 1978 Jonestown
incident—was invoked and reworked in ways that shaped the escalating tra-
jectory of conflict at Mt. Carmel. Even before the ATF raid or the fatal CS gas
attack by the FBI, Hall observed, Waco was becoming “another Jonestown.”
Hall makes a persuasive argument that the cultural meanings about mass
suicide were interwoven into narratives about Waco, creating a self-fulfilling
prophecy (see Hall, 1995, 2002). For the purposes of this study, Hall offers an
important conceptual framework for analyzing how narrative convergence can
produce a kind of rhetorical hegemony that pushes out competing explanations
or understandings of events: “(N)arratives are particularly important when the
meaningful content shifts, when the narrative moves from one source to an-
other, when affinities develop between the narratives of two individuals or
groups, and when the incorporation of a received narrative rearranges other
meanings for an individual or group. When such narratives are freighted with
cultural meanings, they may exercise influence on a course of events in ways
that exceed or do not depend upon merely factual, legal, or professional con-
siderations” (Hall 1995: 210). Indeed, when affinities develop between the nar-
ratives of groups, a common meaning and purpose may be found, alliances
may be formed, and a dominant “cultural script” may be forged. I hope to show
that one narrative promulgated by the cultural opponents of Koresh found
particular resonance and legitimation among federal law enforcement agents,
engendering a unified, refashioned single “warfare” narrative or script that
served the interests of all parties and shaped the direction of the ATF investi-
gation, the siege, and the standoff.

Elsewhere I have analyzed the social construction of a “cult” threat aimed
at the Davidians and carried out in the form of a moral crusade by an alliance
of disgruntled apostates, anticultists, and selected media (Wright, 1995b). The
previous analysis focused largely on exaggerated threats constructed from cult
stereotypes by allied detractors who emphasized “brainwashing,” inflated
claims of control or manipulation, and a litany of moral and sexual offenses.
But further analysis suggests a distinct theme of warfare in the stories and
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claims of allied opponents made to authorities. This theme deserves a closer
look. I believe this is a critically important cultural script in the greater interplay
of rhetorical meanings forged with the ATF investigators in the months and
weeks before the raid.

Warfare Narrative of Cultural Opponents

The early construction of a warfare narrative is apparent in the communication
and claims-making activities of one key ex-member, Marc Breault. Breault’s
efforts are recorded in a scurrilous paperback entitled Inside the Cult, coaut-
hored with a reporter for the tabloidlike TV program, “A Current Affair”
(Breault and King, 1993). The blurbs appearing on the book cover trumpet
claims of rape, beatings, “torturous rules of behavior,” the threat of Koresh’s
“Mighty Men,” training in military tactics and weaponry, and members’ ex-
pectation of “the ultimate battle with the outside world.” These are only ex-
ceeded by the sensational tropes contained within the book. Marc Breault is a
principal figure in the construction of a warfare narrative and in the mobili-
zation of an organized opposition against Koresh that fueled the fears of au-
thorities. Though he had departed Mt. Carmel four years prior to the federal
siege, Breault engaged in a flurry of claims-making activities—lobbying offi-
cials, networking with other ex-members, hiring a private investigator to collect
damaging information about the sect, teaming with reporters in Australia and
in Waco to scandalize Koresh—and eventually he became a primary source for
the ATF and other federal agencies. Breault provides a record of these contacts
prior to the raid, and boasts of almost daily phone calls from “senior officials
of the United States Government, which included the ATF, the FBI, Congress,
the State Department, and the Texas Rangers” (p. 295).

Breault claims that as early as 1988 the group began to post guards or
sentries around the perimeter of Mt. Carmel and conduct “military training”
(Breault and King, 1993: 178). The guards, he asserts, had shoot-to-kill orders
regarding any suspicious intruders (p. 172). These claims are significant be-
cause they became part of the evidence record in support of the federal war-
rants. Indeed, Breault is named as the source for both the “shoot-to-kill” orders
and the twenty-four-hour armed sentries cited by Special Agent Davy Aguilera
in the ATF affidavit accompanying the warrants (U.S. District Court, 1993: 12).
The details of the alleged military training and armed sentries at Mt. Carmel
are vague, however, and Breault’s story is conveyed through the eyes of a moral
crusader, reconstructed from memories that appear to be heavily edited and
generously sprinkled with aspersions. This problem is compounded by the fact
that it is not clear which parts of the book are Breault’s own account of events
and which are King’s recasting or retelling of the story. This muddled com-
mingling of first-person and third-person voices leaves the reader confused
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and makes the so-called eyewitness account even more ambiguous. In any case,
the imaginative gest is replete with warfare and military themes that are sig-
nificant in the eventual formation of the warrior cult image.

In one portion of the book, Breault describes an incident in which a Dav-
idian, Wally Kennett, was standing guard at the entrance of Mt. Carmel and
almost shot a newspaper delivery man, mistaking him for an uninvited in-
truder. According to Breault, “Suddenly there was a loud shout from the guard
house, which was only about 20 yards from the bus in which I was sleeping”
(p. 171). Breault claims the guard screamed “halt” and fired two shots into the
air. “I could make out the shadow of the guard leveling his Ruger .223 rifle at
a man,” he writes (p. 172). The time of the incident was “5 a.m., still dark and
dead quiet.” Breault alleges that Kennett was acting on Koresh’s shoot-to-kill
orders. The story is continued with commentary, apparently by coauthor King,
who writes, “You’d think gunshots at 5 a.m. would have everyone rushing from
all directions. Incredibly, Marc Breault was the only person who investigated
the disturbance” (p. 172). King chides “other cult members” for sleeping
through this near tragedy and opines that everyone must have become “used
to the sound of gun-fire at any hour of the day or night” (p. 173).

The account of this event, which is told to buttress the claims of round-
the-clock armed guards and shoot-to-kill orders, has several critical flaws. First,
the conditions under which Mr. Breault allegedly saw the incident occurred at
5 a.m., while it was “still dark.” From an estimated distance of twenty yards,
even those with good eyesight presumably would have had trouble making out
“the shadow of the guard leveling his .223 Ruger rifle at a man.” Marc Breault
does not have average eyesight, however; he is legally blind. The Davidians I
interviewed have been quick to point out that Mr. Breault could not read with-
out holding printed materials up to his face; that he could not recognize people
or objects even from a short distance away; and that many of the things he
claimed to have seen were questionable because of his poor eyesight. Curiously,
Breault and King avoid any discussion in the book of how Breault’s blindness
may have affected his credibility as a firsthand observer. More disturbingly,
there is no mention of this fact by Special Agent Aguilera in the affidavit filed
to obtain the search and arrest warrants. One might assume that a primary
source for the ATF criminal investigation, leading to the securement of the
warrants and authorization for the raid, would be thoroughly checked out with
regard to his credibility. And in fact, it appears that Aguilera was aware of Mr.
Breault’s disability. Breault claims that he was flown to California on January
7, 1993, at ATF expense, and met face-to-face with Aguilera (pp. 303–304). At
the meeting, Breault answered detailed questions about Koresh and the Davi-
dians in discussions that lasted into the night of the seventh and continued
the following day. The text of these discussions and descriptions of their con-
versations are reproduced in Breault’s book (pp. 303–313). If Breault’s account
of this meeting is correct, it would be virtually impossible for the agent not to
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recognize the disability. Mr. Breault’s impairment is evident even to the most
casual observer.

Another problem with this account is that the sect member in question,
Wally Kennett, disputes Breault’s story. In a 1993 interview, Kennett told me
that Marc Breault was his roommate during part of his stay at Mt. Carmel and
that he came to know the young Australian man pretty well. Kennett suggested
that Marc Breault had “a tendency to tell tall tales,” and gave several examples
of embellished stories told him by Mr. Breault. In one unsolicited remark,
Kennett stated, “The guy also claimed he had seen me level a Ruger mini
fourteen at the paperboy’s head at four o’clock in the morning when it was
pitch dark” (Wright 1993a). Packaging these “tall tales” together, Kennett said
of Breault, “this guy is full of crap” (ibid.). Kennett indicated that the members
tolerated Breault’s tendency to exaggerate because he was “a nice guy.”

One prominent theme of warfare in the book is Breault’s multiple refer-
ences to the “Mighty Men,” which he suggests was an elite security cadre
designed to protect Koresh. Breault’s disparaging characterization of the
Mighty Men as “hand-picked goons who enforced Koresh’s discipline” (p. 10),
however, differs dramatically from the accounts of others who were at Mt.
Carmel during this time. Davidian survivors generally have described the
Mighty Men as a reference to spiritual qualifications, not martial qualities. The
notion of Mighty Men stems from the biblical story of the guards of King
Solomon’s bed (Bromley and Silver, 1995: 62). David Thibodeau, who escaped
the April 19 conflagration and later wrote his own biographical account, de-
scribed the terminology in this way: “The term ‘Mighty Men’ came from King
David’s psalms. It was not a term for some inner core of armed guards pro-
tecting David, as some people later claimed. Actually, it could be applied to
anyone who was given strength by faith, including women” (Thibodeau and
Whiteson, 1999: 125). But Breault portrays the Mighty Men as Koresh’s “most
intimidating weapon” (p. 10) and suggests in another part of the book that he
feared that when his disloyalty was discovered he might “be beaten to a pulp”
by these guardians (p. 203) The latter statement is preceded by the observation
that “the Branch Davidian cult was run like the Gestapo” (p. 202).

Breault also describes how David Koresh told his followers, “You’ve gotta
be ready for war” after forcing them to watch a “marathon of violent Vietnam
War movies” (p. 184) Breault infers that the “violent Vietnam War movies”
served as de facto training videos. The movies to which he refers include such
controversial films as Hamburger Hill, Platoon, and Full Metal Jacket. Breault’s
aversion to the dark side of the Vietnam war experience, however, may reveal
more about his outsiderness as an Australian than anything else. The movies
identified were essentially a genre of anti-war films that exposed the ugliness
of violence and war; they did not celebrate war or glorify the feats of American
soldiers in Southeast Asia. Nonetheless, he contends that the videos were part
of a larger program of psychological conditioning for war, which “began at
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dawn and continued all day until late at night.” In this subversive atmosphere,
he intones, “mind-control reached such a pitch that his subjects were putty in
[Koresh’s] hands” (p. 184). A few pages later, Breault remarks that “Mount
Carmel was like an army base now” (p. 186). This image is reiterated in a
remark about Koresh’s “100-man army” (p. 250).

The theme of warfare is expanded to include the allegation of “terrorism”
in latter segments of the book. Following the comment that Breault received
almost daily phone calls from senior officials in the U.S. government, coauthor
King remarks that “guns and terrorism were endemic” at Mt. Carmel (p. 295).
Breault gives further support for the terrorism theme after learning from the
ATF that they plan to conduct a raid. “Once they obtained warrants to conduct
the raids, how were they to proceed? The Branch Davidians were not an ordi-
nary group of criminals. They were religious zealots who would think nothing
of dying for their leader. In many respects, they were like terrorists” (p. 297).

As the ATF intensified its operation, Breault was asked to provide “psy-
chological profiles” of sect members, including “how much military training
they had” (p. 298). Breault enthusiastically became an ATF operative and sup-
plied federal agents with information about “the military history of cult mem-
bers.” Undaunted by the paltry number of veterans found (“several”) among
the 130 residents at Mt. Carmel, Breault cautioned that “David Jones, Vernon’s
brother-in-law and chief Mighty Man, is the biggest danger. He’s a real crack
shot and has taught others a lot” (pp. 300–301).

Breault’s book is instructive in chronicling the organization and mobili-
zation of apostates, families of members, journalists, anticultists, and govern-
ment officials. These facts are corroborated by other sources. Davidian survivor
David Thibodeau describes Breault’s pivotal role in spearheading an organized
campaign against Koresh in his autobiographical account (see Thibodeau and
Whiteson, 1999: 54, 119–122). Other Davidian survivors I have interviewed
(Catherine Matteson, Rita Riddle, Sheila Martin, Clive Doyle, Wally Kennett)
have provided similar observations. These sentiments might be summarized
in the words of long-time Davidian Catherine Matteson: “Well, that man
[Breault] started it all. He started all our problems. He started them about three
years before we had any contact with the government in any way. . . . And I
personally hold him totally responsible, because without him then we never
would have had any problems” (Wright 1993b).

The Treasury Department report documents Agent Aguilera’s contacts
with Breault “which continued until the ATF raid on February 28” (1993: 29).
The allegations of armed guards and “shoot-to-kill” orders are attributed to
Breault, as are claims that “many cult members carried firearms, including
AK–47s” and the episode of Kennett’s alleged shooting at the newspaper de-
livery man (p. 29). The report also links Breault to reporter Mark England of
the Waco Tribune-Herald, the paper that ran a sordid six-part series about Ko-
resh entitled “The Sinful Messiah” just prior to the raid. Accounts by other ex-
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members who joined with Breault are also mentioned prominently in the re-
port (Robyn Bunds, Janine Bunds, Debbie Bunds, Lisa and Bruce Gent). The
report also makes reference to deprogrammed ex-member David Block, whom
Breault tracked down at the behest of ATF (Breault and King, 1993: 310), and
Block’s deprogrammer, Rick Ross (U.S. Department of Treasury, 1993: 32,
1443–1444), an outspoken anticult activist. As stated earlier, the ATF affidavit
cites Breault as a source (p. 12), and records interviews with ex-members Robyn
Bunds, Debbie Bunds, Janine Bunds, David Block, and others. The Waco
Tribune-Herald’s investigative series cites interviews with the same organized
opponents, and Breault is the primary source. These interconnections among
disgruntled apostates, anticult organizations, and media have been docu-
mented in greater detail in a previous work (see Wright, 1995b).

The Warfare Narrative of Federal Law Enforcement

The ATF developed an exaggerated martial image of the Davidians as a violent
cult bent on war with the government. But this image did not develop in a
vacuum. It appears that the atrocity tales of apostates, taken largely at face
value by investigators in the course of the interviews, helped give substance
and shape to a refashioned warfare narrative. This narrative features prominent
aspects of the “received” narrative of Koresh’s opponents and incorporates the
“warfare mentality” of law enforcement that developed within police culture
during the previous decade. Indeed, the receptiveness of the ATF to the warfare
narrative of Koresh’s opponents was probably due to its strong affinity with
the “war” model of crime control. As such, ATF investigators framed the in-
formation they received to fit the narrative of warfare, causing them to overlook
or ignore contradictory, conflicting, or ambivalent evidence. This explains the
puzzling decisions by ATF officials who failed to consider less lethal options
or opportunities as they arose in what the Treasury report referred to as “steps
taken along what seemed at the time to be a preordained road.”

One example of how reliance on the received narrative of Koresh’s oppo-
nents was used by the ATF to shunt the law and justify the raid can be seen
the following case. According to the final congressional report, the ATF lacked
evidence for probable cause to obtain a warrant in December 1992 (p. 11). In
order to gain more evidence, director Stephen Higgins directed the ATF to
initiate the undercover and surveillance operation (U.S. Department of Trea-
sury, 1993: 27–28). The congressional report notes that “no additional evidence
of criminal activity” was produced in the undercover and surveillance opera-
tion, but it records that “Former Davidians were interviewed in December 1992
and January 1993” (p. 11), implying that additional evidence came from the
interview material with ex-members. During this same period, interviews were
also obtained from oppositional allies. The problem here is that much of the
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material appearing in the affidavit is specious, inflammatory, and fails to con-
sider the reliability of the sources. For example, the affidavit cites an interview
with Joyce Sparks, a social worker with the Texas Department of Human Serv-
ices, who “received a complaint from outside the State of Texas that David
Koresh was operating a commune type compound and that he was sexually
abusing young girls” (p. 7). The source of this complaint “outside Texas” was
Marc Breault, as records later show. Agent Aguilera proceeds to describe an
interview with Ms. Sparks, who interviewed “a young boy about 7 or 8 years
old” (p. 8). The boy reportedly said he was in a hurry to grow up so he could
“get a ‘long gun’ just like all the other men there” (p. 8). The boy also volun-
teered that “all the adults had guns and they were always practicing with them.”

The inclusion of this material in the affidavit is problematic for several
reasons. First, the affidavit makes no mention of the fact that the Texas De-
partment of Human Services investigated the allegations of sexual abuse and
eventually dismissed the case for lack of evidence. Second, the material alleging
sexual abuse does not belong in the affidavit in the first place because the ATF
has no legal jurisdiction over sex abuse; it is a state matter. The material is
inflammatory and irrelevant and is clearly intended to inflate the putative threat
posed by Koresh. Third, no consideration is given to the fact that the boy telling
this story is seven or eight years old and may have had a healthy imagination,
or at least exaggerated parts of his story; or that Spark’s interpretation of the
boy’s story lacks detail and context. Ex-Davidian David Thibodeau, in his au-
tobiographical account, has indicated that although everyone at Mt. Carmel
was expected to be able to handle a gun, many of the members had an aversion
for them: “For most of us,” he states, “weapons were something we stayed
away from as much as possible” (1999: 126). Finally, what is the criminal
violation alleged by the agent in the telling of this story? There is no technical
violation of firearms law cited, only the implication that Mt. Carmel is an armed
“compound,” with the tropes of the apostates to bridge the logical leap in the
construction of the warfare narrative.

Agent Aguilera offers as further evidence in the affidavit—not of criminal
activity but of the warfare narrative—the presence of “clandestine magazines”
at Mt. Carmel such as Shotgun News; this was according to deprogrammed ex-
member David Block (p. 14). No other “related clandestine magazines” men-
tioned in the affidavit are identified by title, though Block alleges that he “heard
extensive talk of the existence of the ‘Anarchist Cook Book’ ” (p. 14). Once
again, this material is problematic. The characterization of Shotgun News as
“clandestine” is misleading and disingenuous. The magazine has a circulation
of about 165,000, and its readership is largely recreational hunters and gun
collectors. Yet there is a clear intent to communicate the warfare image through
the manipulation of language, as illustrated in the use of the word “clandes-
tine.” Webster’s New Universal Unabridged Dictionary (2nd ed.) defines clandes-
tine as “secret, hidden, withdrawn from public view; generally implying craft,
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deception or illicit purpose.” Further manipulation of language to convey war-
fare, or what Wagner-Pacifici calls a “discourse of war,” can be found in the
repeated references to Mt. Carmel Center as a “compound.” ATF’s request to
the military for assistance in serving the federal search warrant refers to the
Davidians as “a dangerous, extremist organization” (Investigation, 1996: 46n),
a term often applied to terrorists. The affidavit also contains the references
supplied by Marc Breault’s interview to “armed guards,” “military training,”
and “shoot-to-kill orders” (military rules of engagement) cited previously. Pack-
aged together with the equivocal description of “talk” about the “existence” of
a book (Anarchist Cookbook), which deprogrammed ex-member Block never
actually saw, the federal agents effectively convey the “message” they want to
send.

Elsewhere in the affidavit, agent Aguilera describes an interview with one
female ex-member, Deborah Bunds, who surmised that gunfire she heard
while at Mt. Carmel was machine-gunfire. “She is sure the firearm was a mach-
inegun because of the rapid rate of fire,” the agent states (p. 10). Yet no infor-
mation is provided by the agent to explain why this young woman is qualified
to make such a judgment. A “rapid rate of fire” does not necessarily indicate
that a firearm is a machine gun. Some semiautomatic weapons, as the Treasury
Report later noted, may be equipped with a legal “hell-fire trigger” that enables
“a semiautomatic weapon to be fired more quickly,” a device of which Koresh
was aware (1993: 35n) Another female ex-member, Janine Bunds, claimed to
have identified an AR–15 from a photograph shown to her, but the same crit-
icism applies—the qualifications of this witness to make such an assessment
are unknown. The congressional report recognized the problem in using these
witnesses to corroborate a technical issue of weapons violations, stating that
“the affidavit included misleading . . . statements, . . . and failed to properly
qualify witnesses’ testimony when obviously called for based on their back-
grounds” (p. 12).

Moreover, both of these women had been away from Mt. Carmel Center
for an extended period of time. This raises another critical point. The congres-
sional report chides the ATF on a point of law—that the events described by
former members occurred more than a year earlier, making the evidence “so
stale as to be of little of no value” (p. 11). Indeed, Marc Breault had departed
four years earlier and the women had left in 1991. It is reasonable to assume
that federal officials in ATF were aware, or should have been aware, of the legal
principle of stale evidence. Constitutional law scholar Edward Gaffney has ex-
pressed unease with the ATF search warrant because “information submitted
to a magistrate must be based on recent information that supports the conclu-
sion that the item sought in a search warrant is probably still in the place to
be searched” (Gaffney, 1995: 337). Did the ATF consider the staleness and,
hence, unreliability of the evidence it offered in support of the warrants? This
was the basis of a criticism made by the Treasury report, which faulted the ATF



94 stuart a. wright

for relying on information supplied by deprogrammed ex-member David Block
because it was stale: “Nor did the planners pay appropriate attention to the fact
that Block had left the Compound over six months earlier” (p. 144). Block had
given the ATF raid planners faulty information about where the weapons were
stored.

The most blatant example of ATF’s predisposition to a warfare mentality
is found in the false claim of a drug nexus that allowed the Bureau to secure
military training and assistance in the raid. The ATF alleged to the Department
of Defense for the purposes of obtaining military assistance that it had evidence
of an “active methamphetamine lab” on the Mt. Carmel property. According
to the McClennan County Sheriff ’s Department, Koresh found methamphet-
amine lab equipment upon taking possession of Mt. Carmel in 1988 and re-
ported it to authorities. An associate of the previous occupant, George Roden,
was responsible for the drug lab equipment. The Sheriff ’s Department inves-
tigated the incident and removed the equipment. But at the behest of ATF,
Marc Breault sent a fax to Special Agent Aguilera implying that the lab might
still be operational, stating ambiguously that one person present at Mt. Carmel
during the sheriff ’s visit “did not personally observe” removal of the drug lab
equipment. The evidence for a drug nexus claimed by ATF was based largely
on this deceptive and fabricated tip. The final congressional report concluded
that “ATF agents misrepresented to Defense Department officials that the
Branch Davidians were involved in illegal drug manufacturing” (p. 3) and ex-
posed the deception in some detail (see pp. 45–46). Indeed, there was never
any evidence of drug manufacturing or trafficking by the Davidians, and the
building in which the lab equipment was found in 1988 burned to the ground
in 1990, three years before the ATF raid.

The allegation of a drug nexus by ATF was imperative in order to obtain
military assistance legally and without reimbursement. In the War on Drugs,
Congress has created provisions for military assistance in drug interdiction on
the basis that drug trafficking constitutes a national security threat. These pro-
visions allow for an integration of civilian police and military forces. That the
ATF knowingly fabricated a drug nexus to secure military training and assis-
tance in the planning and execution of the raid on Mt. Carmel supports the
contention of a predisposition to a warfare mentality. According to the con-
gressional report, Marc Breault’s fax to agent Aguilera included information
that would have dispelled the drug lab claim (p. 45). But the ATF omitted this
information and did not communicate contravening evidence to the military.
On the contrary, ATF became engaged in an ongoing program of misrepre-
sentation, requiring a series of fraudulent claims to Department of Defense
officials and the Texas National Guard. In this regard, the agency’s actions
indicate an independent decision and preference to pursue a military-like re-
sponse. This independent course of action is suggestive of an emergent law-
enforcement culture that views police as “soldiers” in a war against crime and
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drugs, and contributes to what Skolnick and Fife (1993: 16) call a “siege men-
tality” engendering such incidents of lethal and excessive force. ATF vigorously
sought counterdrug military assistance through Operation Alliance, which acts
as the clearinghouse for requests in drug interdiction along the Southwest
border. The ATF’s proclivity toward militarization is most evident in the fre-
quency with which it makes counterdrug military assistance requests. Through
fiscal year 1989, the ATF had initiated 232 requests to Operation Alliance for
military assistance (Investigation, 1996: 35). As stated earlier, the trend of police
militarization is well documented, as is its vital connection to the drug war,
where law enforcement has been given the greatest latitude in acquiring mil-
itary support (Kraska, 1994). The linkage of the Waco tragedy to a militarized
police culture was not lost on the congressional investigators, who concluded
that “the ATF was predisposed to using aggressive military tactics in an attempt
to serve the arrest and search warrant. . . . The bias toward the use of force,”
they asserted, “may in large part be explained by a culture within ATF” (p. 17).

Conclusion

The problems associated with the fabricated drug nexus, stale evidence, inflam-
matory and irrelevant material, and reliance on apostates and allied opponents
of Koresh in the ATF investigation and planning of the raid highlight what the
congressional report bluntly labels a “grossly incompetent” operation that
“lacked the minimum professionalism expected of a major Federal law en-
forcement agency” (p. 4). Yet these baffling miscues can be explained by our
model. The reliance on the warfare narrative of Koresh’s opponents produced
an exaggerated but convergent image that led to an overreaction by ATF. It did
not seem critical to ATF investigators that the information supplied by former
members was stale or irrelevant, nor did they raise questions about the objec-
tivity or reliability of their sources. The investigators were inclined to believe
the claims were true because they had resonant meaning. To disinterested
observers, the ATF investigation leading to the raid plan had an irrational con-
figuration. It was irrational because it was predicated on an inflated narrative
image that resulted in egregious errors, misstatements of law, and unprofes-
sional conduct. Yet this is precisely what the model predicts: “When such nar-
ratives are freighted with cultural meanings, they may exercise influence on a
course of events in ways that exceed or do not depend upon merely factual,
legal, of professional considerations” (Hall, 1995: 210).

works cited

Breault, Marc, and Martin King. 1993. Inside the Cult: A Chilling, Exclusive Account of
Madness and Depravity in David Koresh’s Compound. New York: Signet.



96 stuart a. wright

Bromley, David G., and Edward D. Silver. 1995. “The Davidian Tradition: From Pa-
tronal Clan to Prophetic Movement.” Pp. 43–74 in Stuart A. Wright, ed., Arma-
geddon in Waco: Critical Perspectives on the Branch Davidian Conflict. Chicago:
University of Chicago.

Coulson, Danny O., and Elaine Shannon. 1999. No Heroes: Inside the FBI’s Secret
Counter-terrorism Force. New York: Pocket Books.

Duke, Stephen B., and Albert C. Gross. 1993. America’s Longest War: Rethinking Our
Tragic Crusade against Drugs. New York: Tarcher/Putnam.

Dunn, Timothy J. 1996. The Militarization of the U.S.-Mexico Border, 1978–1992.
Austin: Center for Mexican-American Studies and the University of Texas
Press.

———. 2002. “Waging War on Immigrants at the U.S.-Mexico Border,” Pp. 65–81 in
Peter B. Kraska, ed., Militarizing the American Criminal Justice System. Boston:
Northeastern University Press.

Gaffney, Jr., Edward McGlynn. 1995. “The Waco Tragedy: Constitutional Concerns
and Policy Perspectives.” Pp. 323–58 in Stuart A. Wright, ed., Armageddon in
Waco: Critical Perspectives on the Branch Davidian Conflict. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Hall, John R. 1995. “Public Narratives and the Apocalyptic Sect: From Jonestown to
Mt. Carmel.” Pp. 205–35 in Stuart A. Wright, ed., Armageddon in Waco: Critical
Perspectives on the Branch Davidian Conflict. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

———. 2002. “Mass Suicide and the Branch Davidians.” Pp. 149–69 in David G.
Bromley and J. Gordon Melton, eds., Cults, Religion and Violence. New York:
Cambridge University Press.

Hall, John R., and Phillip Schuyler. 1998. “Apostasy, Apocalypse, and Religious Vio-
lence: An Exploratory Comparison of People’s Temple, the Branch Davidians and
the Solar Temple.” Pp. 141–70 in David G. Bromley, ed., The Politics of Religious
Apostasy. Westport, Conn.: Praeger.

Investigation into the Activities of Federal Law Enforcement Agencies toward the Branch
Davidians. Thirteenth Report by the Committee on Government Reform and Over-
sight Prepared in Conjunction with the Committee on the Judiciary, August 2,
1996. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office.

Kopel, David B., and Paul H. Blackman. 1997. No More Wacos: What’s Wrong with
Federal Law Enforcement and How to Fix It. Amherst, N.Y.: Prometheus.

Kraska, Peter B. 1994. “The Police and Military in the Post-Cold War Era: Streamlin-
ing the State’s Use of Force Entities in the Drug War.” Police Forum 4: 1–8.

———. 1996. “Enjoying Militarism: Political/Personal Dilemmas in Studying U.S.
Police Paramilitary Units.” Justice Quarterly 13: 405–29.

———, ed. 2001a. Militarizing the American Criminal Justice System: The Changing
Roles of the Armed Forces and the Police. Boston: Northeastern University Press.

———. 2001b. “Playing War: Masculinity, Militarism and Their Real World Conse-
quences.” Pp. 141–62 in Peter B. Kraska, ed., Militarizing the American Criminal
Justice System. Boston: Northeastern University Press.

Kraska, Peter B., and Victor Kappeler. 1997. “Militarizing American Police: The Rise
and Normalization of Paramilitary Units.” Social Problems 44 (1): 1–18.



militarization at waco 97

Lewis, James R. 1994. From the Ashes: Making Sense of Waco. Lanham, Md.:: Rowman
and Littlefield.

McMains, David, and Wayne J. Mullins. 1996. Crisis Negotiations. Cincinnati: Ander-
son.

Miller, Richard Lawrence. 1996. Drug Warriors and Their Prey: From Police Power to
Police State. Westport, Conn.: Praeger.

Noble, Kerry. 1998. The Tabernacle of Hate: Why They Bombed Oklahoma City. Pres-
cott, Ontario: Voyageur.

Reavis, Dick J. 1995. The Ashes of Waco: An Investigation. New York: Simon and
Schuster.

Skolnick, Jerome H. and James J. Fife. 1993. Above the Law: Police and the Excessive
Use of Force. New York: Free Press.

Tabor, James D., and Eugene H. Gallagher. 1995. Why Waco: Cults and the Battle for
Religious Freedom in America. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Thibodeau, David, and Leon Whiteson. 1999. A Place Called Waco: A Survivor’s Story.
New York: Public Affairs.

Wagner-Pacifici, Robin. 1994. Discourse and Destruction: The City of Philadelphia versus
MOVE. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Walker, Sammuel. 1994. Sense and Nonsense about Crime and Drugs. Delmont, Calif.:
Wadsworth.

Wright, Stuart A. 1993a. Interview with Wally Kennett, December 23. On file with au-
thor.

———. 1993b. Interview with Catherine Matteson, September 10. On file with au-
thor.

———, ed. 1995a. Armageddon in Waco: Critical Perspectives on the Branch Davidian
Conflict. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

———. 1995b. “Construction and Escalation of a Cult Threat: Dissecting Moral Panic
and Official Reaction to the Branch Davidians.” Pp. 75–94 in Stuart A. Wright,
ed., Armageddon in Waco. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

———. 1999. “Anatomy of a Government Massacre: Abuses of Hostage-Barricade
Protocols during the Waco Standoff.” Terrorism and Political Violence 11 (2): 39–
68.

———. 2001. “Justice Denied: The Waco Civil Trial.” Nova Religio 5 (1): 143–51.
———. 2002a. A Critical Analysis of Evidentiary and Procedural Rulings in the

Branch Davidian Civil Trial.” Pp. 100–113 in Derek H. Davis and Barry Hankins,
eds., New Religious Movements and Religious Liberty in America. Waco: J. M. Daw-
son Institute of Church-State Studies and Baylor University Press.

———. 2002b. “Public Agency Involvement in Government-Religious Movement
Confrontations.” Pp. 181–99 in David G. Bromley and J. Gordon Melton, eds.,
Cults, Religion and Violence. New York: Cambridge University Press.

U.S. Department of Treasury. Report of the Department of Treasury on the Bureau of
Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms Investigation of Vernon Wayne Howell, also
known as David Koresh, September, 1993. Washington, D.C.: U. S. Government
Printing Office.

U.S. District Court, Western District of Texas. Application and Affidavit for Search
Warrant, W93–15M, filed February 26, 1993, Waco, Texas.



This page intentionally left blank 



part ii

Asian and Asian-
Inspired Groups



This page intentionally left blank 



5

Family Development and
Change in the Hare
Krishna Movement

E. Burke Rochford, Jr.

Marriage and family life have played a central role in the develop-
ment of religious communities and institutions (Berger 1969: 133;
Foster 1991; Kanter 1972: 86–92). Dobbelaere underscores this fact
when he argues that “the family allows us to now analyze empiri-
cally the ongoing processes of secularization and desecularization”
(1987: 116, his emphasis). This chapter considers family develop-
ment and change within the International Society for Krishna
Consciousness (ISKCON), more popularly known as the Hare
Krishna movement. I focus specifically on the demise of communal-
ism in ISKCON’s North American communities and the emergence
of the nuclear family as the foundation of ISKCON’s socioreligious
world. As ISKCON became a householders’ movement, collective
forms of involvement gave way to growing privatization. At the
same time, ISKCON parents challenged traditional sources of reli-
gious authority in favor of more democratic and bureaucratic struc-
tures. By the onset of the 1990s, ISKCON’s previous sectarian struc-
ture and lifestyle had become secularized in North America.

Before turning to family development and movement change, I
begin by describing briefly ISKCON’s origins and beliefs as well as
its American development.

Origins, Beliefs, and American Development

On September 19, 1965, the steamship Jaladuta sailed into New
York harbor from Calcutta and docked at a Brooklyn pier at Seven-
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teenth Street. Sixty-nine-year-old A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami emerged from the
ship to fulfill the instructions of his spiritual master to teach the Chaitanya
cult in the West. No one could have imagined that this elderly Vaishnava sadhu
from India would build a worldwide movement in just twelve years.

Bhaktivedanta Swami’s Hare Krishna movement can be traced to
sixteenth-century Bengal. Aligned with Hinduism, the Krishna Consciousness
taught by Bhaktivedanta traced its roots to the Krishna bhakti (devotional)
movement founded by Sri Chaitanya Mahaprabhu (1486–1533). Chaitanya
preached that all people, regardless of their caste, could reach spiritual reali-
zation through service to Krishna (God). Central to this process is the chanting
of the Hare Krishna mantra: Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna, Krishna Krishna,
Hare Hare, Hare Rama, Hare Rama, Rama Rama, Hare Hare. Those taking
initiation from Bhaktivedanta Swami agreed to commit themselves to chant
sixteen rounds of this mantra daily on a string of prayer beads, and to abstain
from eating meat, illicit sex (sex other than for procreation), taking intoxicants
(such as cigarettes, alcohol, and drugs), and gambling. They also committed
themselves to distributing their guru’s translations and commentaries of var-
ious sacred Vedic texts in airports and other public locations. The latter finan-
cially supported ISKCON’s American and worldwide expansion during the
1970s (Rochford 1985: 171–189).

Within a short period after his arrival in the United States, Bhaktivedanta
turned his efforts to the young people living on the Bowery on the Lower East
Side of New York City. After the Swami was observed chanting in Tompkins
Square Park, word about him spread among the musicians and bohemian
crowd of the area. Soon afterward several of those interested in the Swami and
his teachings helped establish a small temple on Second Avenue. During his
first year in New York, Bhaktivedanta, by now called Prabhupada by his young
followers, initiated nineteen disciples. In 1966, Bhaktivedanta formally incor-
porated his nascent movement as the International Society for Krishna Con-
sciousness (Goswami 1993).

ISKCON underwent major changes in the beginning of 1967, when Pra-
bhupada traveled to the emerging hippie community in the Haight-Ashbury
section of San Francisco. Thousands of young hippies were migrating to the
neighborhood where one of Prabhupada’s disciples had rented a storefront.
During the first two years in the Haight-Ashbury, ISKCON recruited an esti-
mated 150 to 200 converts (Johnson 1976: 33). To hold the countercultural
youth being attracted, ISKCON developed a communal structure (Rochford
1982, 1985). From San Francisco, Prabhupada sent disciples to Los Angeles,
Montreal, and England to establish ISKCON communities in the late 1960s.
Thereafter, ISKCON communities emerged in major cities worldwide. In 1975,
there were thirty-six ISKCON communities and preaching centers in North
America, and forty more worldwide. By 1983, the total number spanning the
globe had grown to nearly two hundred and, in 2003, ISKCON had over three
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hundred communities and preaching centers. Before his death in 1977, Pra-
bhupada initiated approximately five thousand disciples into his movement
worldwide. A large majority of these later disciples defected from ISKCON in
the years after Prabhupada’s death.

Following Prabhupada’s death, ISKCON faced ongoing succession prob-
lems. Questions arose almost immediately about whether Prabhupada’s suc-
cessors actually had been appointed by him to serve as gurus in his absence
(Rochford 1985: 221–255; 1989, 1998b). Within a decade, the majority of Pra-
bhupada’s eleven guru successors were forced from the movement because of
moral transgressions and/or illegal behavior. After a number of reforms were
implemented to limit the volatility of the guru institution (see Rochford 1998b),
ISKCON now has approximately one hundred gurus initiating disciples
throughout the world. Despite these changes, however, controversy persists
about the role and authority of ISKCON’s gurus and the guru institution as a
whole (see, for example, D. G. Dasa 2002; Das and Das, 2001; The Final Order
1996; Rochford 1998a: 16–21, 1998b). ISKCON’s worldwide Governing Body
Commission (GBC) also received widespread criticism because it supported
what many believed was a corrupt guru system (Rochford 1998b). As one
ISKCON guru and GBC member stated:

And now the GBC has become very, very weak. The principal reason
for this has been the fall-down of spiritual masters [gurus] and the
decay of spiritual authority in general. This applies to sannyasis, gu-
rus, and the GBC. There has been a big overlap of these three cate-
gories and they are all in disrepute. The renounced order of life has
come to be called the denounced order of life—we hear this all the
time. People are very dubious about gurus—everyone is wondering
when the next one is going to fall. And the GBC seems to be floun-
dering and cannot do anything about it. There is a feeling that we
do not know where our vision is going to come from (R. S. Dasa
2000: 38)

As this statement makes clear, ISKCON’s structures of authority were weak
and under attack in the years following Prabhupada’s death. This resulted in
ongoing organizational conflict and the rise of an insurgent movement within
ISKCON that sought to redefine the guru institution and replace the existing
members of the GBC (Rochford 1998b).

Over the past two decades, ISKCON has experienced a shift in the de-
mographic profile of its membership. In North America, and in some other
locations in Europe (such as Britain), ISKCON has become increasingly de-
pendent upon its Indian congregation (Carey 1987; Nye 1997; Rochford 1995a;
Zaidman 2000). In fact, ISKCON’s temples have become places of worship
for many thousands of Indian immigrants in North America, although few
have become initiated disciples of any of ISKCON’s gurus. Most limit their
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involvement to the Sunday program at their local ISKCON community, where
they worship and socialize with other Indian people. A number of ISKCON
communities in America rely heavily on the financial contributions of their
Indian congregations in order to support the temple. In a few locations (such
as Houston, Detroit, Chicago, and Vancouver) Indian people have taken on
positions of leadership as temple presidents. It is likely that the ongoing In-
dianization of ISKCON will continue in the future, with the possibility that
some ISKCON temples in America will become ethnic churches (Rochford
1995a). Of the approximately fifty thousand ISKCON members in North Amer-
ica today, a slight majority are Indian immigrants (Rochford forthcoming).1

The growth of marriage and family life has also changed the membership
profile of ISKCON in North America. During ISKCON’s beginning years in
the late 1960s and early 1970s, there were few married members, and fewer
still who had families. Even in 1980, there were about equal numbers of single
renunciates and married people residing within ISKCON’s communities. Only
about one in four had children at that time. By the early 1990s, however,
ISKCON had become a householders’ movement, with the substantial majority
of its membership married and having children (Rochford 1995c: 156; 1997;
1998a).2

Householder Life and Organizational Change in ISKCON

Up until the early 1980s, ISKCON retained considerable control over marriage
and family life (Rochford 1995c, 1997). Indeed, virtually all ISKCON members
were subject to the control of the movement and its largely renunciate lead-
ership. As Ravindra Svarupa Dasa (2000: 37) has argued, this was because
ISKCON members were financially dependent on the movement. Yet marriage
and family life were subject to still further control by leaders who preached
that marriage was suitable only for those unable to live a strict Krishna con-
scious lifestyle (R. S. Dasa 1994; Rochford 1997, 1998c). Marriage was thus
devalued and involved a loss of status for men (Rochford 1997).

ISKCON’s economic fortunes changed dramatically after 1976, as book
distribution declined significantly. By 1980, book distribution had declined to
less than one-quarter of its North American peak (Rochford 1985: 175). With
far fewer financial resources at its disposal, ISKCON was no longer able to
support a communal way of life. The nuclear family emerged as the foundation
of ISKCON’s social organization (Rochford 1995c, 1997). Associated with this
were a number of related changes: Most parents were forced into the outside
labor market to seek employment; children previously educated and cared for
in ashram-based gurukulas (boarding schools) were returned to their parents;
and householders increasingly lived independently of ISKCON, forming en-
clave communities near an ISKCON temple (Rochford 1995c, 1997). These



the hare krishna movement 105

changes only intensified the crisis surrounding ISKCON’s leadership (Roch-
ford 1995c: 168–71; 2002). Householders, struggling to establish themselves
and their families in the outside culture, saw the renunciate leadership as
simultaneously hostile and indifferent to their plight. As one long-time ISK-
CON member and householder recounts, “They [leaders] forced us out to find
jobs and live on our own; to raise our families with little money and after being
separated from our children for so long. After so much service. Now they [the
leaders] turn around and criticize us because we did what they told us to do.
That somehow we are materialistic because we [now] live outside. How can I
have respect for them?” (Rochford 1995b: 171).

Tragically, the disinterest displayed by the leadership toward family life
played a direct role in the abuse of children in ISKCON’s boarding schools
during the 1970s and 1980s (Rochford 1998c). As a stigmatized and politically
marginal group, householders were left powerless to assert their parental au-
thority over the lives of their children. In the past decade, child abuse has played
an influential role in the ongoing politics surrounding the authority and legit-
imacy of ISKCON’s leadership. For many devotees, both inside and outside of
the movement, child abuse stands as a powerful symbol of the failure of ISK-
CON’s traditionalist, communal, and hierarchical form of organization. The
betrayal of trust represented by child abuse has challenged, if not undermined,
the ISKCON commitment of many first- and second-generation members alike
(Rochford 1998c). As institutional trust gave way to anger and doubt, house-
holders became less willing to commit their lives to ISKCON than they had
been in the past (Rochford 1995c, 1997, 2002). Many devotee parents aban-
doned ISKCON. Others joined forces with a growing congregation of indepen-
dent householders and their families residing on the margins of ISKCON’s
North American communities (Rochford 1998c).3

By the 1990s, ISKCON in North America had become a very different
movement from that of its early years. Congregationalism displaced ISKCON’s
previous sectarian structure and way of life as householders took up indepen-
dent living situations. Traditional structures of religious authority were also
under attack by devotees in and outside of ISKCON. It is these latter issues
and their implications that frame the remainder of the chapter.

Findings and Discussion

Kanter’s (1972: 86–92) investigation of nineteenth-century American com-
munes demonstrated that successful utopian communities, both religious and
secular, controlled or otherwise regulated two-person intimacy and family re-
lationships. Only by renouncing couples and family relations could intimacy
become a collective good serving the interests of the community as a whole.
With the demise of communalism in the early and mid-1980s, ISKCON effec-
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tively lost its ability to control marriage and family life. Devotee families be-
came self-supporting and increasingly independent of ISKCON and its control
mechanisms.

Building on my previous research (Rochford 1995c, 1997, 2000, 2002), I
consider here how the ascendancy of the nuclear family influenced house-
holder’s commitments and patterns of involvement. To do this, I compare
parent and nonparent ISKCON members in North America.4

The findings in Table 5.1 report mean scores for a number of summary
measures of commitment to and involvement in ISKCON and Krishna Con-
sciousness (see the appendix for specific measures used in the summary
scales). The findings reported compare parents and nonparents who are either
full-time or congregational members. The findings allow for comparisons
within and between membership categories. As one might readily expect, full-
time members with and without children are more committed and involved
in ISKCON and Krishna Consciousness than are congregational members.
Although these relatively higher rates of commitment and involvement ex-
emplify their full-time status, they also speak to ISKCON’s greater ability to
exert institutional control over full-time devotees than among its congrega-
tional members.

Full-time Member Comparisons

As indicated in Table 5.1, parent and nonparent full-time members share sim-
ilar commitments to ISKCON and to their Krishna-conscious beliefs. This in-
cludes commitments to preaching Krishna Consciousness. Noteworthy differ-
ences revealed in Table 1 relate to questions of organizational involvement,
religious practice, and to the authority accorded ISKCON’s leadership.

Full-time members without children are far more involved in the collective
religious life of the movement. They are also somewhat more likely to engage
in volunteer work in their local ISKCON community, and when they do, they
commit considerably more hours per week. These findings strongly suggest
that family life limits the availability of full-time devotees to take a more active
role in their ISKCON community. With children to get off to school and one
or more adult getting ready for work, parents find it difficult, or impossible, to
attend the morning temple programs and to commit longer periods of time to
performing community service. This is made even more difficult by the fact
that full-time parents often live farther from the temple and are more likely to
be employed in the outside labor market than those without children.

Although there are differences with respect to collective forms of partici-
pation in ISKCON, full-time members with children are just as likely as their
childless counterparts to involve themselves in the movement’s private reli-
gious practices, such as chanting their daily japa (repeated mantra) and reading



table 5.1. Mean Differences for Full-Time and Congregational
Members with and without Children

Involvement and Commitment
Dimensions

Full-Time
Members
Children

No Yes

Congregational
Members
Children

No Yes

I. Commitment dimensions
A. Commitment to Krishna

Consciousness
20.31
(131)

19.97
(117)

16.29
(49)

17.45@
(89)

B. Commitment to ISKCON 17.07
(131)

17.21
(117)

15.08
(49)

15.15
(89)

C. Commitment to preaching 9.32
(131)

9.16
(117)

7.31
(49)

7.62
(89)

II. Collective involvement/participation
A. Collective religious practices 24.04

(131)
20.72***
(117)

12.04
(49)

13.07
(89)

B. Service/volunteer work in
ISKCON community
(a) Percentage who volunteer 88%

(105)
82%
(91)

43%
(20)

53%
(45)

(b) Mean number of hours per week 33.27
(92)

16.88***
(85)

6.28
(16)

4.07
(36)

(c) Medan number of hours per week 30.00
(92)

10.00***
(85)

4.00
(16)

3.50
(36)

III. Individual involvement/participation
A. Private/household religious

practices
22.16
(131)

22.87
(117)

17.51
(49)

19.85*
(89)

B. Follow regulative principles 39.36
(131)

38.97@
(117)

36.14
(49)

36.70
(89)

IV. Leadership management, governance structures
A. Authority of the gurus/guru

institution
23.28
(96)

21.29**
(106)

20.49
(12)

19.90
(34)

B. bureaucratic control of gurus
required

9.18
(96)

9.58@
(106)

8.85
(12)

9.71
(34)

C. Authority of the GBC 18.97
(131)

17.03***
(117)

16.35
(49)

15.89
(89)

D. need for democratic
govern structures

14.57
(131)

15.40**
(117)

15.19
(49)

15.72
(89)

@p � .10 *p � .05 **p � .01 ***p � .001
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the books of ISKCON’s founder, Srila Prabhupada. Although they are less likely
to attend morning temple programs, householders make up for this by holding
morning worship services in their homes. They are, however, somewhat less
strict in following the movement’s regulative principles than nonparent full-
time members.

A significant difference exists between parent and nonparent full-time
members with respect to the authority attributed to ISKCON’s leadership.
Householders express far less support for ISKCON’s gurus and the guru in-
stitution, as well as for the movement’s governing authority, the GBC. Given
this lower level of support, householders favor the expansion of democratic
forms of governance within ISKCON and placing greater bureaucratic controls
on the gurus.

The similarities in commitment, combined with significant differences in
organizational involvement and collective religious practice, raise the distinc-
tion between force and scope (Chaves 1994; Yamane 1997). The concept of force
indicates how strongly individuals hold to their religious beliefs. Scope, by
contrast, refers to “the breadth of the applicability of those beliefs,” both within
and beyond the religious sphere (Yamane 1997: 116). Force therefore speaks
to the question of commitment, whereas scope highlights the degree to which
religious beliefs inform action. Although these concepts normally refer to re-
ligious beliefs and their application, in a more limited way they can also be
used to understand organizational commitment and involvement. As we have
seen, full-time parents and nonparents share in the force of their religious
beliefs and organizational commitments, yet they differ sharply in their appli-
cation or scope. Family life in ISKCON’s case has acted to reduce the scope of
parents’ religious beliefs and organizational involvement. As we have seen,
full-time parents are far less involved in collective forms of religious practice
and contribute considerably less time doing ISKCON-related volunteer work.
Moreover, because of long-standing opposition to marriage and family life by
ISKCON’s leadership, householders express far less support for the authority
of the gurus and the GBC.

Congregational Member Comparisons

Table 5.1 reveals two statistically significant differences between congregational
members with and without children. Householders have a somewhat greater
commitment to Krishna Consciousness than do devotees without children.
They also have considerably higher levels of private religious practice. Although
it is not statistically significant, it is worth noting that householders are also
more involved in ISKCON’s collective religious practices and are more likely
to volunteer in their local temple community. They do, however, contribute
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somewhat fewer hours of community service than those without family re-
sponsibilities.

As we compare full-time and congregational members, we find that con-
gregational members with children express the least support for the leadership
among the four comparison groups. They have the lowest mean scores for the
authority of both the gurus and the GBC. Moreover, they more strongly favor
placing greater bureaucratic controls on the guru institution and expanding
democratic forms of governance within ISKCON. These findings are consistent
with the fact that congregational members with families were most likely to
have been directly affected by the collapse of communalism in the 1980s.

The findings presented demonstrate clearly that family life had a greater
impact on full-time members than for ISKCON’s congregation. For adherents
who commit their lives full time to the group and its objectives, marriage and
family demand various types of compromise. For congregational members,
however, whose commitments are more segmental and less intense, the added
responsibility of family has much less impact on their organizational and re-
ligious activities.

Conclusion

As ISKCON’s communal structure disintegrated in North America in the
1980s, and independent nuclear families became the foundation of the move-
ment’s social organization, new patterns of individual religiosity emerged. The
private dimensions of Krishna Consciousness gained prominence over collec-
tive religious practice and ISKCON involvement for both full-time and con-
gregational parents. In part, this shift toward privatization can be attributed to
reduced availability, as householders simply had less time to contribute toward
group activities. Yet there are other factors at work.

According to Bryan Wilson, religion necessarily functions within the con-
text of community. Secularization represents the decline of community (Wilson
1976: 265–266). When community no longer serves as a meaningful basis of
social organization, religion succumbs to privatization, its more public and
collective elements fading into the background, thus leaving the residual, in-
dividual religiosity as the essence of religious life. This is largely because group
ritual and participation lose meaning and relevance in the absence of a func-
tioning community of believers (Wilson 1982: 160).

The demise of community and the ascendancy of the nuclear family within
ISKCON was also related to the decline of religious authority. As ISKCON’s
communities lost their previous “sacred” quality, traditional structures of au-
thority simultaneously lost their ability to exert control over the actions of in-
dividual believers. Although it is true that ISKCON’s elite faced significant
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challenges to their authority following Prabhupada’s death, conflict only deep-
ened when families were forced out of the movement’s North American com-
munities to establish independent households. Traditional structures of au-
thority, the GBC and the guru institution, therefore lost the ability to exert
control over the actions of householders. The result was growing privatization
and secularization. As Chaves has argued, “[s]ecularization at the individual
level may be understood as the decrease in the extent to which individual
actions are subject to religious control” (1994: 757).

The developments discussed here suggest that the home has become the
center of Krishna-conscious social and religious life; congregational religious
life is inevitably centered around family life. Even among orthodox believers
of other faiths who do not live communally, the household serves as the central
location where religion finds practical relevance and meaning. As a Hasidic
Jewish woman from the Crown Heights section of New York remarked, “A lot
of what we do is done in private [within the household], but in our lives ‘private’
does not mean ‘inferior.’ Despite what everyone believes, the synagogue is not
the center of Jewish life. The home is . . . the place where all the really practical
bridges to a religious life are built” (quoted in Harris 1985: 125–126).

Although Krishna Consciousness in North America will continue to be
practiced largely in the context of family life, there are dangers ahead. As Peter
Berger states in his classic text, The Sacred Canopy, the family is a “tenuous
construction” for religious meaning. Religion within the subworld of the family
challenges the very possibility of sustaining an “integrated set of definitions of
reality that . . . serve as a common universe of meaning” (1969: 134–135). A
religious system increasingly practiced within the nuclear family risks frag-
mentation, as individuals craft their own religious worlds relatively unencum-
bered by religious authority. This trend may be countered by religious author-
ities who can exert control over householder life. Yet, as we have seen, this
authority is presently under siege within ISKCON. Over the past two decades
ISKCON has witnessed a “decay of spiritual authority in general” (R. S. Dasa
2000: 38). Without the embodiment of religious authority within the GBC and
guru institutions, Krishna Consciousness as a “lived religion” is likely to move
along a variety of paths, thus potentially compromising the vitality of the tra-
dition.

appendix: summary dimensions and measures

I. Commitment to Krishna Consciousness and ISKCON

a. commitment to krishna consciousness

My religious faith is (Check one). (1) Only of minor importance for my
life; (2) Important, but no more important than certain other aspects
of my life; (3) Of central importance, and comes before all other as-
pects of my life.



the hare krishna movement 111

At this point in my life I am most committed to: (a) Advancing in
Krishna Consciousness; (b) Improving my sadhana [religious practice];
(c) Following the four regulative principles; (0) Not at all committed
. . . (3) Moderately committed . . . (5) Strongly committed.

How would you characterize the strength of your commitment to: (a)
The practice of Krishna consciousness. (0) Not at all committed . . . (3)
Moderately committed . . . (5) Strongly committed.

b. iskcon commitment

How would you characterize the strength of your commitment to: (a)
ISKCON leadership and present structure; (b) ISKCON’s purposes
and goals. (0) Not at all committed . . . (3) Moderately committed . . .
(5) Strongly committed.

I have a sense of pride about being a member of ISKCON. (4) Agree
strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Disagree strongly.

Whatever ISKCON’s past or present faults, it still represents Prabhupada
and on that basis I will forever be connected to ISKCON. (4) Agree
strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Disagree strongly.

My identity as a person is defined largely by my ISKCON involvement.
(4) Agree strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Disagree strongly.

c. preaching commitment

I have little desire to go out in public and distribute books and preach.
(1) Agree strongly, (2) Agree, (3) Disagree, (4) Disagree strongly.

I actively preach to non-devotees at work and/or as part of my daily rou-
tine. (4) Agree strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Disagree strongly.

At this point in my life I am most committed to: (a) Preaching Krishna
Consciousness. (0) Not at all committed . . . (3) Moderately committed
. . . (5) Strongly committed.

II. Collective Commitment and Involvement

a. involvement in collective religious practices

How often do you: (a) Attend Mangala arti [morning service]; (b) Attend
Guru Puja; (c) Attend Bhagavatam class. (6) Daily, (5) 5–6 days, (4) 3–4
days, (3) 1–2 days, (2) Less than once a week, (1) Rarely or never.

b. service/volunteer work

Do you spend time doing regular unpaid duties in your local ISKCON
Temple community? (1) No (2) Yes.
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If yes: On average how many hours a week do you spend performing un-
paid duties? # Hours a week. (Range: .5 hrs. to over 90 hrs/week)

III. Individual Involvement and Participation

a. private/household religious practices

How often do you: (a) Chant japa; (b) Offer your food; (c) Read Prabhu-
pada’s books; (d) Listen to tapes of Prabhupada; (e) Hold morning
program at home. (6) Daily, (5) 5–6 days, (4) 3–4 days, (3) 1–2 days, (2)
Less than once a week, (1) Rarely or never.

b. follow regulative principles

Do you engage in: (a) meat eating; (b) eating eggs; (c) eating meat prod-
ucts; (d) consuming alcohol; (e) smoking marijuana; (f ) taking LSD,
cocaine or other drugs; (g) using tobacco; (h) consuming caffeinated
coffee or tea; (i) gambling; (j) illicit sex—in or outside of marriage. (4)
No, (3) Rarely, (2) Sometimes, (1) Often.

IV. Leadership, Management, Governance Structures

a. authority of the gurus/guru institution

To what degree have the following positively influenced your willingness
to be connected to and/or involved in ISKCON? Spiritual potency of
ISKCON’s present gurus. (0) No influence . . . (3) Some influence . . .
(5) Major influence.

To what degree have the following limited your ability or desire to re-
main actively involved in ISKCON? (a) Lack of respect for ISKCON’s
current gurus. (5) No influence . . . (3) Some influence . . . (0) Major
influence.

The “reform movement” of the mid-1980s basically resolved the guru
controversies within ISKCON. (4) Agree strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Dis-
agree, (1) Disagree strongly.

The atmosphere of controversy surrounding the new gurus following
Prabhupada’s disappearance had a profound negative influence on my
commitment to ISKCON. (1) Agree strongly, (2) Agree, (3) Disagree,
(4) Disagree strongly.

To my understanding, Prabhupada appointed the 11 first gurus as ritviks
[ceremonial priests who initiated devotees] with the idea that they
would become regular initiating gurus [on his behalf] after his depar-
ture. (4) Agree strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Disagree strongly.

I respect the spiritual potency and authority of ISKCON’s current gurus.
(4) Agree strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Disagree strongly.
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The grand-disciples of Srila Prabhupada are fully connected to the par-
ampara [tradition]. (4) Agree strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Dis-
agree strongly.

b. bureaucratic control of gurus required

There should be enforced standards limiting an ISKCON guru’s material
lifestyle. (4) Agree strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Disagree
strongly.

Aspiring ISKCON gurus should be required to pass the Bhaktivedanta
degree. (4) Agree strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Disagree
strongly.

ISKCON’s initiating gurus should be subject to regular reviews by the
GBC. (4) Agree strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Disagree strongly.

c. authority of the gbc

To what degree have the following limited your ability or desire to re-
main actively involved in ISKCON? (a) Lack of trust in the GBC. (5)
No influence . . . (3) Some influence . . . (0) Major influence.

When you have important decisions to make in your life, how often do
you seek guidance from: (a) the local GBC representative. (1) Never,
(2) Rarely, (3) Sometimes, (4) Often, (5) Always.

The GBC represents my interests and concerns as a devotee. (4) Agree
strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Disagree strongly.

I accept the GBC as the legitimate governing authority within ISKCON.
(4) Agree strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Disagree strongly.

The GBC is a closed and elitist group. (1) Agree strongly, (2) Agree, (3)
Disagree, (4) Disagree strongly.

GBC decisions have little or no relevance to my life as a devotee. (1)
Agree strongly, (2) Agree, (3) Disagree, (4) Disagree strongly.

d. need for democratic governing structures

Members of the GBC should be elected to office rather than appointed
to the GBC. (4) Agree strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Disagree
strongly.

The GBC should be structured to ensure representation for a greater va-
riety of devotee viewpoints. (4) Agree strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree,
(1) Disagree strongly.

ISKCON needs to have a well-functioning and impartial system of jus-
tice to deal with problems and abuses that take place. (4) Agree
strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Disagree strongly.



114 e. burke rochford, jr.

Devotees should have the right to congregate freely and discuss any and
all issues of mutual concern, no matter how controversial. (4) Agree
strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Disagree strongly.

Local temple management should be the responsibility of an elected
Board of Directors. (4) Agree strongly, (3) Agree, (2) Disagree, (1) Dis-
agree strongly.

notes

1. For a more detailed discussion of ISKCON’s development in North America,
see Daner 1976; Goswami 1993; Judah 1974; Rochford 1985, 1995a; and Shinn 1987.
For a history of ISKCON’s growth in Britain, see Knott 1986, 2000; in India, see
Brooks 1989; and in Western and Eastern Europe, see Rochford 1995b, 2000.

2. These findings about marriage and children should be considered reasonable
estimates rather than precise figures. Neither the 1980 nor the 1991–1992 surveys
were based on probability samples and thus cannot be considered representative sam-
ples.

3. On June 12, 2000, a federal lawsuit was filed in Dallas, Texas, on behalf of
forty-four young men and women who alleged that they were subjected to “sexual,
emotional, mental, and physical abuse and exploitation” while minors in ISKCON’s
gurukulas during the 1970s and 1980s (Children of ISKCON, et al. v. The International
Society for Krishna Consciousness et al 2000). The plaintiffs in the case sought a total
of $400 million—$200 million in actual damages and $200 million in punitive dam-
ages. Defendants in the case were also charged with violations of the Racketeer Influ-
enced and Corrupt Organizations Act (RICO). The lawsuit was dismissed by the fed-
eral court when the judge ruled that RICO violations were not involved in the alleged
abuse (ISKCON Communications 2001). In October 2001, the lawsuit was refiled in
state court in Dallas, with the number of plaintiffs increasing to over ninety.
Thereafter, ISKCON attorneys filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection for those
ISKCON communities named in the complaint (Cooperman 2002). On February 27,
2004, ISKCON’s Chapter 11 Reorganization Plan was filed in the U.S. Bankruptcy
Court. Compensation will be offered to over five hundred young people who attended
ISKCON’s gurukulas, rather than to only the initial plaintiffs in the lawsuit. The tort
fund to compensate claimants will hold as much as $15 million. The Plan allocates $2
million from the fund for a nonprofit youth development and support organization,
which will provide continuing assistance to former and present students of ISKCON’s
schools. It is anticipated that the Reorganization Plan will be finalized by the end of
2004 (das, Gupta 2004).

4. Findings presented are based on data from the Prabhupada Centennial Sur-
vey. This worldwide survey was conducted in 1994–1995 with approximately two
thousand respondents from fifty-three different countries (see Rochford 1998a,
1999). The findings reported here include full-time and congregational ISKCON
members residing in the United States (N�285) and Canada (N�111). The appendix
details the commitment and involvement dimensions, variables, and specific mea-
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sures used in the present investigation. A discussion of the procedures used in scale
construction can be found in Rochford 1998a.
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When Leaders Dissolve:
Considering Controversy
and Stagnation in the Osho
Rajneesh Movement

Marion S. Goldman

Contemporary religious movements and also established faiths must
remain flexible in terms of organizational structures, stewardship,
and doctrines, in order to sustain membership and maintain a favor-
able position within their host societies (Stark 1996a). If a group de-
viates too fundamentally from its original leader’s visions, however,
it may fail by becoming something entirely different through funda-
mental change or merger with a different faith (Wilson 1985). The
path to success involves flexibility around a central core of history,
doctrine, and organizational leadership.

Every major faith in the United States has experienced transi-
tions that reflect shifting demographics, changing social environ-
ments, and also internal organizational struggles and constraints (B.
Johnson 1992, and Finke and Stark 1992). This general process of
internal change is particularly visible among controversial new reli-
gious movements that are attempting to sustain their unique identi-
ties without antagonizing the wider society surrounding them. Some
groups, such as the Family (Children of God), Scientology, or the
Rajneesh movement, have been lightning rods for controversy, al-
most perishing in the wake of conflict with the wider society (Bain-
bridge 2000; Hall et al. 2000).

The Rajneesh movement experienced two tumultuous periods
of internal power struggles coupled with external attacks. The first
major controversy developed in India, and it paved the way for a sec-
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ond conflict in the United States, which many outsiders believed would destroy
the movement (Goldman 1999). Over the past decade, especially after Osho
Rajneesh’s death, the movement has been involved in a delicate rebalancing,
which has facilitated worldwide retention and recruitment of about six to eight
thousand committed followers (known as sannyasins) and fellow travelers, as
well as a far larger group of circulating affiliates and clients, whose allegiances
are to Osho as well as to different, complementary spiritual paths.

After almost two decades of controversy and a subsequent decade of ac-
commodation, the movement has positioned itself within the vital marketplace
of novel religions. Most movement insiders and younger spiritual seekers no
longer perceive the Friends of Osho as spiritual lightning rods. Devotees have
redefined their leader’s contributions and reframed the movement’s central
doctrines to make them less controversial to outsiders. In addition to move-
ment shifts, the host societies in the United States, Western Europe, and India
have become more accommodating to American-influenced yoga, meditation,
and diverse spiritual texts (Dinan 2002). Just as the Osho movement has
changed, the grounding context has risen up to meet them and a host of similar
religious movements.

Leaders in the Pune headquarters and regional centers downplay the
Oregon experience of the 1980s, which is still considered as a defining moment
by many scholars and by Americans who remember the media blitz concerning
criminal activities at the short-lived communal city, Rajneeshpuram. The move-
ment continues, and much of the remaining controversy involves historical
memory rather than present experience.

This chapter will consider the history and philosophy of the Rajneesh
movement beginning in India in the 1970s through the current phase. This
serves as background for examining the ways in which the movement stabi-
lized after Osho changed his name from Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, retreated
into the background, and finally left his body (died) in 1990. In his last years,
Osho encouraged an Inner Circle of twenty-one rotating members to spread
his ideas and develop a governance structure. After his death in 1990, there
were splits and divisions within the movement, but Osho’s reframed teachings
drew people together, the World Wide Web permitted communication to con-
tinue, and the flagship center in Pune attracted thousands of clients who have
helped fund the movement.

Currently, some younger sannyasins advocate depersonalizing the move-
ment and allowing Osho’s teachings to overshadow his old charismatic identity.
They question the viability of the Osho movement leadership in Koregaon Park,
and suggest a more general movement that supports human freedom (San-
nyas’ News November 9, 2002). Others, most often longtime members, resist.
This latest challenge dramatically illustrates how leaders in the Osho Rajneesh
movement generated survival tactics and encouraged the formation of local,
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figure 6.1. Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh.

semiautonomous groups, allowing them to overcome lingering high levels of
tension with host societies, the death of their founder, and current internal
challenges to the Osho movement itself.

During each phase of its development, the Osho movement redefined
itself, moving from an initial period of inclusivity to exclusivity in the mid-
1970s and 1980s, and back to inclusivity in the twenty-first century. Prior to
1970, followers were permitted, if not encouraged, to explore and sustain spir-
itual allegiances to other spiritual traditions along with Osho, in an inclusive
movement. However, as Rajneesh assumed the role of enlightened spiritual
master, sannyasins were increasingly required to renounce other paths and
personal ties. After his death, the movement grew more inclusive, suggesting
Osho’s meditative discipline could be amplified by connections with other
faiths.

The movement’s most controversial years were those when exclusive com-
mitment was required. Official narrative now downplays the events in Oregon,
which almost destroyed the group. In addition, there is increasing emphasis
on Osho’s statements about creating noninstitutionalized spirituality: “Those
who have been in communion with me will have learned one thing absolutely,
categorically: that life cannot be confined into institutions” (Osho [1982] 2001:
236).
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Osho Rajneesh and His Movement(s)

Many of Osho’s sannyasins characterized him as a mercurial mixture of mad-
man, savior, charlatan, and saint (Franklin 1992). His various biographies and
autobiographical assertions can support any of these characterizations, yet
there is surprisingly widespread agreement about the basic outlines of Osho’s
own story.

He was born to a Jain family in Kuchawada, India, in 1931 and named
Mohan Chandra Rajneesh. Jainism is an independent Indian faith closely re-
lated to Buddhism. Thus, Rajneesh was raised outside the dominant Hindu
paradigm, in a tradition that synthesized different philosophies much as his
own would, three decades later.

Rajneesh received an M.A. in philosophy from Saugar University and im-
mediately took a job at Raipur Sanskrit College (Sanskrit Mahavidyalaya). His
lectures created so much controversy that Rajneesh transferred to another uni-
versity the next year, and then received a promotion to professor in 1960. When
college was not in session, he traveled around India lecturing about politics,
sexuality, and also spirituality.

He was a perceptive, captivating lecturer who soon gained a loyal following
that included a number of wealthy merchants and businessmen. These clients
gave Rajneesh donations for individual consultations about their spiritual de-
velopment and daily life. These were commonplace, for throughout India peo-
ple seek guidance from learned or holy individuals in the same way as Amer-
icans might consult a psychologist or pastoral counselor, and Rajneesh’s private
practice was not unusual in itself (Mehta 1979). The rapid growth of his cli-
entele, however, was somewhat out of the ordinary, suggesting that he was an
unusually talented spiritual therapist.

By 1964, a group of wealthy backers had set up an educational trust to
support Rajneesh and the occasional rural meditation retreats he led. Like
many professionals whose client base grows quickly, Rajneesh acquired a busi-
ness manager around this time. She was Laxmi, an upper-class, politically well-
connected woman, who became his first personal secretary and organizational
chief.

Rajneesh’s early career reflected his individual charismatic attributes of
intelligence, emotional appeal, and ability to communicate directly to individ-
uals, even when they were part of a large audience (Weber [1922] 1968). He
was highly energetic, with an alluring emotional volatility that attracted both
seekers in India and a small but growing number of Europeans and North
Americans (B. Johnson 1992).

At the request of university officials, Rajneesh resigned his post at the
University of Jabalpur in 1966 and started to use the name Acharya Rajneesh,
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denoting his primary role as a spiritual teacher. He supported himself by lec-
turing, offering meditation camps, and individually counseling affluent Indian
clients. Rajneesh critiqued established politics and religions, and advocated
more open, liberated sexuality. Building from the work of the Western philos-
opher Gurdjieff, he also developed active meditation exercises that facilitated
individuals’ ability to observe their own physical, mental, and emotional pro-
cesses.

Word of mouth and occasional published references to his gifts brought
Westerners to the Mt. Abu meditation camps that Acharya Rajneesh directed
in the late 1960s and early 1970s. In 1971, I Am the Gate was the first of
Rajneesh’s many books to be published in English. Visitors from the West
sought out Rajneesh in the airy Bombay apartment he acquired late in 1969.
He sent a number of these first guests back home to start an international
network of meditation centers.

In 1971, as his following grew and diversified, Rajneesh exchanged the title
of Acharya, which means teacher, for the more expansive, Bhagwan, signifying
enlightened or awakened one. For the first time, Rajneesh acknowledged that
he had experienced the profound nothingness of true satori constituting en-
lightenment almost twenty years earlier, on March 21, 1953.

As the movement grew in the early 1970s, an official organizational struc-
ture emerged (Carter 1990: 70). Devotees received new names, often those of
revered Hindu gods and goddesses, signifying their psychological and spiritual
rebirth through taking sannyas (vow of renunciation), opening themselves to
Bhagwan, and renouncing their pasts. Around this time in Bombay, Bhagwan
also asked all of his followers to wear saffron orange clothing, a traditional
color of holy men in India. The names and clothes that signified instant holi-
ness, coupled with Rajneesh’s free-wheeling political and sexual philosophy,
deeply offended the local population while enchanting Westerners, who began
to outnumber the Indians visiting Rajneesh. The tension with Indian host
society grew as Rajneesh began to cultivate a formal movement. His reputation
as a radical academic, his philosophy, and the privileged Westerners flaunting
Indian conventions all combined to generate tension with the surrounding
culture. That tension, however, functioned to help define the movement for its
members and to generate internal solidarity (Erikson 1966).

In 1974, Bhagwan relocated his headquarters to Pune (previously known
as Poona), one hundred miles southeast of Bombay. With considerable Western
backing and additional financial support from long-time Indian devotees,
Bhagwan moved to a six-acre enclave and acquired adjoining real estate in
Koregaon Park, an elite Pune suburb. Over the next five years, the Shree Raj-
neesh Ashram grew to include a meditation hall where Bhagwan could lecture
to several thousand people, a smaller auditorium, facilities for a multitude of
human potential therapy groups, a medical clinic, cottage industries, restau-
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rants, shops, classrooms, and housing for sannyasins who lived year round at
the ashram. The movement was clearly stratified, with affluent and talented
sannyasins receiving the most access to Bhagwan.

At this point, Rajneesh enhanced his charisma by adopting the long, flow-
ing beard associated with Indian holy men. His clothing was white, differen-
tiating him from all others in the ashram (B. Johnson 1992). As the movement
grew, he could no longer have regular daily contact with most sannyasins, but
he became present everywhere in the ashram through ubiquitous photographs
and rumors of occasional, almost random, encounters with rank-and-file san-
nyasins. In addition, his evening darshans (audiences), at which Rajneesh an-
swered sannyasins’ written questions, provided a symbolic closeness, as did
his habit of presenting important visitors and departing sannyasins with gifts
of small wooden boxes or clothing that symbolized his continuing presence in
their lives (Goldman 1999).

Well-known Western presses such as Harper and Row translated and pub-
lished some of Bhagwan’s discourses. At the movement’s peak around 1976,
close to thirty thousand Westerners visited the Shree Rajneesh Ashram yearly,
and the worldwide movement included more than twenty-five thousand san-
nyasins (Milne 1987: 23; Carter 1990: 59–60). After 1976 or 1977, however,
recruitment stagnated and many sannyasins left the movement. There was
greater competition in the American spiritual and self-actualization market-
places, Western economies were constricting, and some influential figures in
the human potential movement, like Richard Price of Esalen Institute, publicly
denounced violence in the Rajneesh therapy groups (Anderson 1983: 299–
302).

There were also political difficulties in India that stemmed from Bhag-
wan’s public lectures against the powerful Janata party. Bhagwan talked to his
devotees about the Buddhafield, a spiritual community built around him and
his teachings, but none of the regional governments in India was willing to
permit the commune. In Pune, sannyasins spread rumors of death threats to
Bhagwan by members of various Indian sects, accompanied by terrifying de-
scriptions of his growing emotional stress and his declining health. There were
also reports of violent incidents between sannyasins and Indian opponents of
the Shree Rajneesh Ashram.

The Indian government investigated allegations of Rajneesh-sanctioned
prostitution, international drug trafficking, gold smuggling, money launder-
ing, and tax evasion. Sannyasins have always denied most of these charges,
but the criminal investigations created many difficulties for the movement and
its leaders. The first period of extreme controversy, 1976 to 1980, created an
impetus for Rajneesh to relocate to the United States. In June of 1981, the
founder and his inner circle flew to New Jersey. The Shree Rajneesh Ashram
began to shut down, except for a small remaining crew of resident caretakers.

The flight from India represented an attempt to deal with increasing ex-
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ternal pressures, as the host society confronted Rajneesh’s hostility to tradi-
tional rules and values. This confrontation with convention reflected the ten-
sions that are commonly associated with spontaneous, innovative charismatic
leadership (Wilson 1987). Rajneesh could have minimized friction and risked
losing some of his charismatic appeal. Or he could have held his ground in
India and faced painful sanctions against him and his sannyasins. Instead he
fled in order to rebuild his movement in North America, where large numbers
of sannyasins resided.

On July 10, 1981, Bhagwan’s representatives purchased the 64,229-acre
Big Muddy Ranch in central Oregon for $5.9 million, and they started building
the Buddhafield at Rajneeshpuram. Rumor had it that the decision to move to
Oregon reflected the relatively inexpensive price of the ranch and his new
personal secretary’s misplaced assumption that all of Oregon was peopled by
tolerant liberals who smoked marijuana and left their neighbors alone. Wasco
County proved to be far less laid-back than she had expected. During the next
four years, the ranch became the site of considerable accomplishment and also
considerable intrigue and crime. Debates still rage within and outside the
movement about who did what to whom and why. One of the central questions
is whether or not Bhagwan knew about a whole array of plots and criminal
activities on the part of his personal secretary, Ma Anand Sheela, at Rancho
Rajneesh.

The Big Muddy had been zoned as restricted farmland, and until the com-
munity disbanded, there were public charges made by environmental groups
such as 1,000 Friends of Oregon, as well as civil lawsuits, government inves-
tigations, and fines levied for land use and building code violations. The
Oregon attorney general, David Frohnmayer, challenged the incorporation of
Rajneeshpuram itself as an unconstitutional merger of church and state. In
December 1985, after Rancho Rajneesh was already up for sale, the Federal
District Court enjoined Rajneeshpuram (the City of Rajneesh) from exercising
governmental power because there was no effective church-state separation.

Along with land use and legal questions, there were also disputes about
who was using the land. The federal Immigration and Naturalization Service
(INS) closely investigated Rajneesh’s immigration status from the very begin-
ning. Rajneesh’s formal visa application stated his intention to seek American
medical treatment, requiring a stay of less than a year. He later requested
extensions of his visa because of his work as a religious teacher. After legal
disputes with Rajneesh attorneys, INS rescinded its earlier deportation order
(Carter 1990: 161–165). Nevertheless, federal agencies continued to investigate
sannyasins who were foreign nationals and had recently married U.S. citizens
(Carter 1990: 150–152).

State and local elections also generated tension with outsiders. Shortly after
sannyasins purchased the Big Muddy, they began buying real estate in the tiny
hamlet of Antelope, the town closest to Rajneeshpuram. By the spring of 1982,
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the forty or so longtime residents feared that they would be overrun by san-
nyasins unless they voted to disincorporate. The disincorporation election
failed because of new Rajneesh voters, whose representatives soon controlled
both Antelope’s city council and its school board. The townspeople’s varied
battles against the newcomers, who eventually changed Antelope to City of
Rajneesh, drew widespread public attention and generated a number of law-
suits.

More national attention turned toward central Oregon in the autumn of
1984, when Rajneesh’s personal secretary, Sheela Silverman, and her inner
circle developed a plan to bus in several thousand homeless individuals, mostly
men, recruited in cities across the United States. They were to be rehabilitated
in the Buddhafield and, not coincidentally, they could also vote in the Novem-
ber election in which sannyasins were candidates for seats on the Wasco
County Commission. Massive negative publicity, state monitoring of voter reg-
istration, and legal opposition doomed the plan. At the last minute Sheela
instructed everyone at Rajneeshpuram to boycott the polls.

By the end of 1984, almost all of the homeless visitors had left. Before the
election, however, information about the conflict and impending debacle
spurred Bhagwan to abandon his vow of silence and begin speaking to a small
group, the Chosen Few. Although control of Rajneeshpuram shifted, state and
federal officials continued investigations of Sheela, her entourage, other san-
nyasins, and Rajneesh himsef.

The following year, a handful of influential sannyasins who had been there
since the Pune days defected and began to talk with authorities. On September
14, 1985, Ma Anand Sheela and members of her inner circle fled Rajneesh-
puram for Europe. Rajneesh accused them of a wide variety of crimes against
sannyasins, the public, and the state of Oregon. The crimes included mass
salmonella poisoning of 750 individuals in almost a dozen restaurant salad
bars located in the county seat of the Dalles. This was the largest known in-
cident of germ warfare in the United States, and Sheela had designed it as a
test run for a more massive effort that could temporarily incapacitate large
numbers of anti-Rajneesh voters on the upcoming election day (Carter 1990:
224–226). This was the apex of the second wave of tension, which continues
to characterize the movement for many outsiders.

Rajneesh accused his former personal secretary and her circle with drug-
ging sannyasins, wiretapping, arson, and embezzlement of Rajneesh move-
ment funds. In the wake of FBI investigations of these allegations, dozens of
sannyasins received subpoenas to testify before the county grand jury, and
Rajneesh himself was served on October 6, 1985. There were also rumors that
warrants were being prepared for his arrest.

Less than two weeks later, federal agents in Charlotte, North Carolina,
captured Rajneesh, when two Lear jets carrying him and a handful of sanny-
asins stopped to refuel in route to Bermuda. He was taken from North Carolina
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to Oklahoma and back to Oregon, where his attorneys posted bond so he could
return to Rajneeshpuram. Rajneesh left the United States less than two weeks
later, after filing no contest pleas to two counts of immigration fraud and paying
fines and prosecution costs of $400,000 (McCormack 1985: 116). This marked
the most negative moment of Rajneesh’s career within his movement. It could
have led to the disintegration of the movement or the displacement of Rajneesh
as its leader. Instead, most sannyasins blamed Rajneesh’s former personal
secretary for the misguided and exploitative policies that doomed Rajneesh-
puram, and threatened Rajneesh and his movement’s existence.

Bhagwan and his new staff traveled all over the world seeking asylum, and
met rejection from a number of countries. Eventually, his representatives bar-
gained with the Indian government and resettled in Pune. A number of long-
time sannyasins began to return to the Shree Rajneesh Ashram, renamed Osho
Commune International, and now recently renamed Osho Meditation Resort.
They quietly refurbished each building and cultivated the magnificent Zen
gardens. Pune was once again Bhagwan’s home, and it was a destination resort
for spiritual therapy, meditation, and personal growth.

In 1989, Rajneesh decided that Bhagwan was no longer an appropriate
title for him because too many people understood it to mean God. He tried
out the name Buddha, and met with resounding negative feedback from out-
siders. Then he changed to Shree Rajneesh. He finally settled on Osho, a name
that varied sources have explained differently.

The Friends of Osho trace the derivation to William James’s word oceanic,
which implies dissolving into the whole of human existence—in other words,
being at one with everything there is. They note that Osho also carries the
meaning of “The Blessed One on Whom the Sky Showers Flowers” (Osho
Commune International Press Release 1991). Others write that Osho comes
from the Japanese language, implying great gratitude and respect for one who
expands consciousness (Palmer and Sharma 1993: 53–54). Like almost every-
thing else about Osho Rajneesh, his name itself created initial controversy. It
could be interpreted broadly to mean a revered teacher of meditation (Palmer
and Sharma 1993: 54).

The movement continued after Osho died on January 19, 1990, as san-
nyasins heeded his message that his spirit was with them, and he had merely
left his body. A dozen years later the ashram/commune/resort in Koregaon
Park still throbs with music, new meditations, a mystery school, and personal
growth groups. Although the Indian government has renamed Poona as Pune
in order to delegitimate colonial history, the city is much as it was twenty years
ago, when the ashram was at its peak and Bhagwan lectured daily.

Osho left twenty-one members of his Inner Circle in charge of the orga-
nization, and several of them have emerged as leaders. The small, international
movement keeps attracting affluent seekers from the Americas, Europe, Japan,
Australia, and, most recently, Israel. Some are drawn to the Pune Ashram,
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while others affiliate through local centers in a number of locations, including
Sedona, Arizona, and Byron Bay, Australia.

Sannyasins keep in touch by means of their sophisticated electronic net-
work of group and individual home pages on the World Wide Web. Through
their visits to Pune, personal contacts, and small active Osho centers, and a
number of spin-off groups and personal growth institutes, sannyasins, old and
recent, continue the work of transforming themselves and creating a new con-
sciousness that synthesizes spirituality and material pleasure.

Osho Rajneesh and His Philosophies

Since 1974 in Pune, almost every word Osho uttered had been faithfully re-
corded and published or filmed. He was fond of asserting that there were 108
beads on the malas (necklaces) that his devotees wore to suspend their lockets
with his photograph, and there were likewise 108 paths to travel toward en-
lightenment. In almost five hundred books, which were transcriptions of his
lectures, initiation talks, and pithy sayings, almost every major religious and
philosophical tradition received Osho’s attention. He lectured about Bud-
dhism, Christianity, Hasidism, Sufism, the Upanishads, Yoga, and Zen, as well
as Marx, Freud, and Henry Ford.

These traditions were not always well understood by sannyasins or seekers,
but they melded together in an interesting, palatable spiritual stew dominated
by Zen Buddhism. Bhagwan asserted that the many internal contradictions
and paradoxes in his philosophy were essential to an individual’s spiritual de-
velopment. People could choose to accept or reject any part of his philosophical
discourses. In the 1970s and 1980s it was up to individuals, so long as they
remained connected to Bhagwan and accepted him as the ultimate master.
Currently, there is greater emphasis on consistent meditation and less on an
explicit master/disciple relationship. Despite changes, elaborations, and ad-
vocacy of individual choice, the two most important themes in Osho’s philos-
ophy remain surprisingly clear and consistent. They are first, surrender of
individual ego and second, integration of the individual’s material and spiritual
selves.

A recent Web site displayed Osho’s ten commandments, which he wrote
when he was Archayra Rajneesh in 1970 (www.otoons.com/osho/10.htm). He
noted that writing this was difficult because he objected to commandments of
any sort. Nevertheless, he wrote:

1. Never obey anyone’s command unless it is coming from within you
also.

2. There is no God other than life itself.
3. Truth is within you, do not search for it elsewhere.

www.otoons.com/osho/10.htm
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4. Love is prayer.
5. To become a nothingness is the door to truth. Nothingness itself is

the means, the goal and attainment.
6. Life is now and here.
7. Live wakefully.
8. Do not swim—float.
9. Die each moment so that you can be new each moment.

10. Do not search. That which is, is. Stop and see.

Numbers 3, 7, 9, and 10 were underlined by Osho in his original letter.
These Commandments are a constant doctrine that has grounded the

Osho movement for more than thirty years. Free choice was the essence of
Osho’s philosophy, but the ultimate freedom of enlightenment was disappear-
ance of ego through surrender to his teachings, and after 1990, to his medi-
tations. As with almost everything else in the movement, there has always been
considerable latitude for individuals to construct their own meanings of sur-
render.

During the exclusive phases of the movement from the early 1970s
through 1990, much emphasis was placed on the individual’s relationship to
Rajneesh, but that changed after he died. Being a sannyasin made it possible
to become a new person and achieve enlightenment someday. Throughout his
life, Osho asserted that every sannyasin had to follow a slightly different spir-
itual path, but all of their personal quests absolutely required an invisible line
reaching directly from his teachings to each devotee’s heart.

Osho returned again and again to his vision of a new man who synthesized
the worldly and the godly. His ideal was Zorba the Buddha, a consummate
being who combined the spiritual focus of the Indian mystic with the life-
embracing traits of the materialistic Westerner. Zen, Tantra tradition, and Rev-
erend Ike’s message came together in Rajneesh’s vision. Bhagwan obviously
relished this ideal, which may have been his personal goal, as well. He stated:
“A new human being is needed on earth, a new human being who accepts
both, who is scientific and mystic. Who is all for matter and all for spirit. Only
then will we be able to create a humanity which is rich on both sides. I teach
you the richness of body, richness of soul, richness of this world and that world.
To me that is true religiousness” (Rajneesh 1983: 14).

Rajneesh’s enthusiastic embrace of materialism generated American me-
dia feeding frenzies, and most outsiders still remember his collection of more
than ninety Rolls Royces before any other characteristic of Rajneeshpuram.
The extravagant cars symbolized both Rajneesh’s embrace of the corporeal
world and his tweaking of Americans’ automobile worship. He owned his first
Rolls in India, where there was a tradition of the car’s association with royalty
that dated back to the British Raj. His collection, however, only reached epic
proportions after he settled in the United States. Sannyasins appreciated the
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humor behind the swarm of Rolls Royces. They also rejoiced in their teacher’s
luxurious appointments in the same way that devout members of many other
groups appreciate their leaders’ splendor.

Osho also called for transcendence of traditional gender roles. Women and
men alike were encouraged to merge their own female and male sides and to
strive for flexibility in every aspect of their lives (Goldman 1999). The ideal
human being was neither overtly male nor stereotypically female, but Rajneesh
placed highest value on traditionally feminine traits like intuition, expressive-
ness, emotionalism, self-awareness, and sensitivity. Men were admonished to
nurture their own feminine traits and women were lauded when they acted
assertively. Individuals were exhorted to move toward androgyny, without for-
saking their gender identity (Goldman 1999).

Osho Rajneesh’s flexible, postmodernist spiritual philosophy made becom-
ing a sannyasin relatively easy. Currently, official sannyas is not essential, al-
though some individuals still become formal devotees through local centers or
the headquarters in Pune. In the 1970s some people became sannyasins in
Pune and then lived at the Shree Rajneesh Ashram for several years. Others
joined the movement somewhat precipitously, on short visits to Pune, during
stays at Rajneeshpuram, or in brief ceremonies at one of the urban Rajneesh
centers that flourished until 1982. In the late 1970s, many sannyasins simply
sent a card to the central office in Pune, requested sannyas, and received new
names and a mala, with a locket holding Rajneesh’s picture.

From the early 1970s through 1990, prospective devotees checked a box
on their application forms to note whether they wanted to keep their old first
name, which would now be prefaced with Ma or Swami followed by a brief
name such as Anand (Love), or whether they wished to receive an entirely
different, Hindu-style name inspired, if not actually bestowed, by Rajneesh.
After taking sannyas, in the 1970s and 1980s, devotees were supposed to med-
itate at least once daily, don sunrise colors (which included a whole spectrum
of red-based shades), wear a mala with the locket housing Bhagwan’s likeness,
and become vegetarian. Along with these practices, sannyasins had to acknowl-
edge their heart-to-heart connection to Bhagwan. These rules became increas-
ingly flexible after Osho’s death. Even when the movement had explicit, exclu-
sive boundaries, however, those simple policies were flexible, because free
choice was such a crucial element in Rajneesh’s philosophy.

Since 1990, the movement has redefined itself a number of times, moving
in the direction of greater inclusiveness. The ashram in Pune became known
as the Osho Commune International until it was recently renamed Osho Med-
itation Resort. Some changes resulted from differences between different in-
ternational centers and the governing council in Pune, but the most pro-
nounced current debates involve the continued centrality of Osho as a spiritual
teacher. Recent devotees ask, To what extent does Osho himself continue to be
necessary to his teachings?
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Diaspora and Decentralization

After Rajneeshpuram collapsed in 1985, American sannyasins gravitated to
places with good weather, active alternative cultures, and spiritual diversity,
unusually on the West Coast or in the Southwest. They sought out tolerant and
beautiful places, where their professional skills and countercultural experi-
ences are appreciated. Large concentrations of American sannyasins, both old
and recent, currently live near the Osho Academy in Sedona, Arizona, and the
Viha Meditation Center in Marin County, California, and devotees from other
places in the United States visit and correspond with them. Wherever they are,
devotees often gather together to visit and meditate. Some travel to the Pune
headquarters, when they have the time and money, although their trips are
less frequent than they were a decade ago.

During the diaspora from the communal city, Rajneeshpuram, some peo-
ple renounced Rajneesh and embarked on new spiritual paths. Most, however,
at least temporarily sustained their still unwavering faith that their spiritual
master would guide their futures in some way. The most affluent sannyasins
left without need to worry about the years they had devoted to building the ill-
fated Buddhafield. Other sannyasins who remained faithful left under less
fortunate circumstances. Those without professional credentials or specific
skills had to fill huge four- and five-year holes in their résumés (Gordon 1987:
211–212). But devotees with businesses or academic jobs often helped out less
fortunate sannyasins like these, offering them references or sometimes em-
ployment. One Northwest millionaire recommended dozens of sannyasins on
the basis of excellent work in his household or businesses. Most of their work
was indeed excellent, but they had carried it out at Rajneeshpuram.

Looking back over more than a decade, many sannyasins have found that
their years at Rajneeshpuram provided them with unexpected occupational
possibilities. Even in the twenty-first century, however, they seldom share their
Rajneeshpuram histories with their business acquaintances, though these san-
nyasins have built solid professional reputations on skills they honed at the
communal city. Their creative problem-solving approaches and their concerns
with process as well as outcomes enhance their abilities to function in business
or the professions. Their recent occupational successes are embedded in the
focus, skills, and intense work ethic that they had developed at Rajneeshpuram.
None of these individuals has grown rich, but they survive comfortably within
the middle class.

Many sannyasins made the most of the twists and turns of their lives,
redefining their parents’ and sometimes their own ideas of occupational suc-
cess. For example, an attorney had supervised one of the Ranch’s large com-
munal kitchens, because he lacked credentials to practice law in Oregon. When
he left the Ranch, he had no career direction at all, except the desire never to
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practice law again. After house cleaning, waiting on tables, and wandering, he
started a restaurant, employing other sannyasins and outsiders as well. Ex-
plaining his current entrepreneurial success, he said, “Need makes you smart.
We had to come up with an answer to life.”

Coming up with an answer to life after the Ranch meant deciding about
work and resettlement. Spiritual issues had already been resolved. Most Raj-
neeshpuram residents continued to believe that they had found the answer to
their fundamental questions about life when they took sannyas. Even those
who renounced Bhagwan usually continued to see him as an essential and
meaningful part of their histories, somewhat like a former spouse. By sustain-
ing their faith, sannyasins resembled others who are active members of com-
munal new religions for at least two years. Those years fundamentally alter
devotees’ goals and ways of looking at the world. Long-term members seldom
renounce the spiritual priorities acquired as part of an intense collective reli-
gion. Even if they disengage or if their groups collapse, they usually remain
faithful to the alternative spiritual stances they have adopted (Goldman 1995;
Jacobs 1989; Wright 1987). They may move closer to the mainstream, but they
retain the overall frameworks that they have acquired through their earlier
commitment.

The current Osho movement builds on the experience and dedication of
individuals who have retained their commitment for decades. Those who lived
at Rajneeshpuram command the same deference once accorded the individuals
who had met with Rajneesh in his tiny Bombay apartment in the 1970s. New
sannyasins have been recruited from the children of older sannyasins, and
from individuals in the twenty-one to fifty-year-old range in affluent, industrial
nations where there is resonance for Osho’s message of personal exploration
and fusion of the material and spiritual.

The Pune headquarters, now Osho Meditation Resort, continues at the
center of the movement, governed by the twenty-one members of the Inner
Circle, many of whom were called to govern by Osho himself. The movement
around Osho, however, grows increasingly decentralized, with direct chal-
lenges to the Inner Circle’s authority by both recent Indian sannyasins and a
group of British sannyasins who have been dissidents for many years. Chal-
lengers to a Pune-centered movement suggest that Osho’s work and general
spirit are more important than the outmoded leadership at the Osho Medita-
tion Resort. It is undeniable that Osho’s influence has spread well beyond the
confines of a specific organization, but the center at Pune still holds together
disparate groups. There are centers in Japan, Germany, Italy, and the United
States, which directly acknowledge leadership in Pune and continue to under-
score Osho’s role as each sannyasin’s personal spiritual teacher. Farther from
this centralized model, there is a handful of thriving Osho residential centers
with unique perspectives differing somewhat from Pune, which nevertheless
remain connected to the Meditation Resort. For example, the Osho Academy
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in Sedona, Arizona, acknowledges one of their own, Kaveesha, who died in
1998, as an enlightened teacher whose words and example provide a bridge to
Osho and his teachings.

Some longtime sannyasins also lead independent personal growth centers
with have no formal affiliation with Pune or other Osho organizations. The
New England Center for Transforming Consciousnes uses Osho’s teachings
in promoting Consciousness to the highest degree. Another personal growth
business, the Hawaii Institute for Wellness, offers workshops and counseling
to already self-actualized individuals.

Some former sannyasins who have created organizations of their own sep-
arated from Osho and his organization, but still incorporate his teachings in
their spiritual work. They acknowledge Osho as a spiritual master without
deferring to the Pune Meditation Resort or to any center directly connected to
Pune. Although not nominally affiliated, these teachers continue to spread
Osho’s doctrines. Among the best known are Dolano, Paul Lowe, Mikaire,
Nadeen, Tony Parsons, and Matreya.

There are also customers, a few of whom once may have been closer to
the formal Osho centers. These thousands of unaffiliated seekers create a mar-
ket that supports both formally recognized and also unofficial organizations
connected to Osho. Retreats, meditations, therapies, and consultations are eas-
ily available in regions where there are Osho centers. Major international chain
bookstores, Borders, and Barnes and Noble, carry books, videos, tea sets, and
tarot cards with Osho’s imprint.

A recent Web site, www.rebelliousspirit.com, lists over five hundred Osho-
related celebrations, trainings, events, and therapy groups, available from No-
vember 2002 through January 2003, in twenty-three countries. The Osho
movement continues, surviving both extreme controversy in India and Oregon
and after growing internal dissent when the controversies with the outside
diminished.

Reconstructing History, Surviving Controversy

The first section of this chapter considered the question of whether Osho and
his movement could be considered successful. They were not successful in
terms of membership growth, resource accumulation, and social influence
after the late 1970s (Stark 1996a). However, the movement continues with the
core at the Pune headquarters and Meditation Resort, and widening circles of
affiliated centers, personal growth businesses with movement ties, Osho-
influenced spiritual teachers, and unaffiliated clients in the spiritual market-
place.

In the early 1980s leaders in the Rajneesh movement defined success as
the creation of a huge utopian community with one hundred thousand resi-

www.rebelliousspirit.com
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dents within two decades (Carter 1990). But with Osho’s death and the sub-
sequent decentralization of movement authority, the group has generally con-
strued success as broad global cultural influence. This revision allows the
movement to claim success on its own terms (Wilson 1985; Dawson 1998).
The current vision is legitimated by emphasis on the discourses in which Osho
asserted that he never wanted to found or even be part of an organized religion:
“I am so inconsistent, that it is impossible to create a dead institution around
me, because a dead institution will need the infrastructure of a dead philoso-
phy. I will leave you open” (Osho [1982] 2001: 232).

Benton Johnson (1992) noted that many founders were not particularly
concerned with their spiritual movement’s organizational survival after their
own deaths. He suggested that some leaders like Maharishi Mahesh Yogi (who
founded Transcendental Meditation) and Osho Rajneesh had elaborated the
traditional Indian form of the private guru to a psychological and religious
counselor. Thus a legacy of influence might be all that could be expected from
both Osho’s primary doctrine and leadership style. The goal of living in the
moment—a central tenet of Osho’s doctrine—does not encourage the devel-
opment of a bounded movement destined to last over many generations (just
as, in other movements, neither does a Christian emphasis on impending
endtimes that makes long-term planning futile). The movement has survived
because Osho’s Inner Circle saw a future in which the Pune Ashram/Com-
mune/Meditation Resort served as an inclusive hub for worldwide centers and
individual clients with varying degrees of commitment.

It is possible to discern progression in the Osho movement and its con-
tinued survival, albeit with diluted central authority and amorphous cultural
influence. First, Rajneesh ostracized Sheela and attributed all crimes and dif-
ficulties to her and her lieutenants. Second, the movement vacated the site of
most extreme controversy, dispersed its members to other centers, and re-
claimed its original headquarters far from the abandoned communal city in
central Oregon. Third, Rajneesh renamed himself, the movement, and its
headquarters. Fourth, he established a central council to carry on organiza-
tional duties. Fifth, he and the Inner Circle who governed after his death re-
defined the movement as one of meditation and personal growth informed by
Osho’s philosophy. Finally, after Osho’s death, the movement reemphasized
and underscored his focus on organizational diffusion and inclusive spiritu-
ality. Success was about truth and influence rather than organization and
growth. Thus his legacy became: “Never born. Never died. Only visited this
Planet Earth between December 11, 1931 and January 19, 1990” (Osho 1996,
282).

We may chart a more general model, applicable to groups like Children of
God/the Family, the movement around George Gurdjieff, or even the hardy,
intense groups who still identify with People’s Temple, as well as devotees of
Rajneesh. An effective movement strategy for overcoming controversy: (1) re-
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proach, blame and ostracize selected individuals for controversy, (2) relocate,
(3) rename, (4) reorganize, (5) reemphasize doctrine to support practice rather
than allegiance, and finally, and possibly most important, redefine success.

The Friends of Osho continue because they recruit and hold affluent, tal-
ented devotees from a number of different nations. Since they are privileged
individuals, sannyasins are influential in their societies. They are taken seri-
ously without suffering extreme political repression, and they can remain en-
gaged on an international scale (Stark 1996b, 29–47). Although there are now
probably fewer than eight thousand active sannyasins and committed fellow
travelers worldwide, they continue to have more influence than their numbers
suggest because they are linked by sophisticated computer networks, they pro-
vide spiritual goods to a wide market of esoteric consumers, and they come
together regularly in small groups. They follow Osho’s promise of continuity
after his death: “There will be no need to make any special nook and corner
for me: I will be dissolved in my people. Just as you can taste the sea and it is
salty, you will be able to taste any of my sannyasins and you will find the same
taste: the taste of Bhagwan [Osho], the taste of the Blessed One” (Osho [1982]
2001: 239–240).
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Soka Gakkai: Searching
for the Mainstream

Robert Kisala

Soka Gakkai is a religious group within the Nichiren Buddhist tradi-
tion. Until its excommunication in November 1991, it was officially
a lay movement within the Nichiren Shoshu sect, and since that
time it continues to function as a lay Buddhist movement.1 With as
many as eight million members in Japan, it is the largest of the new
religious movements in that country, and a prime example of the
mass lay Buddhist movements that began to attract attention in the
early postwar period. Furthermore, through its international branch,
Soka Gakkai International, it has members in more than 120 coun-
tries and territories worldwide, and claims over a million members
outside of Japan.

Soka Gakkai and its leader, Ikeda Daisaku, a former president of
the organization who now holds the titles of Honorary President of
Soka Gakkai and President of Soka Gakkai International, have been
controversial throughout the postwar period, initially as a result of
the group’s aggressive proselytization, and later because of its politi-
cal involvement. Its involvement in politics, culminating in the for-
mation of its own political party, now nominally independent of
Soka Gakkai, is indicative of an active involvement in society that
characterizes much of the Nichiren Buddhist tradition in Japan.

The group claims to be a pacifist sect, and it has been promi-
nent in promoting peace activities. In this it reflects another com-
mon trait of new religious movements in postwar Japan, and indeed
of Japanese religious groups in general. The meaning attached to its
pacifism, however, is open to question—yet another source of con-
troversy surrounding the group. In what follows I will outline the
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history and development of the group, paying special attention to these points
of contention: its proselytizing activities, its political activities, and its peace
commitment.

Early History

Soka Gakkai was founded by Makiguchi Tsunesaburo (1871–1944), an educator
who stressed the role of creativity and personal experience in his educational
philosophy.2 Its original name, Soka Kyoiku Gakkai, or Academic Society for
Value-Creating Education, indicates that in its origins the group was primarily
composed of educators interested in Makiguchi’s philosophy. Indeed, Soka
Gakkai traces its foundation to the publishing of the first volume of Makigu-
chi’s opus, Soka kyoikugaku taikei (Outline of value-creating education), on 18
November 1930, where the Academic Society for Value-Creating Education is
listed as the publisher. It was only in 1937, however, that an inaugural meeting
of the society was held, and at that time the group had already taken on a
decidedly religious character.

Makiguchi was born in a fishing village in Niigata Prefecture, on the Japan
Sea coast. His father left the family when he was three years old, and the
resulting financial problems necessitated his adoption into a relative’s family.
At the age of fourteen he left to live with yet another relative, an uncle in Otaru
on the northern island of Hokkaido. Since the financial situation of his uncle
did not allow him to continue in school, he soon got a job with the police
department, where his hard work and seriousness caught the eye of the station
chief. For that reason, he moved to Sapporo at the age of eighteen when the
chief was transferred there, and two years later Makiguchi was accepted into
the Hokkaido Normal School. After graduation he was employed at the ele-
mentary school affiliated with that institution.

Makiguchi is described as a hardheaded rebel in official Soka Gakkai bi-
ographical accounts as well as in outside scholarship.3 Clearly his educational
philosophy, which emphasizes creative thought and personal experience, did
not conform to educational practice in Japan, where repetitious practice and
the rote memorization of facts continue to be valued. For this reason, it seems
that Makiguchi’s career was one of continuous clashes with his immediate
superiors and the educational system in general. In 1901, a dispute over dis-
cipline led to the termination of his employment in Sapporo, and he moved to
Tokyo with his wife and two children.

In Tokyo, Makiguchi initially tried to support himself as a scholar, pub-
lishing his first book, Jinsei chirigaku (Life geography), in 1903. This book,
which draws connections between geography and everyday life and advocates
the study of geography through field trips and other hands-on experiences,
seems to have been well received, and through its publication he became ac-
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quainted with other scholars such as Nitobe Inazo, the author of Bushido, and
Yanagita Kunio, the founder of Japanese folklore studies. Makiguchi took on
editing work to support his family, and even started his own correspondence
school, but when that enterprise failed in 1909 he was forced to find employ-
ment once again as an elementary school teacher in the Tokyo school system.
Periodic clashes with authorities characterized a twenty-year career there, until
finally he was made principal of a school already slated for closure, leading to
his early retirement.

It was about the time of his retirement that Makiguchi became involved
in the Nichiren Shoshu faith through an acquaintance at the school where he
was principal. Nichiren Shoshu is an early offshoot of the Nichiren movement,
founded by a disciple of Nichiren, Nikko, who moved from the Nichiren es-
tablishment at Mt. Minobu to Taisekiji at the foot of Mt. Fuji in 1289. Nichiren
Buddhism in general enjoyed an upsurge in popularity during the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, largely due to the popularization of na-
tionalist ideas associated with the sect by Tanaka Chigaku and others. Nichiren
Shoshu is perhaps the most militantly exclusivist of the Nichiren sects, its very
name proclaiming its belief that it is the True Religion.

There are several reasons that might explain Makiguchi’s turn to religion
at this time. By the time that he reentered the teaching profession in Tokyo he
had fathered five children, but four of them had been lost to disease before he
became a Nichiren Shoshu believer, giving us reason to believe that personal
misfortune might have been one motivation for his religious faith. Further-
more, he was having no obvious success in promoting his ideas of transform-
ing society through education, and may have felt that religion could be a more
effective vehicle to accomplish his aims. Finally, with his own highly princi-
pled—some might say stubborn—personality he might have felt at home in
the militant atmosphere of this particular religious group. There was a gradual
shift to an increasingly religious concern in Makiguchi’s writing and activities
in the 1930s, which might indicate that although personal misfortune first
brought him to religion, it was only later that he came to see religion as im-
portant for fulfilling his broader social aims. At any rate, it is clear that by 1936
educational and religious “revolution” had become fused in his thought, for in
that year the small group of educators that had gathered around Makiguchi
started regular meetings with the title Kyoiku shukyo kakumei shoho kenk-
yukai, or Study Group for True Law Educational and Religious Revolution. The
following year Makiguchi published a pamphlet entitled Soka kyoikuho no ka-
gakuteki choshukyoteki jikken shomei (Practical experimentation in value-creating
education methods through science and supreme religion), further indicating
the increasing emphasis placed on religion as a means of social reform.

In 1937 Makiguchi’s followers were organized into the Soka Kyoiku Gakkai
with an inaugural meeting held at a Tokyo restaurant. Sixty people were in
attendance at this meeting, a number that had risen more than fivefold by the
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time a second meeting was held three years later. From the time of the first
meeting it seems that the main activity of this group was missionary work for
Nichiren Shoshu. A primary method of this activity was the zadankai, literally
a forum or roundtable discussion, held in the believers’ homes. These were
largely testimonial gatherings, where the believers shared their experiences of
the concrete benefits obtained by faith and thus sought to attract newcomers
to the religion.4 This emphasis on personal experience is a characteristic of
many of the Japanese new religions, especially those that emerged around this
time, as well as a reflection of Makiguchi’s educational theories. Testimonials
were also prominent in a periodical begun by the group in 1941, Kachi sozo
(Value creation).

It seems that Makiguchi and his activities began to attract the attention of
the authorities shortly after the first publication of Kachi sozo, for the magazine
was closed down after only nine issues by order of the government. The group
claimed more than three thousand members nationwide at that time, a signif-
icant movement within the relatively small Nichiren Shoshu sect, and their
refusal to bend to the wartime government policy on religious groups was no
doubt causing some irritation among the authorities. The official policy of the
government since the passing of a Religious Organizations Law in 1939 had
been to consolidate religious groups, in order to enhance government control
over the groups and enlist their help in the war movement. As part of this
policy, the various Nichiren sects were coerced into forming one body, which
in fact would have entailed the absorption of Nichiren Shoshu by the much
larger Nichiren Shu. Reportedly, some of the Nichiren Shoshu priests were
themselves in favor of the merger, a move opposed by Makiguchi as compro-
mising the true faith held by that group alone. The merger was rejected at a
meeting of lay and clerical Nichiren Shoshu believers in April 1943, and the
group was subsequently able to receive government approval to remain inde-
pendent.

One other issue included in the government’s religious policy proved to
be Makiguchi’s downfall, however. Since the launching of Japan’s drive to be-
come a modern nation-state in the mid-nineteenth century, State Shinto had
been created as a complex of beliefs and rituals centering on the emperor in
order to serve as a kind of civil religion, integrating and mobilizing the people
to carry out the policies of the state. By the 1890s, State Shinto had been
defined as a matter of national custom and patriotism, the duty of every loyal
citizen that transcended religious belief or practice—a duty that was increas-
ingly emphasized as the country went to war. As a concrete expression of this
loyalty, every family was required to accept into their homes a talisman from
the central Shinto shrine at Ise, a requirement that once again the priests at
Taisekiji were willing to accept but at which Makiguchi balked. His refusal led
to his arrest on charges of lèse majesté and violation of the Peace Preservation
Law on 6 July 1943, along with twenty other leaders of the Soka Kyoiku Gakkai.
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Makiguchi was already seventy-one at the time of his arrest, and he died from
malnutrition in prison on 18 November of the following year.

Soka Gakkai as a Mass Movement

Toda Josei (1900–1958) had been an associate and disciple of Makiguchi since
1920, when he joined the staff at Nishimachi Elementary School, where Mak-
iguchi was principal. Toda was born on 11 February 1900, the eleventh son of
a fisherman in Ishikawa Prefecture, also on the Japan Sea coast. At the age of
four his family moved to Hokkaido, where he eventually found employment
as a youth in Sapporo, studying part time in order to qualify as a substitute
primary school teacher at the age of seventeen. The following year he was
employed at a school in a remote mining town, where he remained until he
moved to Tokyo in 1920 and was hired by Makiguchi.

Toda left the school system three years later and started his own college
preparation course, where he is supposed to have attempted to implement
Makiguchi’s educational philosophy. The school apparently had little success,
for Dayle Bethel reports that throughout much of the 1920s he was in dire
poverty, and his financial state might have contributed to the death of his infant
daughter, the loss of his wife to tuberculosis, and his own contraction of that
disease. The next decade saw a dramatic turn in his fortunes, however, as a
mathematics text published by Toda in 1930 became a runaway bestseller and
served as the foundation of a business empire that extended to seventeen com-
panies and a personal fortune of over one million dollars at the time of his
arrest with Makiguchi in 1943.5

Toda survived his experience in jail, and even claims to have had an intense
religious experience while there, as a result of reading the Lotus Sutra and
incessantly chanting the daimoku, the phrase namu myoho rengekyo in praise
of the Lotus Sutra. Toda says that after agonizing for a long time over the
meaning of the sutra, finally one day he had a vision of the word seimei, or
Life-Force, flashing in his mind, as well as a mystical experience of seeing
himself in attendance in the assembly of the Buddha. This experience was
apparently the foundation of Toda’s unique contribution to the development
of Soka Gakkai doctrine, the theory of Life-Force.6 This Life-Force is thought
to permeate the universe, and it is through connection with the great Life-Force
that we can ensure health, prosperity, good relationships with others, and hap-
piness. In Soka Gakkai practice, these benefits are obtained through faith in
Nichiren as the greatest and final manifestation of the Buddha, worship of the
gohonzon, or mandala inscribed by Nichiren, and the chanting of the daimoku.
Such practice should lead to benefits in this life, and even greater happiness
in an unending series of future lives in this world. In this way, Toda laid out
a very practical faith of immediate benefits, a classical example of what has
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been called the “vitalistic” conception of salvation frequently encountered in
Japanese new religious movements.7

Toda spent the first years after the war trying to rebuild his business em-
pire as well as the organization destroyed by Makiguchi’s arrest. At a memorial
service held on the first anniversary of Makiguchi’s death only some twenty
people were in attendance, but the following year Toda started offering courses
on the Lotus Sutra out of his office in Tokyo. At the end of the first set of
courses on 28 March 1946, Toda changed the name of the organization to Soka
Gakkai, dropping the last vestige of the group’s roots as an organization of
educators. Toda’s business went bankrupt in 1950, a turning point in his life
that led him to devote himself exclusively to the religious organization, and on
3 May of the following year he took over formally as the second president of
Soka Gakkai. In his inaugural speech he announced the “great march of shak-
ubuku,” with the concrete goal of winning 750,000 families to Soka Gakkai
before his death.

Shakubuku is one of two methods of proselytization found in Buddhist
canonical sources, the other being shoju. Shoju, meaning to “embrace and ac-
cept” is a mild method of leading others gradually to the truth without criti-
cizing their previous position. Shakubuku, on the other hand, means to “break
and subdue,” and it involves the use of a rather fierce polemic in order to get
the subject to reject his or her previous beliefs. In his writings, Nichiren allows
that both methods have their appropriate time and place, but insists that shak-
ubuku is to be used in the Japan of his own time in order to rebuke the enemies
of true Buddhism and bring the country to faith. Throughout its history there
have been arguments within the Nichiren sect as to which method is proper
for the contemporary situation, with Soka Kyoiku Gakkai and Nichiren Shoshu
advocating the use of shakubuku in the prewar period.8 Indeed, it was the
employment of this method that led to the charges against Makiguchi and his
lieutenants for violating the Peace Preservation Law.

The drive for membership, carried out under the banner of shakubuku,
was marked by aggressive, confrontational tactics and, occasionally, military
rhetoric. The Shakubuku kyoten (Manual of shakubuku) was published in 1951
and, in addition to laying out the essentials of Soka Gakkai teaching on the
Lotus Sutra and the writings of Nichiren, it also provided sample arguments
to be used against the objections of prospective converts. Soka Gakkai youth
divisions were organized in the early 1950s to spearhead the proselytization
drive, and Murata reports that overtly military language was employed (Murata
1969, p. 99). For example, the young members were organized into butai
(corps), complete with butaicho (corps commanders) and butaiki (corps flags),
and the central organization was called the sanboshitsu (general staff office). At
a rally on 31 October 1954, Toda even mounted a white horse as he addressed
the assembled columns with the following words: “In our attempt at kosen rufu
[propagation of Buddhism], we are without an ally. We must consider all relig-
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ions our enemies, and we must destroy them. Ladies and gentlemen, it is
obvious that the road ahead is full of obstacles. Therefore, you must worship
the gohonzon, take the Soka Gakkai spirit to your heart, and cultivate the
strength of youth. I expect you to rise to the occasion to meet the many chal-
lenges that lie ahead.”9

As Jacqueline Stone points out, this policy was changed in the 1970s to
one of at least implicit tolerance, and although the word shakubuku is still used
within the group, it seems to have become synonymous with general prose-
lytization, at least on the official level.10 Although the militant, even militaristic,
stance naturally attracted a considerable amount of bad press and was decisive
in forming public opinion about Soka Gakkai that endures in many quarters
of Japanese society until the present, it was also effective in laying the foun-
dations for the phenomenal growth of the organization, making it the premier
example of a postwar new religion as a mass movement. Toda’s goal of 750,000
families was apparently reached in 1957, before his own death on 2 April 1958.

Soka Gakkai and Politics

One more legacy of Toda’s leadership is Soka Gakkai’s active participation in
Japanese politics. Soka Gakkai is not unique among religious groups, in Japan
or elsewhere, in seeking to advance its goals—normally seen as religious by
their members—through political means. This activity has taken several dif-
ferent forms in postwar Japan. A Tenrikyo official, for example, was a candidate
for a seat in the Lower House of parliament in 1946, and Rissho Koseikai lent
its support to a conservative candidate in the 1947 Tokyo gubernatorial elec-
tions. Seicho no Ie has been much more active in conservative politics, forming
a Political Policy Committee in 1953 to coordinate its activities, joining right-
wing members of the ruling Liberal Democratic Party in organizing a National
Self-Defense Conference in 1958, and reorganizing its political organization
into the Seicho no Ie Political Alliance in 1964. What sets Soka Gakkai apart
from these other groups, however, is the formation of its own political party,
Komeito (often referred to as the Clean Government Party in Western publica-
tions), in 1964.

Soka Gakkai’s political activities began in 1955, when the group sponsored
more than fifty of its own candidates in local elections, resulting in the election
of forty-seven Soka Gakkai members to two prefectural assemblies and more
than twenty city councils around the country. In national elections held for the
Upper House of parliament the following year, three of six candidates spon-
sored by Soka Gakkai were successful in their bids, garnering more than one
million votes nationwide. In 1959, a further six candidates were elected, fol-
lowed by the reelection of the original three members plus an additional six in
1962, making the Soka Gakkai councilors the third largest group in the Upper
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House. On the basis of this success, a decision was made in 1964 to sponsor
candidates for the more powerful Lower House, and at the same time Komeito
was formed. In the general election in 1967, the first held after the establish-
ment of Komeito, the party won twenty-five seats in the Lower House, attract-
ing almost two and one-half million votes. Two years later these totals were
almost doubled to forty-seven seats and over five million votes. However, an
attempt in that same year to stop the publication of a book critical of Soka
Gakkai and its political activities caused a controversy focusing on freedom of
the press, and led Soka Gakkai to disassociate itself officially from Komeito in
May of 1970. What this means in practice is that parliamentary members of
Komeito will resign from any official posts in Soka Gakkai, but Soka Gakkai’s
activities in support of Komeito, as well as its influence over Komeito policy,
are no secret.

On one level, Soka Gakkai’s political activity could be attributed to the
legacy of its founder, Makiguchi Tsunesaburo, who apparently saw his religious
activity as a means to effect social reform. There is also a doctrinal foundation
within Nichiren Buddhism for such activity. Nichiren himself was convinced
that the salvation of the nation depended on its conversion to the true faith of
Buddhism, and for that reason he was especially critical of other religions, in
particular the Pure Land sects, as dangerous to the survival of the nation. The
fusion of true religion and politics that would result from this conversion is
called obutsumyogo, and it was to be represented in the establishment of a
Kokuritsu kaidan, or National Hall of Worship, to be built at the foot of Mt.
Fuji. Throughout the 1950s this was presented as the final aim of Soka Gakkai’s
proselytization, called kosen rufu in Nichiren terminology. Critics of Soka Gak-
kai’s political activity maintain that obutsumyogo and the related concept of the
establishment of the Kokuritsu kaidan call for the establishment of a state re-
ligion, explicitly prohibited by the postwar constitution. Perhaps in an effort to
defuse these critics, the completion of a massive worship hall at the Nichiren
Shoshu headquarters in Taisekiji in 1972 was identified by Soka Gakkai as the
establishment of the Kokuritsu kaidan, indicating that obutsumyogo in fact sig-
nifies a broader influence of Buddhist principles in society and that it does not
necessarily rely on the conversion of the whole nation and the adopting of
Nichiren Shoshu as an official religion.11

Although Komeito seats in the Lower House fell to twenty-nine in elections
held after this controversy, in subsequent elections the party has consistently
polled more than five million votes and its seat count has generally remained
in the mid-fifties. This representation made it the third largest party in Parlia-
ment, following the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and the socialist group,
now called the Social Democratic Party of Japan. Following a splintering in the
LDP and their loss in elections held in 1993, Komeito joined with all non-LDP
parties save the Communist Party of Japan in forming a coalition govern-
ment—the first time the LDP had to relinquish power in the thirty-eight years
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of its existence. Since that loss the political situation in Japan has remained
fluid, and the controversy surrounding Komeito as a political party with obvi-
ous connections to Soka Gakkai has helped considerably to muddy the waters.12

The situation is even more complex now that the Komeito has joined the LDP
to form a ruling coalition, a move that has forced it to abandon some of its
overtly pacifist principles.

Although Komeito did not formally join a government until formation of
the coalition that ended the postwar conservative monopoly in 1993, it had
often been the power broker in the national parliament, reflecting its role as
the third largest national party and the fact that it has staked out for itself a
centrist position, with the conservative Liberal Democrats and liberal socialists
on its flanks. Indeed, from its foundation it has taken as its aim the establish-
ment of world peace based on a “global nationalism” and “human socialism,”
offered as a way to resolve the conflict between capitalism and socialism, a
fusion of opposites that aptly reflects its centrism. As part of its attempt to
serve as a centrist power broker, however, Komeito has adopted positions that
clearly are not pacifist. Since the 1980s Komeito has been on record as sup-
porting Japan’s military alliance with the United States, and after a defeat of
the ruling conservative party in Upper House parliamentary elections in 1989,
Komeito formed an unofficial coalition with the conservatives, offering their
support on key measures. It was in this context that Komeito’s support of the
Peacekeeping Operations Law, which allowed for the overseas deployment of
Self-Defense Forces in UN-sponsored activities, became crucial for the enact-
ment of this controversial law. In response to these developments, Soka Gakkai
members are wont to point out that as an independent political party Komeito
does not necessarily reflect the position of Soka Gakkai, and, indeed, at least
one observer has pointed out that “some Soka Gakkai members were outraged”
by the decision of Komeito to support the Peacekeeping Operations Law (Mé-
traux 1996, p. 388).

Since joining the LDP in a coalition government in 1999, Komeito has
furthered compromised its centrist position, as seen, for example, in its sup-
port of legislation mandating the use of the prewar national anthem and flag,
a long-standing conservative issue. In elections held the following year, the
party was able to elect only thirty-one of its candidates, but it has remained in
the coalition and lent its support to efforts to further expand the role of Japanese
Self Defense Forces abroad.

Soka Gakkai’s Peace Activities

To say that Soka Gakkai is not pacifist is not to deny that it is very active in
trying to establish the basis for world peace. As in the case of its political
activity, Soka Gakkai’s peace activities can also be traced back to Toda Josei, the
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second president of the group. At an athletic meeting held in Yokohama in
September 1957, Toda called for a complete ban on nuclear weapons, adding
his voice to the popular movement in Japan to ban such weapons, especially
in the wake of the accident at Bikini Atoll three years previously.13 Petition
drives against these weapons organized by the Soka Gakkai youth group gar-
nered more than ten million signatures and were handed over to the United
Nations in 1975. In 1973, the youth division further adopted a resolution for
the “preservation of the right to life,” and in response to that resolution un-
dertook to raise money for Vietnamese refugees and the starving in Africa, as
well as the publication of antiwar books. These books, representing an activity
later also adopted by the women’s division of Soka Gakkai, amount to more
than one hundred volumes at present, and are collections of accounts of sur-
vivors of the Second World War. They are meant to educate the postwar gen-
erations on the horrors of war, as recounted by those who have lived through
the experience.

Such a contribution to peace education is perhaps especially appropriate
to a group whose roots lie in an association of educators, and indeed peace
education is one of the characteristics of Soka Gakkai’s participation in this
field. In addition to the antiwar book series, Soka Gakkai International has
been active in organizing peace exhibits, beginning with “Nuclear Arms:
Threat to Our World,” which made the rounds of sixteen countries between
1982 and 1988. A second exhibit, “War and Peace: From a Century of War to
a Century of Hope,” was opened in the lobby of the United Nations Head-
quarters in New York in 1989, followed by an exhibit on environmental issues
and peace opened to coincide with the United Nations Conference on Envi-
ronment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. Indeed, cooperation
with United Nations projects is another characteristic of Soka Gakkai’s peace
activities. Soka Gakkai has been registered as a non-governmental organization
(NGO) with the United Nations’ High Commissioner for Refugees since 1981,
and two years later the Soka Gakkai International was recognized as an NGO
with consultative status in the United Nations Economic and Social Council.

Ikeda Daisaku (1928–), Toda’s successor as the third president of Soka
Gakkai, was himself a recipient of the United Nations Peace Prize in 1983.
Ikeda was born in Tokyo on 2 January 1928, the fifth son in a large family of
nine children. His father processed and sold dried seaweed, a job with which
he was barely able to support the family. Ikeda was apparently sickly from an
early age, and while attending high school during the war years he was also
stricken with tuberculosis and pleurisy. After the war he found a job working
in a factory, and around the age of nineteen he began to attend Soka Gakkai
zadankai at the invitation of a childhood friend. He soon joined the group,
quickly became a protégé of Toda, and, in 1952, was appointed as leader of
Soka Gakkai’s youth division. Ikeda’s formal education ended in 1949, when
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he briefly attended night classes at a junior college. After that he is said to have
been tutored in various subjects by Toda.

Despite this lack of formal higher education, Ikeda has been prominent
in international peace forums, addressing the United Nations General Assem-
bly and keeping a high profile in his frequent exchanges with prominent states-
men and academics. In his numerous proposals on peace and disarmament,
Ikeda makes continued reference to the ideal of universal disarmament and
resolution of conflict through negotiation.

Ikeda has been a controversial figure in Japan, however. As the leader of
the youth division under Toda, he was apparently involved in an attack on an
elderly Nichiren Shoshu monk who had been accused of complicity in the
wartime arrest of Makiguchi and Toda. His critics accuse him of far-reaching
political ambitions, and the tabloid press has played up unsubstantiated reports
of sexual and financial scandals. Prefiguring the split with Nichiren Shoshu
in 1991, Ikeda resigned as president of Soka Gakkai in 1979, in an attempt
to repair the already strained relationship with the Shoshu monks over his
power and the personality cult built around him. His continuing paramount
role within the group, as well as the cult surrounding his figure, is evident,
however, in the treatment afforded him by the Seikyo Shinbun, Soka Gakkai’s
daily newspaper, where the front page is commonly devoted to reports on his
activities.

Soka Gakkai Today

Soka Gakkai remains in a period of transition almost ten years after its sepa-
ration from Nichiren Shoshu. Although Soka Gakkai has been able to retain
its membership and financial resources, it has lost some of the religious au-
thority that affiliation with the monks provided. New members can no longer
obtain personal copies of the daihonzon inscribed by the monks, they are un-
able to worship in front of the daihonzon at Taisekiji, and they cannot call on
the monks to perform the funeral and memorial rites so important to Japanese
religiosity. Although attempts to address these problems through doctrinal re-
interpretation and ritual and symbolic substitution seem to be progressing, the
separation from Nichiren Shoshu is not taken as completely negative. For ex-
ample, some within the group have also attributed its newfound religious tol-
erance to the fact that they are now free of the monks’ control and thus able
to abandon an outdated exclusivism.14 Perhaps in keeping with this more open
self-identity—or perhaps in an attempt to substitute for any perceived loss in
religious authority—the group has also increased its contact with academics,
opening a research institute in Boston and cooperating in my research on its
peace activities in Japan (Kisala 1999) as well as studies of its membership in
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England (Wilson and Dobbelaere 1994) and the United States (Hammond and
Machacek 1999).

The group remains controversial, however, somehow unable to project a
more tolerant image effectively, while it still remains very active politically. In
recent years it has attracted the attention of the media abroad as well, perhaps
most clearly in a documentary, “The Chanting Millions,” aired by the BBC in
1995, which unfairly tries to draw parallels between the group and Aum Shin-
rikyo. In conclusion I think we would have to say that although the group has
made considerable efforts to become more mainstream, as long as it is per-
ceived to be more concerned with political power and prestige than with the
spiritual quest it will continue to be the object of popular suspicion.

notes

1. See Astley 1992, Métraux 1992, and Van Bragt 1993 concerning the split with
Nichiren Shoshu. Stone 1994 suggests that at least part of the reason for the split
might have been the adoption of an attitude more tolerant of other religions by Soka
Gakkai.

2. Much of the history of Soka Gakkai found in this article is taken from chapter
3 of my book on the peace activities of some of the Japanese new religions (Kisala
1999).

3. Soka Gakkai’s official account can be found in the fortieth-anniversary history
of the group (Soka Gakkai Yonjunenshi Hensan Iinkai 1970). For outside sources on
Makiguchi, see Bethel 1973 and Shimazono 1992.

4. Reflecting the pragmatic emphasis of Soka Kyoiku Gakkai, these meetings
were called taizen seikatsu jikken shomei zadankai, or “forums on practical experimen-
tation for abundant life.”

5. This figure is taken from Bethel 1973, p. 99, as representative of Toda’s worth
at prewar exchange rates.

6. For an explanation of this development, see Shimazono 1999.
7. The vitalistic conception of the salvation is an optimistic view of the universe

as giving abundant life, manifested in immediate benefits, to all those who seek to
maintain their natural connection with this source of life. See Tsushima et al. 1979
for a more complete description of this concept.

8. See Stone 1994 for a discussion of the use of shakubuku throughout the his-
tory of the Nichiren sects.

9. Quote taken from Murata 1969, p. 100.
10. Stone 1994. The policy of religious tolerance was made explicit in the charter

adopted at the twentieth general assembly of Soka Gakkai International in October
1995. That charter states that “SGI shall, based on the Buddhist spirit of tolerance,
respect other religions, engage in dialogue and work together with them toward the
resolution of fundamental issues concerning humanity.”

11. This particular interpretation of obutsumyogo and the establishment of the Ko-
kuritsu kaidan led to a split in Nichiren Shoshu, as Métraux points out (1980, pp. 59–
60). As a matter of interest, I might mention that as one result of the split with Soka
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Gakkai, the worship hall at Taisekiji has been torn down, apparently because the
maintenance costs have become prohibitive now that the numbers of worshipers at
the temple have fallen dramatically. Billed as the largest religious structure built in
the twentieth century, construction of the worship hall cost almost one hundred mil-
lion dollars, and its demolition is estimated to have cost over forty million dollars.

12. See my article on the 1995 revision of the Religious Corporations Law (Kisala
1997) for a discussion of some of these political developments.

13. The crew of a Japanese tuna boat, the Dai go fukuryu maru or Lucky Dragon
No. 5, was exposed to radiation from the test of a hydrogen bomb on Bikini Atoll
conducted on 1 March 1954, resulting in the death of one of the crew members.

14. This assertion was made in the course of a symposium conducted at the
Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture in 1995. The proceedings of the sympo-
sium are available in Japanese (Nanzan Shukyo Bunka Kenkyujo 1996).
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Aum Shinrikyo and the Aum
Incident: A Critical
Introduction

Martin Repp

During the second half of the 1980s, a small group of yoga praction-
ers in the Tokyo area began to gather around a young man whose
name was Asahara Shoko.1 Pictures in publications of this time de-
pict the leader and his disciples peacefully meditating in natural en-
virons such as riverbeds or mountain slopes. The membership of
the group, now called Aum Shinrikyo, began to grow. Five years
later, however, visual depictions had changed drastically to imagery
of catastrophies and doomsday. In 1995, police finally raided their
compounds, and apprehended the leaders and a number of follow-
ers, who were put on trial for committing not only murder but also
the first terrorist nerve gas attack in history. These acts of crime and
terror became known as the Aum incident. What had taken place in
the meantime? How can these drastic changes and the terrible out-
comes be “explained”? Those are the questions any treatise on Aum
Shinrikyo faces. The following introduction to Aum (as the group
will be called henceforth) and the Aum incident will follow historical
order, starting with the beginnings.

Aum Shinrikyo as a Religion

The Founder

Aum Shinrikyo was founded by Asahara Shoko, who was born in
1955 as Matsumoto Chizuo in Kumamoto prefecture in Kyushu. He
grew up in a family of modest circumstances. Since he was blind in
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figure 8.1. Master Asahara.
Courtesy of Aleph (Aum Shinrikyo).

one eye and had limited vision in the other, he was sent to a government-run
boarding school for blind students. After graduation, he became an acupunc-
turist—a profession traditionally held by people with visual disabilities. In
1977, he moved to Tokyo, and in the following year he married Ishii Tomoko,
who subsequently gave birth to six children (AEN May 16, 1995). During this
time he turned to traditional Asian medicine and developed an interest in
fortunetelling, divination, and Daoism. His practice of acupuncture and Asian
medicine in Funabashi, Chiba Prefecture (near Tokyo), seems to have been
quite successful. Between 1981 and 1984, he was a member of the new reli-
gious group Agon-shu.2 Here, he became acquainted with yoga teaching and
practice, and with the early Buddhist Agama Sutras.3 It is likely that Asahara
also became familiar with esoteric Buddhism (mikkyo) through books of Agon-
shu’s founder, Kiriyama Seiyu, who claimed to have caused the “mikkyo boom”
in Japan during the 1980s (Reader 1988: 248).

During that time, yoga and esoteric Buddhism, especially the idea of ac-
quiring “supernatural powers,” became attractive for young Japanese, who
were interested in religion while remaining outside the established Buddhist
schools.4 In 1985, the New Age magazine Twilight Zone published a picture of
Asahara “levitating” during yoga practice on the cover page and included a
report about him (cf. Asahara 1991b). This publication caused some young
people interested in yoga and “supernatural powers” to gather around Asahara.
They became the nucleus of a group called Aum shinsen-no-kai or “Aum group
of mountain ascetics,” which was formed in April 1986.5 In the following
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summer, Asahara traveled to India together with his close disciple Ishii Hisako
in order to pursue religious practice under the guidance of a yoga master. He
became disappointed with the guru’s greediness, however, and continued to
practice on his own. At the end of his two-month stay, in July 1986, he claimed
to have attained enlightenment, the “state of absolute freedom, happiness and
joy where one’s suffering is extinguished and [the cycle of] life and death [is]
transcended.”6 From the fall of 1986 on, members of the group began to “leave
their house” (shukke) and become nuns or monks.7 They started to form a
community of celebates, called samgha, in order to dedicate their life to reli-
gious practice.

Asahara Shoko, born Matsumoto Chizuo, assumed his new name in 1987
because it is written with Chinese characters that are believed to cause good
luck.8 In the same year, Asahara also changed the name of his group to Aum
Shinrikyo or “Aum Teaching of Absolute Truth” (Vajrayana Sacca No. 9: 36).
The group thereby assumed a clearly religious character. The change from
“mountain asceticism” (shinsen) to “absolute [religious] truth” (shinri) and the
replacement of the neutral term kai (group, association) by kyo (religious teach-
ing or school) mark the shift toward a religious organization. Some members
did not agree with this change and left the group, because kyo sounded “too
old fashioned” or “too religious” (Asahara 1992c: 79), in other words, it resem-
bled established religion. In line with the development toward an institution-
alization of the young group, Aum applied to the Tokyo metropolitan govern-
ment in 1987 for recognition as a legal religious body. Concerning the group’s
name, Asahara (1992e: vi) explained the term “truth” by reasoning that Sak-
yamuni Buddha had not called his teaching “Buddhism,” but rather “truth.”
Besides yoga, emphasis was now placed on the theory and practice of Bud-
dhism, as, for example, the frequent use of terms such as “suffering” and
“enlightenment” demonstrates. In August 1987, the first edition of Aum Shin-
rikyo’s journal Mahayana was published, where Asahara wrote: “I tried all
kinds of practices such as Taoism, Yoga, Buddhism, incorporating their essence
into my training. My goal was supreme spiritual realization and enlighten-
ment. . . . Finally, I reached my goal in the holy vibration of the Himalayas; I
attained supreme realization and enlightenment. . . . But my soul . . . was not
satisfied. I could not bear the fact that only I was happy and the other people
were still in the world of suffering. I began to think: ‘I will save other people
at the sacrifice of my own self ’ ” (Asahara 1992b: 13).

This statement indicates the shift from a circle of yoga practitioners who
aimed at individual self-perfection to a Mahayana Buddhist group that intended
to liberate other people. This development can also be perceived as Aum be-
coming a Buddhist renewal movement, as a statement by the Dalai Lama is
reported to have suggested to Asahara when the latter visited Dharamsala in
February 1987: “Dear friend, look at the Buddhism of Japan today. It has de-
generated into ceremonialism and has lost the essential truth of the teachings.
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As the situation continues, Buddhism will vanish from Japan. Something
needs to be done, and you should spread real Buddhism there. You can do that
well. If you do so, I shall be very pleased and it will help me with my mission”
(Asahara 1988: 10).

Asahara used this statement to legitimize his activities (1988: 11). For this
reason, he also visited several Tibetan leaders, such as Kalu Rinpoche in 1988
and Khamtul Rinpoche in 1991. During a journey to Sri Lanka in 1991, Asahara
is said to have been praised as “the only man who can save the world” (1992f:
154). On this occasion the prime minister presented him with “a piece of Bud-
dha Sakyamuni’s relics,” an important symbol of religious power and author-
ity.9 Such attempts at religious authorization resulted in Aum statements such
as, “The Buddha in our times is Master Shoko Asahara.”10 Asahara also claimed
to be an incarnation of the Hindu god Shiva, the “Lord of Yoga.”11 Such an
elevation is reflected in his titles; whereas in early Aum publications Asahara
is called sensei (teacher) or guru, his appellation then changes to Revered Mas-
ter (sonshi), to which since 1992 the title His Holiness (saisho) is added (Shinri
No. 19)—an expression usually reserved for figures such as the Dalai Lama or
the pope.

From early on, it seems, Asahara not only aimed at reaching religious ends
but also, as head of a growing movement, he pursued political goals. The
combination of religious and political ambitions is not uncommon among
Japanese religions. After some difficulties, Aum Shinrikyo gained the legal
status of a religious organization (shukyo hojin) in August 1989. In late 1989,
Aum Shinri-kyo founded the Shinri-to or “Truth Party.” Subsequently, Asahara
and his disciples campaigned for the Lower House elections scheduled to take
place in February 1990.12 In one of the campaign pamphlets, Asahara wrote:
“It takes political action to do what a religion cannot do. Therefore, I am taking
a political approach to my activities” (DY May 17, 1995). During the campaign,
Aum called, for instance, for the abolition of the consumer tax that had been
introduced to Japan not long before. It is not clear what Asahara’s real goals
in this campaign were.13 The “Truth Party” did not win a single seat in the
election for the Lower House. This failure was perceived by Aum as a rejection
by society, which in turn became one of the causes for its subsequent antiso-
ciety stance.

The Followers

In spite of Asahara’s political failure, he was able to attract thousands of mostly
young followers. What kind of people were they? What did they find so attrac-
tive about his teachings? As many of the followers’ testimonies state, they felt
that society and established religions were unable to provide answers for which
they were searching: finding the meaning of life, filling an inner void, gaining
personal understanding and acceptance, and healing psychological wounds
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and physical frailties. Most of the Aum followers were disappointed with a
materialistically oriented world and were searching for spiritual ways of life. It
should be recalled that during the 1980s Japan had reached the height of the
“bubble economy.” Some examples of followers’ testimonies illustrate their
concerns.

First, the problem of finding her own identity in modern society is ex-
pressed by a young woman: “Before joining Aum I was always afraid of show-
ing my real self to other people and was always conscious of other people’s
eyes. I was always hiding myself because I wanted other people to have a better
image of me, or not dislike me. . . . I was never free from worries. . . . The
teaching of Aum Shinrikyo was very easy to understand and I found answers
to many questions I had, including the meaning of life for which I had been
searching for a long time. . . . [The m]aster understands me better than I do
myself and always gives me the right advice” (Asahara 1993a: 164 f.). Asahara
spoke a religious language that many of his peers could easily understand.14

Moreover, he also conveyed the feeling of personal acceptance. Aum not only
provided answers to personal problems, however, but also offered a kind of
alternative society, as the statement of another woman suggests: Aum mem-
bers “were always cheerful and never said bad things about others, which was
quite unlike ordinary society. . . . I could actually see that it was brighter than
the other places outside” (ibid.: 166).

Next, the problem of inner void felt in a society ruled by work and achieve-
ment is addressed by another follower: “I was feeling stagnant in everything
and had lost interest in the worldly way of life. I felt I needed something that
would give me strong mental satisfaction, and realized that this thirst could
not be healed by devoting myself to work or by enjoying myself ” (ibid.: 161).

Third, the related theme of personal growth is addressed by a young man
who was impressed by Asahara’s charisma: “I was able to meet with the su-
preme guru, Master Shoko Asahara in this life. His great power has given me
peace of mind and many wonderful mystical experiences” (ibid.: 207). He
concluded: “An ordinary man was I, but thanks to the Great Guru I was able
to grow mentally and spiritually” (ibid.: 208). Young people’s concern for per-
sonal change or growth, and even for development from the ordinary to the
extraordinary, is expressed by a follower who had resigned from a good position
in a large company: “I had enough of the materialistic world of business. . . .
I couldn’t figure out what I should do or why I was there.” Then he tried Aum’s
meditation techniques and summarized his new experiences as follows: “I felt
this bursting sensation from inside. It was amazing.” Such extraordinary ex-
periences certainly were attractive for young people who ventured to hitherto
unknown dimensions of life. In addition, this man felt attracted by Asahara
himself; as he says, “I admire the supreme master . . . because he tells us
things nobody else could explain so clearly and logically” (JT June 1, 1995).
One attraction of Aum was certainly its postulation that “Buddhism is science”
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(see below). It thus attempted to clear the image of religion from “superstition”
or “irrationality.” The same tendency to bridge the gap can also be observed in
other new religions such as Sukyo Mahikari, Agon-shu, and Kofuku no Ka-
gaku.15

These new experiences in Aum also provided the missionary zeal that is
characteristic of new religious movements. For example, Joyu Fumihiro, head
of the Russian Aum branch and for some time after March 1995 Aum’s tal-
ented spokesman, wrote: “I would like to do my best to lead others to practice
who are vexed with ego like myself. . . . I would like to do my best in cooper-
ating with the salvation activities the master is planning in order to avoid a
war” (Asahara 1988: 158).

Thus we see that the followers’ experiences centered around the charisma
of the group’s founder. For example, Hayakawa Kiyohide, one of Aum Shin-
rikyo’s leading figures, stated about his first encounter with Asahara: “While
feeling some strain as I listened to his words, I was completely under the spell
of the gentle and mild atmosphere of the master I met for the first time” (ibid.:
208).

This leads to an examination of the peculiar nature of the relationship and
interaction between Asahara and his followers. Young people, searching for an
authentic religious way, met a master whose “personal magnetism” (Asahara
1993a: 256), charisma, and teaching provided answers to their problems. The
guru also rendered himself indispensable to his followers by claiming, for
instance: “Be aware that you cannot get Dharma without asking it of me”
(Asahara 1991c: 85). Elsewhere he stated: “So those of you who are aiming to
attain enlightenment must come to me and receive an initiation from me”
(Asahara 1992c: 82; cf. 1989b: 26). In such a way, the followers became de-
pendent on the leader. The authority that Asahara claimed for himself even-
tually extended to the demand that the followers replace their own will with
his own (Asahara 1992d: 69). Even the Buddhist precepts could, as far as his
believers were concerned, be replaced with Asahara’s directives (Asahara
1988: 84).

The admiration by his followers certainly helped to increase Asahara’s
enormous self-esteem. After police raids of the Aum facilities in March 1995
had begun, in a last message Asahara called upon his followers to act as his
hands, feet, and head, and thereby to bring about his “salvation-plan.”16 A
former follower who had helped to abduct her father in order to have his estate
transferred to Aum, later claimed in court that Asahara “was willing to use any
means to serve the interest of the cult. . . . I was his puppet and slave” (JT
January 2, 1995). After experiencing such abuse of power, the believers turned
from enthusiasm to disappointment. As the dignity of the individual was not
respected within the group, so Aum treated people outside similarly, as shown
by its record of crimes (to be examined further here).
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The Teaching

The teaching and practice of Aum developed gradually through combining
astrology, Hinduism (yoga), various forms of Buddhism, and Occidental apoc-
alyptic ideas. These elements, taken from very different religious traditions,
times, and geographical regions, coexisted until they were rejected by Aum
owing to internal developments. Such a broad variety of religious elements
reflects the contemporary religious situation in Japan. For understanding Aum,
one has to take into account the spiritual landscape of the 1970s and 1980s.
One early important influence on Aum’s development was Agon-shu, with its
yoga practice and emphasis on early Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhism, and eso-
teric Buddhism. Additionally, popular and academic authors excerted a for-
midable influence among many young Japanese, including Aum members.
Nakamura Hajime’s Genshi butten (Original Buddhist scriptures) (cf. Asahara
1991b: 34), Nakazawa Shinichi’s book on Tibetan esoteric Buddhism Niji no
kaitei (Guide of the rainbow), and Sahoda Tsuruji’s Japanese translation of the
yoga Sutra and his books on Yoga were widely read at the time. With respect
to apocalyptic ideas, Goto Ben’s numerous books on Nostradamus and his
prophecies published since 1973 became very popular. Once the Japanese eco-
nomic success had satisfied the material needs of people, interest in the “spir-
itual world” (seishin sekai) started to flourish in Japan during the 1980s. These
developments also have to be understood in the context of the New Age move-
ment worldwide, and Aum Shinrikyo has to be seen in such an environment.

As mentioned, Asahara started his professional career with traditional Chi-
nese medicine. He also developed an interest in various forms of East Asian
astrology and divination (sensei-jutsu, unmei-gaku; Asahara 1991b: 24, cf. 28f.).
He said, however, that astrology disappointed him because it did not help him
to find true happiness (Asahara 1995a: 32). It could inform about future des-
tiny, but not change it (Asahara 1991b: 27). Then he turned to Daoism (shinsen),
from which the first name of his group was derived. Daoist practice, he ex-
pected, would provide eternal youth, immortality, and supernatural powers. It
was here that the practice of ki (bioenergy) enabled him to “awaken Kundalini.”
By the controlled flow of ki through the body, the chakras were activated and
resulted in the awakening of Kundalini. Soon, he turned to yoga, because it
was for him a faster method of reaching the same goal (Asahara 1993a: 33–35).
Asahara explains how the two religious traditions of Daoism and Yoga relate
to each other: “It is an interesting thing that each practice, with its different
starting point and different contents, follows the same path, which I believe
has its own significance. This is the reason I incorporate other kinds of prac-
tices into my yoga” (ibid.: 38). Asahara was aware of the problem of syncretism.
Through practical experiments and pecular ways of reasoning he tried to
achieve a homogenous system that incorporated elements of Hinduism,
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“Hinayana” and Mahayana Buddhism, Tantra-Vajrayana, science, and astrol-
ogy. We shall discuss each of these strands in turn.

Aum began as a group of yoga practitioners. In his early publication Seishi
o koeru (1986), Asahara explains the process of yoga practice as follows: First,
a human being experiences suffering in this world; thereby, the religious seeker
is led to trust the guru or the god Shiva and take refuge in him. Then this
person practices yoga in order to “awaken Kundalini,” that is, “spiritual energy
which raises the human spirit to higher dimensions” (Asahara 1993a: 26). As
the practice is continued, the practitioner passes through consecutive phases
of ecstasy, joy, calmness, and lightness, finally to reach samadhi, the state in
which the ultimate liberation from suffering, the state “beyond life and death,”
is achieved. Later, Asahara modified this process and claimed that the practice
of yoga leads only as far as to ecstasy.17 He stated that he had found the later
phases through his own experience and then also in Tibetan Buddhism (ibid.:
37–40).

Aum’s central “object” of veneration is Shiva. Asahara himself claimed to
have his enlightenment certified by this deity. After that, Shiva played a decisive
role in his career, as Asahara says; “I myself have no guru in this life. I taught
myself depending on the memory of my past lives. When I came to a deadlock
which I could not manage to break, Lord Shiva gave me a suggestion” (Asahara
1988: 98). According to Asahara the name “Aum Shinrikyo” also derives from
such a revelation (Asahara 1992c: 81).

In the Hindu pantheon, Shiva often represents the element of chaos and
dynamics that leads through destruction to new beginnings. After the Aum
incident, the media focused only on the deity’s destructive character in order
to “explain” the possible metaphysical background of Aum’s violent develop-
ments.18 It should be maintained, however, that the deity has also a positive
aspect because as the Lord of Yoga Shiva destroys the spiritual hindrances of
yoga practitioners and guides them through the perils of practice to the ulti-
mate religious goal.

In his search for attaining “ultimate happiness,” Asahara proceeded from
yoga to “Hinayana” Buddhism, the oldest Buddhist tradition.19 The “original
Buddhism” (genshi bukkyo), Sakyamuni’s direct teachings, he claims, changed
his life (Asahara 1991b: 34–38). True happiness, he realized, could be found in
attaining awakening (satori) or liberation (gedatsu). Asahara considered the
teaching of the Agama Sutras and that of Yoga compatible, since both focus
on attainment of satori (Asahara 1990: 12). Hence, Aum followers continued
to practice yoga, and analogies were drawn between these two religious paths
in order to maintain consistency (cf. Asahara 1988: 63). Asahara claims that
Sakyamuni’s oldest, most authentic teaching and practice are contained in the
Agama Sutras, and for this reason they enable a practitioner to surely attain
liberation (Asahara 1991b: 36; 1995a: 25). He criticizes the Mahayana Buddhist
schools in Japan for having departed from “Buddha’s original teaching.” For
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this reason, its followers were not able to attain true awakening and liberation.
In contrast, the original Buddhist sutras and the teachings of Aum conform
with each other completely (Asahara 1990: 156). New religions, like Aum, try
to acquire authorization by basing themselves on “old” and “authentic” scrip-
tures that predate those on which established Buddhist schools rely.

Aum’s shift from “Hinayana” to Mahayana Buddhism is marked by the
publication of the magazine Mahayana, beginning in August 1987. Asahara
declared in 1989: “Right now, Aum is Mahayana, the middle vehicle” (Asahara
1992c: 34). The “Four Noble Truths” and the “Eightfold Holy Path” were now
declared to form the “essence of Aum’s doctrine” (Asahara 1992b: 51). Con-
cepts like karma and suffering moved further into the center of the teaching.
Asahara tried to provide “evidence for the law of karma” by drawing a direct
connection between certain actions of well-known Japanese personalities and
their subsequent fate. A famous baseball player, for example, had to give up
his career early because he had appeared in a commercial for insect spray, thus
violating the Buddhist precept prohibiting killing. Or a TV personality died of
tongue cancer, according to Asahara (1993b: 64; cf. 86f., 138), because of the
karma of speech. Bad karma results in suffering; however, suffering is also
eradicated by further suffering. Addressing his disciples, Asahara writes: “The
suffering you are experiencing now is the suffering of the three miserable
realms [of hell, hungry spirits, and animals] which you would have to suffer
in your next lives. Therefore, you should suffer a lot and practice a lot to
overcome the suffering, and attain true freedom, happiness and joy” (Asahara
1992d: 122).

Karma has “to be washed off ” by suffering (Asahara 1993b: 74). In addition
to this cleansing function of suffering for one’s own liberation, suffering for
others also plays a role. Aum believers should proceed from the first form of
suffering to the second (Asahara 1992c: 29). Whereas, according to Asahara,
“Hinayana” aims at “supreme enlightenment or emancipation of oneself,” Ma-
hayana aims at “ultimate freedom and happiness of others” (Asahara 1993a:
xi). Aum publications frequently mention the Mahayana Vow to save all sen-
tient beings. The followers’ “Affirmation of Suffering Vow” reads as follows:
“I make my suffering my joy; I make other’s suffering my own suffering”
(Asahara 1992b: 93). This concept of suffering stems from the bodhisattva ideal
of Mahayana Buddhism. A bodhisattva aims at attaining perfect awakening by
taking on the suffering of other living beings and thereby helping them to
attain awakening.

According to Asahara, salvation occurs in “Four Stages of Entering the
Stream” in order to cross the ocean of birth and death. At the first stage, there
are three forms of practice; “the first thing you should do is to consider the
Great Lord Shiva, Buddhas, and the Guru as one, as the embodiment of the
truth, and to take refuge in them. To take refuge means to learn their teachings,
practice offering and to do service for them.” Second, one “should take refuge
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in the teaching, or the absolute truth” (shinri); and third, one “should take
refuge in the people who are practicing the teaching” (Asahara 1992d: 50).
Asahara thus starts with the traditional Three Treasures (sanbo) of buddha,
dharma (teaching), and samgha (community of monks and nuns), and iden-
tifies them with his own person and organization. The second stage consists
in learning “the teaching over and over,” in listening “to the tapes of my lec-
tures five, ten, or fifteen times, to read [Aum’s journal] Mahayana five, ten, or
fifteen times.” The third stage, then, lies in shattering “our erroneous notions
with the information we have taken in the second stage.” The fourth stage,
finally, is “to put what you have thought into practice” (ibid.). Here, Asahara
identifies Buddhist teaching and practice immediately with that of Aum.

Aum’s shift toward Mahayana Buddhism with the bodhisattva ideal of
universal salvation in 1987–88 indicates its simultaneous opening toward so-
ciety. The development of Asahara’s religious teachings can be understood in
the context of Aum’s relationship and interaction with society at large. We recall
Aum’s legal and public recognition as a religious organization and its partici-
pation in the Lower House elections in 1989–90. However, after it failed to
succeed in the election and owing to other events, Aum leadership became
disappointed with Japanese society. The next step of Aum’s religious develop-
ment has to be seen in this context.

One of Asahara’s main concerns was the fast growth of Aum’s member-
ship. In order to achieve this goal, in his view, the spiritual progress of his
followers had to be accelerated. For this reason, in the spring of 1990 he
introduced the “Tantra-Vajrayana System of Practice,” a form of esoteric Bud-
dhism. For Asahara, this was the “fastest path to attain enlightenment and
higher realization” (Asahara 1992c: 114). In March 1990, Asahara declared:
“Aum Shinrikyo . . . has passed through Hinayana and Mahayana and is now
entering the realm of Tantra-Vajrayana” (Asahara 1991c: 78). Considering the
chronological context for this stage of development, this change took place just
at the time when Aum Shinrikyo experienced its first harsh criticism by society.
In the fall of 1989, the weekly Sunday Mainichi published a series of articles
criticizing Aum members’ practice of “leaving the house” (shukke). Electoral
defeat occurred in February 1990. In August 1990 there were troubles with
neighbors and alleged infractions of the law for constructing buildings in
Namino-son (Kyushu), where Aum Shinrikyo had begun to build the “Lotus
Village” complex. Asahara perceived this criticism as “persecution” (honan),
and he suspected that his electoral defeat was the result of manipulation by
the government.20

During the process of doctrinal changes, Asahara attempted to clarify the
consistency of his teaching by identifying the triad of “Hinayana,” Mahayana,
and Tantra-Vajrayana with Raja Yoga, Kundalini Yoga, and Mahamudra Yoga
(Asahara 1991c: 71). This latest change was also reflected in the publication of
the journal Vajrayana Sacca in the beginning of fall 1994. For him, this shift
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was not so much a break with earlier teachings as a different emphasis while
maintaining continuity. Asahara explained the meaning of Tantric teaching as
follows: “Parents accumulate bad deeds because of their children. They work
hard; they even lie for their children. . . . However, when the children attain
enlightenment and start to save other beings, the bad deeds instantly change
into good deeds. This is a Tantric way of thinking. The parents go to a higher
world because their children could not live if they had not committed bad
deeds” (ibid.: 65). The comparison with the parents’ “white lie” derives from
the Lotus Sutra, which proposes the application of skillful means (hoben) in
order to save sentient beings. This concept certainly was not designed for
abuse, but during the history of Buddhism it occasionally became a justifica-
tion for abuse. According to Asahara, Tantric Buddhism allows the principle
that “the end justifies the means” (cf. AEN April 26, 1996). Asahara proceeds
to reverse the generally acknowledged value system by stating:

If a guru has a crystal clear mind; if a being can see through every-
thing, there will be no lies for him; lies won’t mean anything to
him. We’ve been carrying a lot of ideas with us ever since we were
born. “Good” is one of these ideas and “bad” is also one of these
ideas. Before World War II in Japan, it was considered good to die
for the country; it was good to die for the emperor. But after World
War II under the Peace Constitution and the compulsory educa-
tional system, people have come to think it is nonsense to die for
the country or for the emperor. Why? What I want to tell you is that
ideas are not substantial; they change according to their conditions.
Good and bad also changes according to its conditions. Let’s say some-
one has lied to make someone else practice the teachings of truth.
The fact that he has lied will certainly incur him bad karma; but the
fact that he has guided someone to truth earns him merit. . . . From
a Tantric point of view, it is considered good because you benefit
others at your own sacrifice. (Asahara 1992b: 95)

In reversing established value systems, Asahara goes so far as to justify
murder for religious purpose. As early as January 1987, he reportedly taught
that “the teachings of esoteric Buddhism of Tibet were pretty savage. For in-
stance, when a guru ordered a disciple to kill a thief, the disciple went ahead
and did it as an act of virtue. . . . When your guru orders you to take someone’s
life, it’s an indication that the person’s time is already up. In other words, you
are killing that person at exactly the right time and thereby letting that person
have his poa” (AEN April 26, 1996).

In Tibetan Buddhism, poa designates a ritual performed by a lama in order
to lead the soul of a deceased person to a higher spiritual dimension. In the
beginning of, and publicly throughout, Aum’s development, this term was
used in the conventional meaning.21 Eventually, however, among senior Aum
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leaders poa became a euphemism for murder sanctioned on religious grounds.
In a later speech, Asahara allegedly stated the following: “The end justifies the
means. Let’s say there’s a man whose vices are so many that he is certain to
go to hell when he dies. If an enlightened individual determines that it’s best
to put an end to his life sooner and actually goes ahead and kills him, this act
would be seen as plain murder by society in general. But in the light of our
doctrine, the killing amounts to letting the man have his poa. As such, any
enlightened person will see at once that both the killer and the person to be
killed are going to benefit from the act” (AEN April 26, 1996). Apart from the
inversion of values, the crucial problem is that there is no check on Asahara’s
decisions, because he assumed absolute authority.22

The Japanese media frequently noted with surprise the “scientific” char-
acter of Aum as a religious group. Many young scientists belonged to the
group. With scientific instruments they measured the impact of meditation
practices on practitioners. This aspect, however, was not always characteristic
for Aum. In the beginning, Asahara still believed the popular notion of antag-
onism between religion (or “supranatural power”) and science (Asahara
1991b). According to information from a member who belonged to the early
group of monks and nuns, it was the gifted young scientist Murai Hideo who,
after joining the group, launched the scientific and technological twist in
Aum’s development. The initial yoga practice, performed naturally with the
body, was increasingly supplemented by technical devices such as the electrical
headgear called PSI (Perfect Salvation Initiation), or later by chemical drugs.
The effects of religious practices on the practitioner’s body, for example during
the underground and underwater samadhis, were measured by scientific in-
struments. Aum thus tried to combine religion and science in various ways.
In this respect, Aum is no exception; other Japanese new religions also try to
prove scientifically the effectiveness of their practice and the truth of their
teaching.

The publication of a series of articles treating the theme of religion and
science began in Aum’s journal Mahayana in November 1987 (No. 4: 70 f.)
the series was entitled “Treat the Truth Scientifically: Process of the Creation
of the Universe” (Shinri o kagakka suru: Uchu sosei no purosesu). The articles of
the series were written by an Aum member with the pen name Oumu-shutain,
and were published until November 1988. Oumu-shutain is the Japanese pron-
ounciation of “Aum” and “stein,” derived from the combination of Aum and
Einstein. The author was, in fact, Murai Hideo (cf. Aum Press 1995: 188–255),
who is said to have had a very high IQ.23 In the first article the author claims
that with its “yoga theory” Aum can actually prove the astrophysical “Big Bang
theory” (Mahayana No. 4: 70). The author sees similarities between yoga and
the scientific models of the universe, and draws the conclusion that they are
identical (Mahayana No. 4: 71); in other words, science proves the truth of
religion.
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Another series of articles entitled “Through Academic Verification: True
Religion is Science!” was published in Vajrayana Sacca (No. 1 [August 1994]–
No. 12 [July 1995]). The author Otaki Toshinari claims that the methods of
Aum Shinrikyo and those applied in science conform with each other. He sees
the characteristics of science in first, its logical character of analyzing cause,
condition, and result of a phenomenon; second, its objectivity; and third, its
providing proofs, or the model of theory, test, and verification. These three
characteristics, he says, are shared by Aum’s methodology (Vajrayana Sacca
No. 1: 123–125). Because of the common methodology, he calls a union between
religion and science “true religion” (Vajrayana Sacca No. 3: 155). Asahara once
called the envisaged identity of science and religion “spiritual science” (seishin
kagaku) (Asahara 1995b: 35).

Joyu Fumihiro, who had left a promising career at the National Space
Development Agency in order to become a monk in Aum, underwent, with
others, an “underground samadhi” in a buried airtight container in November
1991 (Shinri Nos. 4 and 5). The data of the impact on the practitioners were
recorded by medico-technical instruments in order to “prove” the supernatural
powers of these religious practices. Thereby Aum intended to provide scientific
proof for gedatsu, the ultimate liberation from the cycle of birth and death.
These tests provided “proof for the truth,” and this meant that “Aum is the
Truth” (Shinri No. 5: 30–32). According to Asahara, this scientific verification
of extraordinary religious experiences served the missionary purpose of per-
suading nonbelievers of Aum’s truth (Monthly Truth No. 15: 29). Thus, science
served as legitimation for Aum’s truth, and it was used as proselytization tool.

Murai, head of Aum’s so-called “Science and Technology Ministry,” which
was later blamed for producing stimulant drugs and poison gas, was not only
attracted by the miraculous world of religion but also had a strong inclination
toward science fiction, the miraculous world of sciences.24 He once expressed
his desire to build a “time machine” and an “almightily creative machine.”25

At this critical borderline between science and science fiction, Asahara (1995d:
266) once remarked, “science fiction becomes science fact.”

As we have said, Asahara initially studied and practiced Chinese divination
and astrology. He was primarily concerned with his own fate, but he also used
his skills for others. Already in the early phase of Aum Shinrikyo, Asahara had
asked Murai Hideo and another member acquainted with astrology to develop
a computer program for fast calculations of star constellations in order to se-
cure 100 percent correct predictions (Asahara 1991a: 131 and personal infor-
mation). In 1988, a horoscope series under the title “Grand Universe Astrol-
ogy” (Dai-uchu sensei-gaku) began to appear in Mahayana (No. 8). Later, the
series was taken up again in the magazines Enjoy Happiness (No. 1, 1992) and
Vajrayana Sacca (No. 1, 1994).

Asahara’s concern with his own fate and that of his followers eventually
extended to that of humankind (Asahara 1991a: 120). His interest in astrology
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and his claim to possess supernatural abilities led him to announce prophecies
of his own. In his early book Cho-noryoku himitsu no kaihatsu-ho (1991b), he
claims that in 1986 he had predicted events such as the eruption of Vesuvius,
the crash of a Japanese airplane, and the earthquake in Mexico, each two to
four weeks in advance.26 Such ability, he explains, resulted from meditation
practice during which he went on so-called astral trips. Trips in the synchro-
nous astral world would enable him to see future events of the phenomenal
world (Asahara 1991b: 275). Asahara continued with his predictions through-
out the following years. The last in the series was the Kobe earthquake of
January 1995 (Asahara 1995c: 80f.). In his book Supreme Initiation, Asahara
predicted in 1987 a nuclear war if certain conditions were not met:

This is my prediction. Japan will gradually suffer from economic dif-
ficulty after economic friction with the United States and European
Countries. It will be triggered off in 1990. However, if AUM has at
least one or two branches in each country of the world by 1993, the
prophecy I will make from now will not come true. Conversely, if
true Bodhisattvas . . . do not gather and AUM does not have two
branches or more in each country by 1993, what do you think will
happen? Japan will rearm herself in 1993. Then a nuclear war is
sure to break out from 1999 to 2003. I Asahara have mentioned the
outbreak of a nuclear war for the first time. (Asahara 1988: 87f.)

Asahara proceeds by arguing: “If a country has many believers in the teachings
of the truth, it won’t have any internal conflicts, and will avoid waging a war
against foreign countries. As such countries increase, the earth will be more
peaceful and secure. . . . If [Aum] spreads all over the world, we can avoid World
War 3 certainly” (ibid.: 92).

Asahara viewed the situation as very serious, but there was still hope for
survival if the conditions he set were met. In 1988, he had begun to study the
Apocalypse of John and subsequently published the book Metsubo no hi
(Doomsday) in 1989. According to his interpretation, practitioners with su-
pernatural powers will be able to survive doomsday. They will be led by a king
from Japan, but this will not be the Japanese emperor.27

Also in 1989, Asahara had begun to study Nostradamus’s Les Centuries
(Asahara, 1992f: 153f.). The first articles on “Nostradamus’s great prophecies”
appeared in the March and April issues of Mahayana (Nos. 20 and 21), in
which they were declared to be the “last truth.” They are explained as a warning
that left only a little time to escape from the pending disaster. In April 1989,
publication of the manga (comic) Metsubo no hi with the subtitle Harmagedon
(sic) followed, an illustration of the “Great Prophecies of the [Book of] Apoca-
lypse.”

Because the text of Nostradamus’s Les Centuries varies according to the
edition, Asahara even traveled with some disciples to France in search of the
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authentic text. The interest of the Aum group focused particularly on the au-
thenticity of the prophecy Ch. X no.72, which reads as follows:

In the year 1999 and seven months,
From the skies shall come an alarmingly powerful king,
To raise again the Great King of the Jacquerie,
Before and after, Mars shall reign at will. (Roberts [1982] 1994: 336)

This verse was frequently interpreted as a prediction of a major catastrophe
such as Armageddon in 1999. However, Asahara maintained that he did not
think that in 1999 humankind would be destroyed but that there would be a
situation close to such a catastrophe, in the midst of which a “new humankind”
would be born; in other words, such a cataclysm would give birth to the “supra-
humankind” that would create a peaceful world (Asahara 1991a: 132, 108).
Asahara claims to share with Nostradamus a mastery of astrology, meditation
(thereby entering a synchronous dimension), and “mystical powers” enabling
him to see the future (ibid.: 41, 44, 46). Therefore, it is only Asahara who can
decipher Nostradamus’s revelations correctly.28

The above verse was the focus of the “Nostradamus boom” in Japan (cf.
Asahara 1991a: 103f.), which was triggered by the science fiction writer Goto
Ben, who had published a series of books on the “Great Prophecies of Nostra-
damus” since 1973.29 The subtitles promise a catastrophic event for humankind
in 1999. The subtitle of the first volume also mentions the “month seven” or
“seven months” of 1999 of the verse of Les Centuries quoted above. Before
Aum, Agon-shu and Kofuku no kagaku had already taken up this subject.30

They also focused on the Nostradamus prediction quoted above (cf. Kisala
1998). The popularity of Nostradamus seems to be connected with the sense
of crisis currently prevalent among Japanese.31

Asahara first employed doomsday predictions in order to warn humankind
and to encourage them to take refuge in Aum. His visions, however, became
more pessimistic when he felt repeatedly rejected by society. In 1990 Asahara
stated: “we are heading for Armageddon. It becomes very clear if you analyze
the situation in the Middle East. Also the coming of Haley’s comet, the frequent
appearances of UFO’s, the Soviet Union’s democratization . . . and so forth . . .
all these incidents . . . are telling us that the world is getting ready for Arma-
geddon. . . . This is why I always say we must think of the way to protect our-
selves. . . . I have decided to build a facility for 1,500 to 2,000 people. . . . Nu-
clear war, bacteriological weapons, chemical weapons, no matter what kind of
weapons should attack us, we must protect ourselves and preserve a place for
our practice” (Asahara 1992b: 103 f.).

Hope for renewal of the world by converting humankind was given up.
Disappointment with society spread, as well as hopelessness (cf. Shinri No. 26:
4–16). The only escape from the impending catastrophe was to practice more
rigorously and to build shelters for protection (Asahara 1992b: 105f.). This



168 martin repp

eschatological mood is also expressed in the architecture of Aum facilities. In
contrast to the luxurious, impressive buildings of other new Japanese religions,
those of Aum looked like factories and were purely functional. Here believers
lived, worked, meditated, and protected themselves by filter devices against
possible gas attacks. At this point, Aum seems to have returned to the intro-
verted practice from which the movement had started. Mahayana Buddhism
and the opening up toward society seemed to have been an unnecessary detour
(cf. Asahara 1992b: 105).

The most comprehensive Aum publication on the impending disaster and
Asahara’s predictions is Hiizure kuni, wazawai chikashi, published a few days
before the Tokyo gas attack in March 1995 (Asahara 1995c). On the back cover
of the English version, Disaster Approaches the Land of the Rising Sun (1995d),
the reader is exhorted to “Survive Armageddon!”—the Third World War. We
further read in this introduction:

This is the prophesied final war which shall surpass all others tech-
nologically and in sheer scale of destruction. The book presents a
detailed picture of future political and economic events, natural dis-
asters, as well as the goals of the worldwide Freemasons conspiracy.
With his divine insight, Master Asahara deciphers astrological charts
and interprets the prophecies of Nostradamus, the Bible, and others.
It includes an explanation of state-of-the-art weapons, some secretly
developed by the superpowers that are more dangerous than nuclear
weapons. Learn protective measures against them. . . . Master Asa-
hara and his followers are preparing for Armageddon by combining
the wisdom of spiritual practice with science, and pave the way for a
new era of peace. (ibid.: back cover copy)

The book starts in the preface with “The War Has Already Begun,” sug-
gesting that the Kobe earthquake in January 1995 was caused by an “earthquake
weapon” (ibid.: vii; cf. 60). It refers to Nicola Tesla’s attempt to create artificial
earthquakes.32 It also quotes a Yomiuri Shinbun article of May 4, 1991, accord-
ing to which “Russian earthquake weapons” were “in the last stage of devel-
opment” (ibid.: vii–x, cf. 58–62). Thus an attack on Japan will become the
beginning of World War III; the real attacker, however, will be the United
States.33 In waging such a war, the United States will try to overcome its eco-
nomic crisis. Nuclear weapons will be employed or, alternatively, the spread of
a false religion (ibid.: 73–81). However, Japan will not be defeated. According
to Asahara, “Nostradamus predicted that Japan will be the leader in the coming
century” (ibid.: 293; cf. 290). According to this scenario, however, only those
Japanese people will survive who are Aum members, because of its unique
combination of religion, science, and technology. Besides conventional protec-
tive measures such as shelters, meditation techniques will help to prevent panic
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and to reduce consumption of oxygen in these small shelters (ibid.: 124, 131).
Also, protection against electronic warfare, biological and chemical weapons,
laser and microwave weapons are discussed (ibid.: 157–169; cf. 108ff.). “The
last resort to surviving an attack,” we read, “is to do the correct practice” (ibid.:
182).

The core of the final war is, according to Asahara, not political or military
but religious. It is a religious war between East and West, between Buddhism
and Christianity. As Asahara says: “Religious wars are breaking out throughout
the world. Christianity is controlling the world, and there is no doubt that it is
persecuting other religions. . . . Everything happens according to the law of the
karma. Those who persecute must be persecuted, and those who oppress must
be oppressed. I am sure that the final religious war on earth will be a confron-
tation between Buddhism and Christianity” (ibid.: 268).

Asahara further clarifies the nature of such a confrontation: “The expres-
sion conflict between Christianity and Buddhism is a metaphor. Actually, the con-
flict is between Buddhism and the people ruled by materialistic desires, be-
lieving in Christianity. This is not Buddhism in the ordinary sense, but a group
with the view that the human realm is maya, an illusion. . . . The conflict will
take place between this group and the group possessed by materialistic desires”
(ibid.: 306).

The predominant tone of this Aum publication is not directed toward ac-
tively initiating Armageddon, but toward one’s own survival and self-
protection. Asahara foresees that Eastern wisdom will not only help people to
survive Armageddon but will also become the basis of the new civilization
(ibid.: 187, 20). Japan will become a “country that makes true religion its ide-
ology” and “will rule the world” (ibid.: 82). Thus, Asahara sees the ultimate
victory of Buddhism to come, and consequently Christianity will vanish, and
the “Christian era will end” (ibid.: 100, 291). The “entire world will change
into Buddhist countries,” and at this time “Aum Shinrikyo will be the center
of the world” (ibid.: 131, 297). Here we encounter a Buddhist kind of funda-
mentalism that is a reaction against Westernization and globalization. Other
new religions in Japan express similar resentments and ideas (cf. Agon-shu
1989: 7f.; Davis 1980: 47–50) Asahara perceived himself as the savior of the
world at the end of the second millennium. What will the situation be after
Armageddon? According to Asahara, “After the Third World War, I imagine
that this world will be filled with love. Every person will overcome his or her
own suffering and work for the good of others” (Asahara 1995d: 133).

Concerning a definite date for the final war, Asahara’s predictions re-
mained vague. Expectation of Armageddon served to strengthen the Aum
members’ consciousness of being the chosen people to survive (cf. Asahara
1991a: 123). This again contributed to widening the gap between the group and
the surrounding society.
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The diversity of Aum’s teachings and practice, ranging from ancient Buddhist
texts to science fiction, or from Mahayana Buddhism to Nostradamus, has led
scholars of religious studies to use terms like “syncretic” or “eclectic” to char-
acterize the movement. This kind of labeling, however, tends to be judgmental,
and does not contribute to a better understanding of Aum’s characteristics.
Most, if not all, religions established by a founder are syncretic or eclectic. It
might be more fruitful to ask instead whether there is a common thread that
binds all the diverse, heterogenuous elements together.

Reviewing Asahara’s and Aum Shinrikyo’s development between 1986
and 1995, we encounter the following major elements: astrology; Daoism; Hin-
duism, especially yoga; Buddhism in the forms of “Hinayana,” Mahayana, and
tantric or esoteric Buddhism; Judeo-Christian apocalyptical traditions; and sci-
ence, science fiction, and technology. Among these diverse elements, in my
view, the common denominator is Aum’s peculiar combination of knowledge
and power. Aum leaders used knowledge to gain power, and exercised and
increased power through constantly acquiring new knowledge.

Application of this hypothesis on the various elements of Aum bears the
following results. First, astrology promises knowledge of personal and global
fate, gives advice to act accordingly, and as such becomes a means to master
fate. Second, Daoism requires much knowledge in its search for immortality,
and, once acquired, knowledge provides powers over aging and death. Third,
Yoga teaching and practice provide the mastery of body and mind, but also of
time and space. It also enables travel in the dimension of the “astral world,”
where one can gain knowledge about future events. Fourth, in Buddhism, the
idea of karma requires certain understanding of the past in order to master
one’s present and future religious fate. Its main focus is to gain practical in-
sight into liberation from the cycle of birth and death, in other words, to master
one’s suffering and transitoriness. Whereas Yoga and “Hinayana” provide
knowledge and power for one’s own individual liberation, Mahayana transmits
wisdom and power for the liberation of humankind. Tantric Buddhism is es-
pecially known for its transmission of esoteric knowledge and powers. Asahara
always stressed the acquisition of supranatural powers (Skt. siddhi, J. chonor-
yoku) in Yoga or the divine powers (shintsuriki) in Daoism and Buddhism.
Asahara (1991b: 3) once pointed out that he had extracted the supernatural
powers from Daoism, Buddhism, esoteric Buddhism, and Yoga, and then had
combined them. Fifth, proper understanding of the Apocalypse of St. John and
Nostradamus’s prophecies reveal future catastrophic events of worldwide
scope. This knowledge, again, is instrumental in finding ways to survive im-
pending disasters. The one who is able to gain knowledge about past, present,
and future has powers over his followers and others, as well. Finally, science
and technology represent the modern skills first to acquire knowledge and then
to put it powerfully into reality. In other words, the intention is to use knowl-
edge and power to rule the world.
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Seen from inside the system, Asahara’s religion is in a certain sense co-
herent. Religious practices, prophecies, science, and technology all “prove” the
truth of his theories and practices. Together they provided the credibility, au-
thority, and “truth” for the Aum followers. Aum’s combination of these differ-
ent elements centered around the core of superknowledge and superpower.
Further, by hiding this core and calling it “secret power” and “secret knowl-
edge” or “wisdom,” Asahara’s authority remained unchallenged within the
group.

In a sense, Aum Shinrikyo is a very modern religion. Through its attempt
to combine religion and science, it tried to become a “scientific religion.” In
the end, however, the whole system boiled down to primitive human instincts.
Since knowledge was used only as a tool for gaining more power, Asahara’s
religion came to be centered on power. Aum is, as Asahara once stated, a
“supernatural-power religion” (chonoryoku shukyo) (Asahara 1991a: 83). Ac-
cording to his writings, this may be called “Asahara’s Aum Shinrikyo.” This
characteristic, however, has to be distinguished from the individual believer’s
perception. Most followers were more concerned with gaining peace of mind
or attaining liberation from suffering (gedatsu) and satori.34 Most of the Aum
members with whom I spoke stressed Buddhist teaching and practice, espe-
cially liberation from suffering and from the cycle of birth and death. When
talking about the acclaimed levitation, the initial source for Asahara’s claim of
supernatural powers, some only smiled and said this could be explained nat-
urally.

Organizational Developments and Criminal Activities

When writing of Aum Shinrikyo, mass media and academic studies normally
begin with its crimes.35 By using such a description, right from its beginning
the group is characterized as heavily corrupt and evil, leaving no room for more
nuanced perceptions of the subject. Thus Aum is portrayed as a violent group
which—“from its earliest days” and with “intrinsic” necessity (Reader 2000:
161, 42)—led to crime and terror. It is clear, however, that such an anachronistic
or ahistorical approach does not do justice to the subject.36

In contrast to such approaches, the present study first portrays Aum’s
development and its religious system, and then provides an outline of the
criminal side. I hereby distinguish between three different layers, namely,
Aum’s religious system (teaching and practice), its social organization, and its
criminal activities. In the first section I introduced Aum as a religious entity,
and in this section I treat its social organization as well as its criminal activities.
I argue that it was its social conflicts with the rest of society that led to radi-
calization and violence of Aum. It was not Aum’s teaching per se or other
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figure 8.2. Aum hysteria. Printed with kind permission by Yamanoi
Norio.

internal factors alone that led to this development, as police, prosecution, and
some scholars suggest.

The following account treats the crimes in the context of Aum’s organi-
zational development. Criminal developments within Aum Shinriko began in
February 1989, when senior members strangled Taguchi Shuji to death. Tag-
uchi wanted to leave the group because he had witnessed the death of another
member caused by rigorous religious training in September 1988 (JT April 25,
1996). The leaders feared that he would leak this information to the press or
police and thereby create obstacles for the official recognition of Aum as a
religious corporation (shukyo hojin). Aum had attempted to apply for this legal
status with the Tokyo Metropolitan Government in 1988; however, because
(according to court hearings) authorities already knew about the troubles be-
tween celibate Aum believers and their parents, they had delayed proceedings.
Before accepting the formal application in March 1989, they visited Aum fa-
cilities in January and February 1989 in order to clarify the problems.37 Aum
received formal recognition only in August 1989. Hence, the first murder in
Aum served to remove what the society perceived as a possible obstacle for its
legal recognition as religious organization.

Soon after Aum’s official recognition, the weekly magazine Sunday Main-
ichi published the first critical media reports of it in a series between October
15 and 29, 1989, entitled Oumu shinrikyo no kyoki (The madness of Aum Shin-
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rikyo). The articles were based on testimonies by relatives of Aum members
and targeted not only strange religious practices such as drinking Asahara’s
blood, but also practices related to Aum’s introduction of celibacy (shukke),
such as individuals donating large amounts of money to Aum or taking their
own children into the new community. These articles put Aum under the
spotlight of public scrutiny for the first time. Henceforth, criticism focused
mainly on Aum’s system of requiring members to leave house and family in
order to dedicate their lives and possessions to religion. Meanwhile, Aum
members perceived these critical reports as “Aum bashing” and “persecution”
(Asahara 1992f: 153).

The first murder target outside Aum became lawyer Sakamoto Tsutsumi,
his wife, and their baby, in late 1989.38 Sakamoto had been representing fam-
ilies of Aum members in order to sue the group at court. He also had given
an interview to Tokyo Broadcasting System (TBS), which was critical of Aum.
TBS gave in to demands of senior Aum members to provide a preview of the
interview. After talks failed to convince the lawyer to stop his criticism, in
November 1989 a group of senior Aum members killed the family in their
apartment and buried them in remote places in the mountains. The Kanagawa
Prefectural Police in charge of this case did almost nothing to investigate the
case because the lawyer’s office had represented a member of the Communist
Party at court, whose telephone had been illegally wiretapped by the same
police some years before. Later, the head of the National Police Agency, Ku-
nimatsu Takaji, admitted that if the police had acted promptly, “the nerve gas
attacks in Matsumoto and on the [Tokyo] subway would not have taken place”
(JT September 9, 1995). Meanwhile, TBS hid its involvement in this tragic
case for over six years until it gave in to public pressure in 1995 and admitted
that it had struck a deal with Aum at that time: In exchange for not airing the
Sakamoto interview, TBS received a special interview with Asahara. If we an-
alyze the first murders inside and outside the group, we have to conclude that
they served the single purpose of protecting Aum as a religious organization
from public interference.

In the winter of 1989–90, Asahara and senior followers participated in the
elections for the Lower House without any success. This failure caused one of
the decisive turning points in the development of Aum. Thereafter, Asahara’s
teaching turned toward Tantra-Vajrayana and doomsday prophecies, and the
gap between Aum and the rest of society deepened further. In May 1990, Aum
bought land in Namino-son in Kyushu to set up housing and workshops in
order to create the Lotus Village. Because of the provocative behavior of the
mostly young followers, conflicts with the people of the village of Namino-son
arose. Subsequently, village authorities did not permit Aum members to reg-
ister as local citizens because they feared a “foreign takeover” of the village.39

Although this reaction is understandable, the refusal of registration was illegal.
In October 1990, the police searched twelve Aum facilities on grounds of al-
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leged infractions of building regulations in Namino-son and arrested several
leading members.40 Aum representatives perceived this as the beginning of
“illegal suppression by the state” and as “persecution.”41 The investigation led
to a court trial. In the end, the conflict was resolved by Aum leaving the place
and the village paying compensation.42

By 1991, Aum Shinrikyo had established eighteen centers in Japan, and
one center each in New York and Bonn (Asahara 1991c: 126). From this time
on, Aum expanded its international activities. In 1991, Asahara traveled widely
in the company of many followers. He visited holy places in India, and was
said to have been invited as a guest of state in Laos; he reportedly was praised
in Sri Lanka as “the only one who can save the world” and received a Buddhist
relic from the prime minister.43 Also in 1991, the first important meeting took
place between Aum representatives and Oleg Lobov, the secretary of the Rus-
sian Security Council, opening the way for its subsequent activities in Russia.
In 1992, Aum began to broadcast its own radio program in Russia (Asahara
1992c: 121, 125), and financially support the newly established Russia-Japan
University, which, however, never functioned as an institution for teaching and
research (AEN May 16, 1995). Also in 1992, Asahara traveled to Moscow, ac-
companied by three hundred followers, and was received by government offi-
cials. In June 1992, the Russian Justice Ministry recognized Aum as an official
religious organization, thereby granting it tax exemption and permission to
proselytize. The first branch office in Moscow was opened in September (ibid.).
It is estimated that in subsequent years Aum gained about thirty thousand
followers in Russia.44

In 1993, Aum purchased a sheep farm in Australia, probably for providing
a safe haven as well as for the purpose of digging uranium.45 In the same year,
Aum founded business enterprises in Japan such as Hasegawa Chemicals,
which made it possible to acquire chemicals in large amounts. It also estab-
lished the company Mahaposha (Mahaposya) for international trade and com-
puter production. Computer parts were imported from Taiwan and assembled
by the cheap labor of Aum members. The computers were sold cheaply in
Aum’s computer stores in Tokyo and Osaka, and the profits contributed con-
siderably to Aum’s income. In its New York branch, Aum was not able to gather
many followers, but from here it purchased sophisticated computer hardware
and software for its scientific activities (Nunn Report 1995: 75–86).

These were Aum’s main organizational developments inside and outside
Japan when, in June 1994, suddenly a poison-gas attack occurred in Matsumoto
(Nagano Prefecture), injuring 147 people and killing 7 (JT April 25, 1996).
Among the victims were judges involved in court proceedings concerning a
building claimed by Aum. This attack shook the sense of public security in
Japan. The man who first reported the incident was treated by the prefectural
police as the main suspect; his wife was badly injured by the gas and is still in
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a coma today. A year later, police and mass media had to apologize to him for
wrongly accusing him of this crime.

On January 17, 1995, the great Hanshin earthquake in the Osaka-Kobe
area occurred, leaving over 5,000 persons dead, more than 26,000 injured,
and over 250,000 homeless. Again, the citizens’ trust in public safety was
tested, and their reliance on government and administration was disappointed
(cf. Repp 1995b). It is in this context of a general mood of anxiety that in the
morning of March 20, 1995, during rush hour, a gas attack was carried out on
five lines of Tokyo Metropolitan Subway, all of them close to government offices
and police headquarters in Kasumigaseki.46 The gas was released from sealed
plastic bags that were opened with the sharpened tip of an umbrella. Approx-
imately 4,000 people were injured, many of them seriously and with long-
lasting effects; twelve persons died.47 One victim, representative of all, de-
scribed his suffering as follows: “I was in hospital for twelve days: vicious
headaches the whole time. No pain-killer worked. I was in agony. The head-
aches would come in waves all day, receding then getting stronger. I also ran
a high fever for two days; as high as 40�C. I had cramps in my legs and trouble
breathing for the first three or four days. It was like there was something stuck
in my throat. Excruciating. My eyes were so bad I’d look outside and see no
light at all. Everything was a blur” (Murakami 2001: 60).

Two days after the Tokyo gas attack, approximately 2,500 armed police,
equipped with helmets, gas masks, and crowbars, searched the Aum facilities
in Kamikuishiki (Yamanashi Prefecture) and at twenty-four other locations.
The event was broadcast live and nationwide by cameramen who had been
waiting for the police at the Aum facilities, since they had been informed by
police well in advance. The search warrants were issued in connection with an
abduction. On February 26, 1995, Aum members had abducted the notary
public Kariya Kiyoshi because he had hidden his sister, an Aum follower, when
Aum pressed her to donate real estate (JT April 23, 1995 and April 25, 1996).
Kariya’s abduction became the official reason for the massive police search of
the Aum facilities. Police later found that he had been killed in Aum facilities
by an overdose of drugs. Right from the beginning, however, the investigation
concentrated on the stockpiles of chemicals, an alleged poison-gas laboratory,
an alleged weapons factory, and other suspicious objects. The investigations
lasted for months.

During the subsequent period, further incidents occurred that the media
quickly connected with Aum Shinrikyo, rightly or wrongly.48 On March 30, for
example, Kunimatsu Takaji, the head of the National Police Agency, was shot
several times when he left his apartment, although he survived. First an Aum
member who was a police officer was suspected (DY October 29 and 31, 1996),
but this story turned out to be a hoax. Even today the Japanese police have not
brought to light the truth about the attempt on the life of Japan’s top police
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chief. Apparently, forces more powerful than Aum or the national police were
at work here. Another striking example of these turbulent times concerns the
murder of Murai Hideo, head of Aum’s science and technology department,
on April 23. A young Korean hired by Yakuza (Japanese gangsters) stabbed
Murai to death as he was about to enter the Aum center in Minami Aoyama,
Tokyo. As it happened, the television network TBS had moved its camera team
at the right time to the right place and filmed the murder live; the camera was
positioned right behind the murderer. Before the actual murder occurred, TBS
had already filmed the future perpetrator waiting for the victim, also zooming
in on his suitcase (containing his knife) with one lock opened. After the stab-
bing, the murderer waited for the police to detain him while his two accom-
plices escaped unnoticed. Although the Korean was sentenced, the Yakuza boss
who had given the orders and paid for it went free. This adds another strange
story to the incidents involving Aum Shinrikyo, media, and police.

The arrest of Asahara himself occurred rather late, on May 16. Again, a
veritable host of journalists and camera teams descended upon Kamikuishiki.49

After several hours of search, police found Asahara hiding in a low-ceilinged
secret chamber in Satian No.6 in Kamikuishiki, the building where he had
once lived with his family, and arrested him. The event became a major media
spectacle.

Later police revealed that Aum members had previously also attacked a
number of individual opponents with VX poison gas between May 1994 and
January 1995 (JT April 25, 1996). Further, the police found that between Oc-
tober 1988 and February 1995 thirty-three Aum members had perished
through accident, suicide, or murder. Besides these, twenty-one followers were
still missing (JT March 3, 1995).

The government treated Aum as organization in the following ways.50 In
October 1995, the Tokyo District Court revoked the religious corporation (shu-
kyo hojin) status of Aum Shinrikyo because of its production of nerve gas (AEN/
JT/MDN October 31, 1995). In December 1995, the Koan (Public Security In-
vestigation Agency), the Justice Ministry, and the government announced a
plan to apply the Antisubversive Activities Law (habo-ho) to Aum, the first time
this law (originally designed for the Communist peril) would ever be used.
However, on January 31, 1997, the Public Security Examination Commission,
which has to approve such a decision, refused to grant approval to outlaw Aum
under the habo-ho, because it considered the group as not dangerous after the
arrest of most of its leaders. (JT February 1, 1997). In another attempt, the
government drafted a Law for Regulating Groups (dantai kisei-ho) in October
1999, specially designed for Aum, as well as another one aimed at confiscating
its assets for redress of its victims.51 The first law allows the Koan to regularly
supervise and restrict Aum activities for three years, and it requires Aum to
submit to the Koan detailed reports of names and addresses of members, lo-
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cations of facilities, amount of assets, and its activities.52 The Lower and Upper
House adopted the two bills in November and December 1999 (JT November
18 and December 3, 1999), and finally the Public Security Examination Com-
mission permitted the application of the new law to Aum on January 31, 2000.
In contrast to its previous decision, this time the commission recognized the
Koan’s claim that the gas attacks in Matsumoto and Tokyo had political reasons:
to create a “nation under the sovereignty” of Asahara and that the “cult follow-
ers still constitute a threat and could commit another indiscriminate mass
murder in the future” (JT February 2, 2000). In an attempt to survive legal
measures, in January 2000 Aum changed its name to Aleph (J. Arephu) (JT
January 17, 2000).

With regard to court rulings for individual Aum members, four of the five
followers who dispersed the poison gas in the subways received the death
penalty, and their drivers and the fifth, Dr. Hayashi Ikuo, were sentenced to
life in prison. Another five members received the death penalty for other mur-
ders or production of poison gas. Most of the sentences are under appeal. (JT
April 25, 2003). In April 2003, prosecutors demanded the death penalty for
Asahara. On February 27, 2004, the court sentenced Asahara to death. Lawyers
will appeal this decision.

In the meantime, towns and villages organized anti-Aum movements in
order to get Aum members out of their residences.53 Furthermore, two of
Asahara’s children were refused acceptance in public school (JT June 29, 1999,
cf. DY April 10, 1999). In several cases Aum members and children of Asahara
were not permitted residency in towns (JT December 22, 1998, and June 29,
1999). The criminal and terrorist attacks became an excuse for violating basic
human rights.

Literature on the Aum Incident

The Japanese literature on the Aum incident is so immense that it requires
separate treatment elsewhere. Articles and books in Western languages are
numerous, as well, but only the most important ones will be introduced here
briefly. The first scholarly articles appearing in 1995 were those of Hardacre
(1995), Shimazono (1995), Young (1995), and Repp (1995a); the first scholarly
book to be published was Reader’s (1996).54 Being aware that categorizations
are generalizations, the following characterizations should be understood as
descriptions of major tendencies. First, I treat studies by religious scholars,
then studies from other backgrounds, such as those of journalists. The reli-
gious studies may be divided roughly among, first, those that tend to portray
and explain the Aum incident mainly through Aum internal factors (such as
its teachings); second, those that tend to treat it more in terms of external
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factors (or its context, such as the contemporary Japanese society); and third,
those that shift the focus from the Aum incident itself to its consequences, its
impact, and the responses it earned.

To begin with the first group of religious studies, Shimazono Susumu’s
thorough article of 1995 has to be mentioned first, not only because of its early
and repeated publication but also because of its influence on subsequent stud-
ies. Shimazono states in the beginning “that an understanding of [Asahara’s]
universe of belief is vital if one is to understand the sect’s subsequent actions”
(382). In the first English book publication on Aum, Ian Reader (1996) does
not pay much attention to this issue; however, in his second, larger book on
this subject he acknowledges Shimazono’s lead by stating “that the seeds of
Aum’s violence were more deeply rooted in its basic doctrines, in the move-
ment’s image of itself, in its self-proclaimed mission and the personality of its
founder” (2000: 4). 55 As Shimazono had already traced the subsequent phases
of Aum’s teachings from Yoga to Tantra-Vajrayana, Reader pays attention es-
pecially to the latter. He analyzes parts of a textbook on Vajrayana, consisting
of sermons Asahara gave between August 1988 and April 1994, which were
restricted to advanced Aum followers. Reader relates the developments of this
teaching to parallel developments of Aum toward violence and terror, and
thereby covers the crucial later period of Aum’s developments. Reader’s second
study, though, suffers from an artificial alternative he states in the beginning:
“My concern is not so much what happened as why it did” (2000: 2). Conse-
quently, interpretations, assumptions, and speculations overshadow the factual
side of his study.56 In stressing that the Vajrayana teachings were the main
cause for Aum’s violent developments, particularly the legitimation of murder
by the term poa, Reader and Shimazono are arguing in the same line as the
public prosecutor in the Asahara court case.57 Still, both authors also admit to
a limited degree the involvement of social factors in the developments leading
to the Aum incident, such as the attacks by mass media and anti-Aum move-
ments. Shimazono concludes his study by broadly blaming the influence of
too much “freedom” in Japan’s postwar society (1995: 411–414). What he
means, is not freedom but libertinism. Both authors, however, put the empha-
sis clearly on internal factors.

Those authors who focus on Asahara’s teaching and personality as main
factors for the Aum incident tend to neglect two other internal factors, probably
because they are activated only through interlinkage with external factors.
These two factors are celibacy and the young age of most leading Aum mem-
bers. First, Aum’s system of shukke (celibacy) clearly challenged established
society as well as Buddhism in Japan, which has neglected this practice since
the Meiji Restoration. From early on, Richard Young pointed out this factor of
celibacy when he wrote: “Wherever the world and its ways have been rejected
and a separate community of renunciates has been established, Buddhism—
or whatever goes by that name—has been denounced as economically unpro-
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ductive and the Buddhist monks who have been sexually unreproductive have
been traduced as unfilial. Productivity and reproductivity are the essential in-
gredients of the pervasive musubi (growth) mentality one finds in Japan. Aum
was obviously a threat to both” (1995: 239f.).

A second, equally neglected factor for the growing conflict between Aum
and the rest of society was the simple fact that most of its leadership consisted
of young people, who were acting according to their specific mind sets. This
factor again has two aspects; one is the behavioral pattern of this age group,
the other is the worldview (or worldviews) characteristic of young people in
contemporary Japan. An important factor leading to the Aum incident is that
most Aum members were young people who lacked the experience of what
Japanese call shakai-jin (person of society), that is someone who had grown out
of the “easy life” of young people and learned to behave according to the rules
of established society.58 The resulting inability to solve conflicts in a mature
way contributed significantly to the emergence and aggravation of conflicts
with families, neighbors, and civil authorities.59 This problem can also be de-
scribed as the inability to communicate understandably or to take the other’s
concerns into account for one’s own actions (Repp 2003: 60–62).

The other aspect is the worldview of young people in contemporary Japan.
One approach interpreted the Aum incident from the context of Japanese con-
temporary pop or youth culture. Besides attempting to understand the Aum
incident from the perspective of scholars (that is, what they think about Aum),
an approach from the point of view of peers of Aum members, the so-called
Aum generation, sheds new light on the case (cf. Repp 1997c). In respect to
manga (comics) and popular literature, Miyai Rika (1997) and Maeda Daisuke
(1997) demonstrated that there exists a certain rationale underlying the behav-
ior and acts of Aum members, and that they are not as unintelligible as gen-
erally portrayed. Stimulated by their approach, I have further pursued studies
of manga as expressions of, and factors for, the patterns of thinking and acting
of young people in contemporary Japan (Repp 1997b and [revised and
abridged] 2000). Viewed in such context, the Aum incident loses some of its
seemingly strange and enigmatic aspects, and instead begins to make some
sense.60

Besides the studies emphasizing internal factors are those that tend to
focus on external factors. My own studies (Repp 1995, 1996, 1997a and b,
2001, 2003) belong to this category. Although I do not deny the significance
of internal factors in the Aum incident, I also take into account external ones
such as contemporary Japanese society, media, police, other religions, and pop
culture. For this reason I attempt to apply more complex, interactive models,
treating Aum as a challenge and response to contemporary society and relig-
ions. Viewed in the broader context of Japanese society and religions, where
violence and murder occur frequently, the Aum incident does not appear to be
unique, as it is generally portrayed, but represents rather the visible tip of an
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iceberg. It was only the two poison-gas attacks that transformed the Aum in-
cident from a criminal affair to a terrorist threat.

Among the external social factors leading to the Aum incident, the short-
comings of the media were treated by Hardacre (1995), Repp (1997a), and
Gardner (1999, 2002a). Hardacre focuses on the Japanese mass media’s sen-
sationalistic and one-sided reporting of the Aum incident, their over-reliance
on police sources (thereby becoming a mouthpiece of the police), lack of in-
vestigative journalism, and violation of the principle that the “accused are in-
nocent until proven guilty.” Two significant (though much-neglected) attempts
to counter the one-sided and sensationalistic mass media reporting on Aum
were the films by director Mori Tatsuya; his films A and A 2 are discussed by
Richard Gardner (1999 and 2002a).61 In contrast to ordinary media, which
view Aum from outside in, Mori turns the camera’s view from inside Aum to
the outside, showing the human side of its spokesman and the intimidation
by camera crews of mainline media as well as the law-breaking tactics and
mean behavior of Koan officers trying to arrest Aum members by illegal
means. Another grave problem concerns the TBS scandal (cf. Repp 1997a: 68–
77), and TBS’s involvement in the murder of Murai, as discussed above. An
analysis of these cases suggest that media conspired in, and contributed to,
the Aum incident.

Another exterior social factor contributing to the Aum incident is the neg-
ligence by police and other civil authorities, especially in the cases of the mur-
der of the Sakamoto family and the gas attack in Matsumoto. Analyses of these
failures were conducted by Repp (1997a: 77–79) and Hughes (2001).

An innovative study of the Aum incident is Gardner’s investigation
(2002b) of Japanese comic or satiric short poems (senryu) by ordinary people
published in main newspapers between March and May 1995. In these poems,
Japanese critically portray the Aum incident with irony and common sense in
the context of history62 and aspects of contemporary Japanese society,63 such
as police,64 politics,65 and media.66 In contrast to the stereotypes produced by
mass media, these poems, with engagement and detachment at the same time,
provide an alternative approach to come to grips with the Aum incident, or, in
a way, to make sense of its senseless.67 It further illustrates the impact of the
Aum incident on the daily life of ordinary citizens, including the most banal
issues.68 One senryu summarizes the enigma and contradictions of the Aum
incident: “Massive search of and reporting on Aum: it seems like I understand
but I don’t” (Gardner 2002b: 46).

Finally, in connection with the external factors leading to the Aum inci-
dent, Aum’s activities abroad also have to be mentioned. This became one
important topic of Aum research. Aum in Russia was treated first by Yulia
Mikhailova (1996), and then featured in Japanese Religions by Alexander Ka-
banoff (2001) and Galina Krylova (2001). Aum’s involvement in Australia is
treated in my own study (2003), in which I paid special attention to the peculiar
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behavioral patterns of Aum members. Behavior in a foreign country becomes
amplified and therefore more easily recognizable. Thus, some strange scenes
in Australia, India, and Sri Lanka reveal the comic aspect of Aum. In this
connection it must be mentioned that Gardner’s (2002) humorous approach
is the first of its kind. This is important because most studies treat the tragic
side of the Aum incident. However, a humorous approach may contribute
considerably to attempts to “making sense of all the nonsense.” Thus, cartoons,
comics, and poems (senryu) pose significant material for research of the Aum
incident.69

Apart from these studies treating the Aum incident itself are those that
focus on the consequences of and reactions to the Aum incident. Robert Kisala
(1995) collected responses to the Aum incident by religious organizations in
Japan. The incident triggered massive public criticism of religion in general.
Another consequence was the “anticult” movement, which became established
in Japan through American influence; Watanabe Manabu (1997) documented
this development.

The legal implications of the Aum incident are featured in an issue of
Japanese Religions. Here, John LoBreglio (1997) translated the revised Law for
Religious Corporations (shukyo hojin-ho), and compared it with the original law
of 1951. Yuki Hideo (1997) analyzed the new law, and Kisala (1997, cf. 1995)
presented the reactions of religious bodies to these revisions. In a different
publication, Mark Mullins (1997) also wrote about the political and legal re-
sponses to the Aum incident. Later legal developments, such as the Law for
Regulating Groups (dantai kisei-ho) designed for Aum, as well as the court trials
of leading Aum members, were treated in an article of mine (Repp 2001).

Kisala and Mullins (2001) recently published a collection of articles under
the title Religion and Social Crisis in Japan—Understanding Japanese Society
through the Aum Affair. Most of the contributions had been previously pub-
lished, and, as the title suggests, rather than explaining the Aum incident itself
most articles focus on its impact on Japanese society.

To conclude this section on religious studies of Aum, the roles of religious
scholars themselves have to be mentioned. First, there is the problem of value
judgments continually creeping into scholarly treatises. Michael Pye (1996:
261) was the first to take up this problem when he stated, “Aum Shinrikyo
looks set to become a textbook case for considering the relationship between
a descriptive approach to the study of religion and the need for critical aware-
ness and evaluation.” It is also striking that Japan’s liberal religious scholars
are not well represented in Japanese or (subsequently) in foreign publications.
We have observed that mainstream Japanese and consequently foreign schol-
arship tends to focus either on internal factors or on (secondary) consequences.
Conspicuous in both approaches is the neglect of external factors behind the
Aum incident. One reason is the silence of liberal scholarship in the Aum case.
Its representatives, such as Ikeda Akira, for example, had voiced their critical
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opinion in previous conflicts between Aum and society. After March 1995,
however, mass media forced them to be silent. Therefore, Japanese religious
research on Aum was not balanced, and consequently it was not well repre-
sented in English publications. Hence, important issues such as human rights
violations against Aum members are not mentioned in mainstream
publications. James Lewis (1999) shed light on this problem by publishing
essays of Japanese human rights advocates.

This leads us from religious scholarship to “secular” treatises. The first
attempt to draw a comprehensive picture of the Aum incident from a political
perspective by focusing on the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction
was the so-called Nunn Report, compiled for a hearing at the U.S. Senate
Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, on October 31 and November 1,
1995. This report covers the development of Aum and its beliefs, its member-
ship and social structure, its financial operations, its production of chemical
and biological weapons as well as of drugs, its crimes, and its activities over-
seas. Given the relatively short and early time of compilation, this report pro-
vides a comprehensive account of the Aum incident.

In contrast, the account by D. W. Brackett (1996) portrays Aum in a one-
sided manner. The same must be said of the book by the journalists David
Kaplan and Andrew Marshall (1996), even though they provide a lot of detailed
information on the Aum incident in Japan and worldwide. Because these books
are written in sensationalist style and do not provide sources, they are of not
much use for scholarly purposes. They also violate the principle that the “ac-
cused are innocent until proven guilty,” before courts hand down their ver-
dicts.70

A similar one-sided approach is that of the psychiatrist Robert Lifton, who
tries to come to grips with the Aum incident through his brainwashing theory.
Relying heavily on other researchers, resource persons, and translators, he tries
to make sense through his psychological approach. Considering the insuffi-
ciency of his brainwashing theory, at least in our context, his interpretative
framework remains questionable.71 The lack of reference to sources and the
continuous value judgments make it equally difficult to use for scholarly re-
search.

Finally, in contrast to these sensationalist and one-sided books, the novelist
Murakami Haruki (1997) published interviews with victims and survivors of
the gas attack in Tokyo, which later appeared as an English translation (in
hardcover in 2000) together with interviews with some Aum members. This
sober-minded and sobering account of the victims’ side represents another
innovative approach in dealing with the Aum incident. The victims’ voices have
been much neglected in studies of the Aum incident. Moreover, Murakami’s
courage in adding statements by Aum members in the English edition, thereby
juxtaposing the conflicting sides, creates a unique book.
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Factors Leading to the Aum Incident

In conclusion, a summary of the findings above suggests lines for future re-
search. In the analysis of the Aum incident, we observed internal factors as
well as external ones. The internal factors consist of Asahara’s personality and
his charisma, his teachings, and his followers, who formed the religious group
Aum Shinrikyo, which supported him and depended on him and his teachings.
The dynamic interaction between guru and disciples consisted in mutual de-
pendency on the one hand, and on the other hand in mutual enforcement,
though in different form and to different extents on both sides. Asahara’s
teachings changed according to changing circumstances; they served as (sec-
ondary) legitimation (for example, for murder), but then they also gave im-
pulses for new actions. Thus, the Aum teachings have to be considered as both
a reactive, secondary factor and as an active, primary factor.

The social structure of the group consisted of a strict authoritarian hier-
archy, with Asahara on the top and the leading members directly below him.
Information had to flow freely from the bottom to the top, but was strictly
controlled in its flow from top to bottom. Horizontal communication of infor-
mation among individual followers or working units was discouraged or pro-
hibited. Individual members, especially those of the leading group such as
Murai or Hayakawa, contributed considerably to the direction and functioning
of the group. Last, but not least, the inability to communicate with society
outside the group also contributed to escalation of the conflict.

Next we have to consider the external factors. It is no accident that a group
like Aum originated and flourished in Japan during the bubble economy and
postbubble periods, characterized by material wealth and spiritual emptiness,
dissolution of families and loneliness, an education system that tolerated bul-
lying (ijime), and did not foster independently thinking persons. Pop culture
such as anime (animated films) and manga (comics) formed the mindsets of
young people in brutal as well as in idealized forms. Established religions were
not able to attract young people and speak their language. Those were all direct
or indirect factors that played a role in the forming of Aum itself. There were
also a number of contributing factors for the Aum incident. Media attacked
Aum from early on in an aggressive and sensationalistic way that provoked
corresponding reactions. The anti-Aum movements, certainly an indispensable
group for a democratic society, involuntarily contributed to the escalation in
certain ways. Religious groups in Japan were also, at least indirectly, involved
through their demand for maintaining privileges without fulfilling social re-
sponsibilities accordingly. In this respect, Aum fits in perfectly with most of
the other religious groups. Moreover, the reluctance of police to investigate
Aum at the proper time was caused, it is said, by fear that other religious
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organizations would protest against an alleged interference in religious free-
dom. Also, the political orientation of the police prevented necessary actions,
as the case of the Sakamoto family demonstrates. There were many other cases
in which police did not take action in time, beginning with the first disap-
pearance of members72 up the Matsumoto gas attack. Thus, incompetence of
the police certainly was a contributing factor for Aum’s continuation and es-
calation of violence and murder. There were a number of other failures by civil
authorities, such as the fire department’s failure to check the Aum facilities in
Kamikuishiki, which was full of chemicals at the time, or the government’s
lack of control of the large chemical trade in Japan, a point raised in the Nunn
Report. Also the Yakuza cooperated by selling drugs imported or produced by
Aum. Further, the Aum incident also could have not happened without various
forms of international cooperation. Prominent political and religious figures
recognized Asahara and Aum, thereby enhancing his authority and supporting
his organization. Related issues are the political background and the economic
side of the Aum incident, both nationally and internationally, which were fully
exposed by neither police nor the court.

The Aum incident certainly occurred because Asahara and his followers
were its major agents; however, it could occur only because of a broad variety
of cooperating, contributing factors. The Aum incident is too complex to be
grasped sufficiently by monocausal explanations. It is precisely the complex
interaction of various factors that made it happen as it did. Future research on
Aum, therefore, has to elaborate more precisely the specific interaction of in-
ternal and external factors that in combination led to the Aum incident.

Abbreviations

AEN Asahi Evening News
DY Daily Yomiuri
JT Japan Times

MDN Mainichi Daily News

notes

The author is coordinator of the Interreligious Studies in Japan Program at the NCC
Center for the Study of Japanese Religions (Kyoto). He would like to thank Dr. Mon-
ika Schrimpf (Tokyo) and Prof. John Dougil (Kyoto) for helping to edit the manuscript
and correct the English.

1. According to Japanese custom, the first name follows the family name.
2. Mainichi Shinbun (May 16, 1995, evening ed.); cf. Asahi Shinbun (May 16,

1995, evening ed.); Kiriyama 1995b, 9–24; Asahara 1991b: 36–43.
3. Books on yoga by Sahoda Tsuruji also exerted some influence (Asahara 1991b:
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44f.). Motoyama Hiroshi and Oki Masahiro contributed to the popularity of yoga in
Japan in the 1980s. At this time Rajneesh’s movement was also active in Japan. Asa-
hara’s long hair and the Indian-style clothes (kurta) of Aum monks and nuns illus-
trate the Indian influence.

4. Cf. Asahara 1991b: 22ff. Kiriyama’s (1973) book Nenriki was influential for the
popularity of the term “supernatural power.”

5. Asahara understands hermits to be “people who are spiritually evolved and
have supernatural power” (Asahara 1992c: 79). The word aum (also written om) is
used as a mantra. According to Miller (1996: 37), “AUM is the primordial sound. . . .
It expresses ultimate reality—in the cosmos, in the Lord of Yoga [Shiva], and in the
individual.”

6. Asahara 1993a: ix; cf. 32; Asahara 1992f: 151, Vajrayana Sacca No. 9: 36.
7. Personal information by a member of this time.
8. JT May 17, 1995. This custom is based on seimei handan (judging one’s fate

according to one’s name); the number of strokes in the Chinese characters is sup-
posed to reveal and determine one’s fate.

9. Asahara 1992f: 154. Agon-shu also claims to have received a Buddhist relic
from Sri Lanka’s President Jayewardene, which has been venerated since 1986
(Reader 1988: 242).

10. Asahara 1991c: preface. According to him, a Buddha is one who is able to
solve problems such as “How should we live this life? Is there life after death? What
is real happiness?” (ibid.).

11. Asahara 1993b: 105. Identifications with Buddha, Shiva, and later also with
Christ (Asahara 1992f ) seem offensive to Westerners. In Asia, the idea of an avatar, a
person embodying a deity, is more common. A recent example in Japan is Okawa
Ryuho, the founder of Kofuku-no-kagaku (Science of Happiness), who claims to be a
living buddha and an incarnation of other deities.

12. For reports on the unconventional election campaign, see Mahayana No. 27:
145–154, and Young 1995: 232f.

13. In the fall of 1989, he reportedly declared himself to have “become a spiritual
dictator, a dictator of the world” (JT April 12, 1995).

14. Aum delivered its message in contemporary forms. Like other new religions
in Japan, it employed modern media for propagation, such as animated films (anime)
and comic books (manga) that appealed to young people (cf. Asahara 1992a).

15. These statements concerning the motives for joining Aum and its attraction
are confirmed by a questionnaire conducted by Aum Shinrikyo among six hundred
members after the Aum incident in March 1995 (Vajrayana Sacca No. 12: 21ff.). Its
results are as follows. 1. Reasons to join Aum: 273 respondents had read Aum books
(46 percent); 171 were introduced by friends or relatives. 2. At the time of entering
Aum, 341 persons had been in distress (58 percent); 245 did not feel afflicted (41 per-
cent). 3. When entering Aum, 223 persons hoped to gain inner stability, greater spiri-
tuality, and reform of themselves (38 percent); 111 desired liberation or enlightenment;
91 expected to attain “supernatural power.” 4. Concerning the reason for having faith
as lay members, 194 persons agreed with the teaching (33 percent); for 144 experience
due to religious practice was important; for 117 the reason was Asahara, and for 97
other disciples were significant.
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16. MDN March 17, 1995. This text is also printed on a sheet of paper that was
put as a “message” for his followers in an envelope and attached to the last page of
the January 15, 1995, edition of Asahara’s Seishi o koeru.

17. According to the Yoga Sutra, this practice leads to samadhi (cf. Feuerstein
1989, and Miller 1996, 60). In Buddhism, samadhi denotes the mental state of a
unity between subject and object experienced in intensive meditation practice, as well
as meditation techniques leading to this state.

18. See for example Brackett 1996: 118.
19. Asahara gave lectures about the Agama Sutras and other sutras that were

published in Genshi butten kogi. In the preface (December 1989), Asahara (1990: 1, cf.
10–12) states that “Hinayana” forms the basis of Aum, and that Mahayana, Vajrayana,
and Tantric Buddhism derive from it. Contemporary academic studies do not use the
term Hinayana (small vehicle) because of its negative connotation; instead, they use
the self-denotation Theravada. Aum normally uses the term “Hinayana,” and I write
it here with quotation marks.

20. Asahara 1990: 1; 1992f: 153; 1995d: 14, 247; DY May 17, 1995. Cf. Vajrayana
Sacca No. 9: 26, 105ff.

21. See, for example, Mahayana No. 1: 103ff. and No. 35: frontispiece; Asahara
1995a: 72; also personal information from Aum members.

22. In the history of Buddhism, murder for religious reasons was frequently jus-
tified. During the Meiji period, for example, the prominent Zen priest Shaku Soen
wrote: “Even though the Buddha teaches not to take another’s life, he also teaches
that all sentient beings through the exercise of infinite compassion will be united and
thereby obtain final and ultimate peace. As means toward the harmonizing of the in-
compatible, killing and war are necessary” (Ketelaar 1990: 171).

23. Cf. the articles on Murai in JT Weekly, April 29, 1995, and May 27, 1995.
24. See Thomas Caldwell, “Foundation and AUM-pire” in JT Weekly, May 27,

1995. Cf. Asahara 1995d: 20, 71, 136, 188, 280f.; Asahara 1995e: 262f.
25. Aum Press 1995: 185f. One of Murai’s favorite books was Richard Bach’s

Jonathan Livingston Seagull, which treats the idea of overcoming the limits of space
and time.

26. Asahara 1991b: 111f. For other prophesies, see Asahara 1992f: 151; Mahayana
No. 4: 64–69, and No. 16: 10–16.

27. Asahara 1989a: 18, 179f. A similar nationalistic vision can be found in Sukyo
Mahikari, which expects its members to become the “top class” of a renewed civiliza-
tion arising out of a global disaster. The new society will unite religion and govern-
ment; it will become a “glorious theocratic society of the future.” And “Japan will fi-
nally be recognized as the spiritual center of the world, the Japanese as the dominant,
chosen race” (quoted in Davis 1980: 49, 50).

28. Asahara 1991a: 55, 146. It may seem strange that a Buddhist group took
over millennial or apocalyptic ideas from the Judeo-Christian tradition, because
similar ideas exist in Buddhism (“end of the dharma” [mappo], belief in the future
Buddha Maitreya). For young Japanese, however, the Buddhist concepts sound old-
fashioned.

29. See Goto [1973] 1994, [1979] 1984, [1981] 1991, and his numerous subse-
quent publications.



aum shinrikyo and the aum incident 187

30. For Agon-shu, see Kiriyama (1981, 1995a) and Irokawa (1990); for Kofuku
no kagaku, see Okawa (1988, 1991).

31. Yamashita (1998: 140) writes: “According to newspaper statistics, in the early
1990s, approximately 70–80% of business men reported that they wanted the end of
the world to come.”

32. For this topic see JT Weekly, July 1, 1995.
33. In order to understand the how such a scenario was drawn, one has to con-

sider the lingering resentment of Japanese people against America caused by defeat
during World War II and, more recently, by the effects of globalization. America rep-
resents the “West” in general (cf. Asahara 1995d: 36). This resentment is also ex-
pressed in the form of anti-Christian sentiments, because Christianity is seen as the
basis of Western civilization.

34. According to an internal questionnaire, the motive of acquiring supernatural
powers ranked only in third place among Aum members (Vajrayana Sacca No.
12: 23).

35. Cf. Brackett 1996, Kaplan and Marshall 1995, Reader 1996 and 2000.
36. A related perception is that internal factors, such as Asahara’s personality

and teachings, are considered to have been the main cause for the violent develop-
ments. For more detailed discussion see the sections on “Literature on the Aum Inci-
dent” and “Factors Leading to the Aum Incident” below.

37. Mainichi Shinbun-sha Shakai-bu 1997: 101–104. According to MDN (March
28, 1997), Aum attempted in 1987 to apply for this legal status. Because Reader’s ac-
count (2000: 143, 146, 161) provides inaccurate dates, he underestimates the pressure
on Aum during this time and reaches wrong conclusions concerning the murder of
Taguchi.

38. For early accounts of the family’s disappearance by an acquaintance of Saka-
moto, see Egawa 1995a: 8–24, and 1995b: 25–113.

39. For a detailed account of the events in Namino-son by local media, see Ku-
mamoto Nichinichi Shinbunsha 1995.

40. This was the first and only police search of Aum before March 1995.
41. Asahara 1992f: 153; cf. Vajrayana Sacca No. 9: 36–39. Many authors dismiss

this claim as persecution complex, paranoia, and so on. Reader (2000: 247, cf. 190,
and 1996: 9), for example, declares that Aum’s talk of “persecution and conspiracy
were perceptions rather than realities.” But even states of mind have to be taken seri-
ously as certain forms of (inner) realities which, in turn, may subsequently create
outer realities—for which Aum is a striking example.

42. AEN May 16, 1995; DY and JT May 17, 1995. The incident of Namino-son
set the basic pattern of subsequent interactions between Aum and society until today.
In their attempts to acquire or rent property, Aum representatives frequently provide
wrong data (names) for fear of refusal. Once Aum members move into a new facility,
they often behave inconsiderately toward neighbors and community, thereby causing
negative reactions. Neighbors and/or communities then organize movements to drive
Aum members out of these facilities, and/or municipal authorities do not accept ap-
plications for residency. Both types of action are illegal and violate human rights.

43. Asahara 1992f: 154; Shinri No. 20: 28–35. Cf. Repp 2003: 63.
44. The Aum-Russia connection poses crucial questions such as: Who intro-
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duced Aum to the top politicians in the Kremlin? and what was the real purpose and
function of the Russia-Japan University? Hayakawa Kiyohide’s activities in Russia
consisted of weapons trade and transfer of military technology. However, neither the
Russian nor the Japanese authorities ever revealed the true nature of Aum’s involve-
ment in Russia. For Aum in Russia, see the Nunn Report 1995: 58–68; Kabanoff
2001; Krylova 2001.

45. For Aum’s involvement in Australia, see Repp 2003.
46. Most journalists and scholars uncritically accept the claim by police that the

gas was sarin. This was never confirmed independently, however. The claim is prob-
lematic for the following reasons: sarin is heavier than air (therefore it should not be
released from the ground, as it was), does not have the odor that the victims reported,
is not persistent (as it was), and causes symptoms different from those that the vic-
tims suffered. Cf. John Parker, “Tabun, It’s Tabun” (JT Weekly April 1, 1995); Yoichi
Clark Shimatsu, “The Rashomon Riddle” (JT Weekly, April 1, 1995); and “Zettai Ta-
bun” (JT Weekly, May 27, 1995).

47. See the description of events according to the state prosecutor’s indictment
in Mainichi Shinbun Shakai-bu 1996: 53–75, and Kyodo Tsushin-sha Shakai-bu 1997:
239–253. For summarized English translations see JT April 25, 1996, and AEN April
26, 1996. Cf. Hayashi 1998: 373–452.

48. Mass media sensationalistic reporting played an important role in creating
the Aum hysteria. For a critical account of the media in this connection, see Asano
1996: 17–32, and 1997.

49. As usual, TBS topped the list with 660 newspeople deployed, while NTV
had 400 engaged, and NHK 300 (JT May 18, 1995).

50. For this and the following paragraph, see Repp 2001a for more details and
analyses of the legal aspects of the Aum incident until about 2000.

51. The proper name of the first law is Musabetsu dairyo satsujin koi o okonatto
dantai no kisei ni kan-suru horitsu (Law for regulating groups which committed indis-
criminate mass murder). It is also inofficially known as Oumu tokubetsu rippo (Special
law for Aum) and Oumu shinpo (New law for Aum).

52. JT October 30, 1999. Critical voices were also heard. The head of the Na-
tional Public Safety Commission, Hori Kosuke, stated: “Compared with the Public Se-
curity Investigation Agency, police are far greater in their number and will serve to
investigate more effectively.” Sakamoto’s mother-in-law commented: “Had police
done their job properly, current laws could have prevented the tragedies. So I can’t
approve of the bill” (JT January 3, 1999).

53. JT December 22, 1998; February 3, June 19, and July 10, 1999; cf. note 42
above.

54. To my knowledge, no scholarly studies on Aum in English appeared before
the Aum incident in 1995.

55. The title and subtitle of Reader’s second book, Religious Violence in Contempo-
rary Japan—The Case of Aum Shinrikyo (2000), resemble to a remarkable degree
those of my article “Religion und Gewalt im gegenwartigen Japan—Der Fall Aum
Shinrikyo” (1996).

56. To present only one example: Reader (2000: 39) attempts to explain Asa-
hara’s assumed name by the practice of Buddhist monks, who receive new names in
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ordination. However, Asahara himself never had a Buddhist name. Rather, he did so
on the grounds of seimei handan (see note 8).

57. Cf. Kyodo Tsushin-sha Shakai-bu 1997: 233; Mainichi Shinbun Shakai-bu
1996: 47f. In other words, this is not a very trustworthy analysis, considering the fact
that Japanese police and public prosecution provided only very sparse and selective
information on the Aum incident to the public. Shimazono is a professor at Tokyo
University, an institution whose main task is considered by a number of Japanese
scholars not to pursue, first of all, academic research and education per se, but to
provide the government with information and young civil servants.

58. An Aum member who had the experience of a shakai-jin called my attention
to this point. I have elaborated this issue in a recent publication (Repp 2003: 56–58,
62–64).

59. The statement “compromise is crime” (JT June 29, 1999) by young people
in an unrelated conflict with adults illustrates the basic attitude.

60. Daniel Metraux’s (1999) book on Aum and Japanese youth relies heavily on
previous studies and lacks original research; contains many mistakes in quotations
(26, 70, 82) and in spelling of basic technical terms (75, 76); neglects references (79
[cf. Repp 1997b: 22], 82); tends to conceal its reliance on previous research (24–26,
cf. Repp 1995: 233–235); and confuses quotations from primary sources with those
from secondary texts (70, cf. Repp 1997b: 21).

61. Even though Gardner’s studies belong to the next category below, I include
them here because they treat the media.

62. “Aum is imitating the Imperial Japanese Army in waging bacteriological
warfare”; “There was a time when all one hundred million Japanese were brain-
washed” (Gardner 2002b: 40, 51).

63. “As a result of the love of money and material things, we have a society
where Aum lives”; “Even without headgear, I am controlled by my wife”; “Home every-
day now as a householder, I am hated by my wife”; “I relax when they don’t praise
my child for being an excellent student” (Gardner 2002b: 50, 55, 52, 54).

64. “I am worried about where the police are storing all the dangerous sub-
stances seized from Aum”; “Television talks too much, police are too silent” (revised
according to original); “They could not find a reason to arrest my husband too” (Gard-
ner 2002b: 49, 54, 50).

65. “A government that can handle neither natural disasters nor man-made dis-
asters”; “Aum got enough religious donations to make even a politician jealous”
(Gardner 2002b: 44, 53).

66. “Brainwashed by Aum specials with high ratings”; “All the television chan-
nels have been abducted to Kamikuisiki”; “Television has put headgear on us” (Gard-
ner 2002b: 41, 45, 50).

67. “With their headgear removed, they return to being the children of humans”
(Gardner 2002b: 45).

68. “Ever since that day, I never get sleepy on the train”; “Noticing some news-
papers on the overhead rack, I change my seat”; “With no one leaving the newspaper
on the train anymore, my daily expenses have gone up” (Gardner 2002b: 47, 43, 45).

69. See the cartoons by Yamai Norio in Repp (1997a), which comment on the
incident better than any learned treatise.
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70. Useful publications by investigative journalists can be found in Japan Times
Weekly in 1955.

71. See note 66 and Repp 1995a: 242f.
72. Egawa (1995a: 8) writes that parents searching for their children approached

her, a journalist, and the lawyer Sakamoto because the police did not assist them.
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The Falun Gong: A New
Religious Movement in
Post-Mao China

David Ownby

Falun Gong is without doubt controversial. Created in 1992 by Li
Hongzhi, an obscure former clerk and trumpet player from north-
east China, Falun Gong was part of the “qigong boom,” a larger mass
movement that attracted perhaps two hundred million followers
throughout China in the 1980s and 1990s. As part of this move-
ment, Falun Gong grew rapidly, claiming to have drawn tens of mil-
lions of practitioners within a relatively short time.

In late April 1999, some ten thousand Falun Gong followers
surrounded the headquarters of the Chinese Communist Party at
Zhongnanhai, in Beijing, in a stunning nonviolent protest—the
largest since the student democracy movement in Tian’anmen
Square in 1989. The protest was prompted by what Falun Gong
practitioners believed to be repeated media misrepresentation of the
nature of the movement. The Chinese government responded with a
campaign of severe repression in which the movement has been
outlawed and tens of thousands of followers imprisoned, thousands
tortured, hundreds put to death.1 As of this writing (August 2003),
the movement has at best an underground status within China, al-
though it remains very active outside of China, chiefly among mem-
bers of the Chinese diaspora in North America, but also in Taiwan,
Australia, and Europe.

Falun Gong practitioners insist that their “cultivation system” is
neither a religion nor a “new religious movement.”2 Chinese author-
ities agree that Falun Gong is not a religion, but condemn it as a
dangerous “heterodox sect.”3 Media debates in the West over the
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proper understanding of the Falun Gong have been extremely polarized, and
many journalists have had considerable difficulty in sifting through the com-
peting representations put forward by the Chinese government and by Falun
Gong spokespersons.4 Although a scholarly literature on Falun Gong has slowly
begun to emerge, much of it is written by Sinologists better schooled in the
nuances of Chinese culture than in the arts of reaching a broader public.5 The
interested layman or even the well-read but non-Sinologist academic specialist
hoping to inform himself on the history, beliefs, and organization of Falun
Gong might be forgiven a certain frustration.

This essay—written by a Sinologist with some exposure to research in new
religious movements—seeks to demystify Falun Gong by placing it in a Chi-
nese context, something that has been largely absent in journalistic accounts.
In essence, Falun Gong is a form of qigong, the general name for a set of
physical and mental disciplines based loosely on traditional Chinese medical
and spiritual discourses and organized around a charismatic master who
teaches his followers specific techniques as well as general moral precepts,
with the goal of realizing a physical and moral transformation of practitioners.6

Both qigong and Falun Gong can be understood to some degree as cultural
revitalization movements: qigong was created in the 1950s by the Chinese state
(through the Chinese medical establishment) as an effort to preserve certain
elements of traditional Chinese healing practices in the face of the rapid West-
ernization of Chinese medicine in the immediate postrevolutionary period.
Qigong became a mass movement in the 1980s and 1990s in the wake of the
failure of Mao Zedong’s prolonged attempt to create a new communist Chinese
identity through political and cultural revolution, and government and Party
authorities allowed the mass movement to take wing in part because qigong’s
celebration of the glories of traditional Chinese medical-therapeutic culture
dovetailed with the Party’s celebration of Chinese nationalism (indeed, many
high Party and government officials were enthusiastic qigong supporters and
practitioners). It was the revocation of state support, brought about once again
by Falun Gong’s encirclement of Communist Party headquarters, that made
first Falun Gong and later the entire qigong movement controversial, again
underscoring the importance of the Chinese state in the creation, propagation,
and suppression of Falun Gong and qigong.

In addition to the importance of understanding the Falun Gong as the
most important contemporary example of a Chinese “new religious move-
ment,” and one that has succeeded in establishing an important base outside
of China, I would argue that there is also a heuristic value in studying the case
of China, where neither “religion,” “new religious movements,” nor the rela-
tions between church and state are understood in the same manner as in the
West. In the following essay, I devote as much time to explaining the various
contexts that gave rise to Falun Gong as to Falun Gong itself. It is this context
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that has been sorely lacking from journalistic accounts and that has made
understanding Falun Gong quite difficult.

Falun Gong in a Historical Context

Falun Gong and the qigong movement as a whole are arguably the contempo-
rary heirs of a particular strain of traditional Chinese popular religion—much
modified, I hardly need add—known in Western scholarly circles as White
Lotus Folk Buddhism, which, in organized form, goes back to the fourteenth
century. Explanation of White Lotus Folk Buddhism requires considerable un-
packing.

Buddhism itself entered China from India via the commercial routes link-
ing China with Eurasia in the first century ce, and subsequently became an
important Chinese religion in the interregnum between two of China’s great
dynasties—the Han (206 bce–220 ce) and the Tang (618–907).7 Folk Bud-
dhism—a very general term for a wide variety of beliefs and practices—was
the product of the mingling of Buddhism with indigenous Chinese elements
(a process that transformed mainstream, ecclesiastical Buddhism as well, if in
different ways) and of the relative decline of the Buddhist church vis-à-vis the
Chinese state from the Song Dynasty (960–1279) onward, a decline that re-
duced the power of the orthodox Buddhist establishment to intervene forcefully
at local levels so as to impose a uniform definition of Buddhist beliefs and
practices.8 “White Lotus” was originally the designation given to a lay Buddhist
sect whose origins can be traced to the late Song Dynasty period, one of many
groups that sought piety and salvation outside the Buddhist monastic structure.
Followers of this White Lotus sect would have seen themselves as thoroughly
orthodox and would not have appreciated the pejorative designation “folk.”

Over the course of the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644), however, the term
White Lotus came to refer to something quite different: a popular religious
tradition (or set of traditions, to be more accurate) grounded in Buddhism but
incorporating elements drawn from Daoism, popular medicine, folk beliefs,
and folklore.9 The central elements of these traditions were: a goddess, known
as the Eternal Venerable Mother, who had created the world and now waited
in her paradise for her believers to return from worldly exile; the Maitreya, or
Future Buddha, whose messianic arrival on earth would signal a moment of
world renewal and the salvation of believers; scriptures (often called “precious
scrolls”) written by charismatic group leaders and handed down through the
generations; a mixture of practices drawn from popular religion, folklore, and
Chinese medicine that involved meditation, breathing practices, chanting of
mantras, use of talismans, and vegetarian diets. The basic goals of these prac-
tices were improved health and protection from disease and disaster. These
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traditions trace their roots to the villages of north China, where networks of
practitioners were held together by charismatic masters, many of whom trav-
eled from village to village to preach the gospel and to celebrate with the local
faithful. Before long, however, variants of this White Lotus came to be found
throughout most parts of China.

As already noted, the original Song Dynasty White Lotus was lay, but or-
thodox. These later White Lotus groups, appearing in the Ming and Qing dy-
nasties, had a more distant and more problematic relationship both with the
Buddhist establishment and with the Chinese state. The history is complex, in
part because the Chinese state came to employ the term “White Lotus” as a
label for popular religious groups it feared and hoped to suppress; White Lotus
thus came to be the rough equivalent, in late imperial Chinese discourse, of
“sect” or “cult” as often used in uncritical contemporary Western writing on
new religious movements, in the sense that both are employed as a pejorative
label to condemn the group in question. In fairness to the Chinese state, one
reason for its apparent paranoia was the believed involvement of groups linked
to the White Lotus in the rebellions that had precipitated the fall of the Mongol
Dynasty and the return of Chinese dynastic rule in the fourteenth century.
Consequently, White Lotus, in the eyes of the Chinese, came to mean violent,
rebellious groups, willing to sacrifice themselves to hasten the arrival of the
apocalypse, an apocalypse that would wash away the reigning corrupt secular
order, which perforce included the political order as well. And indeed, there
were numerous rebellions over the course of the later imperial era in which
White Lotus discourse and organization played indisputable roles. At the same
time, scholarly research into many religious groups identified by the Chinese
state as White Lotus seems to suggest that they were peace-loving lay organi-
zations dedicated to salvation, piety, and good works. Generalizations about
these traditions are thus difficult, not least because most of our information
about the groups in question comes from the archives of the Chinese state and
are written by scholar-officials already biased against the groups they are in-
vestigating. Peace-loving groups who avoided the Chinese state (and most such
groups realized that it was wise to do so) left fewer records.

In any case, the White Lotus came to be an important part of popular
religious culture in China from the fifteenth or sixteenth century forward.
There is no way to estimate the number of groups or of believers, or to measure
the influence such groups had, but practitioners were found in city and village,
in north and south China, among the poor and the better off. The groups
remained dispersed and largely unaware of one another’s existence—except
during rebellions, when hitherto unconnected networks could be mobilized by
the urgings of a charismatic preacher, by the fear of a coming apocalypse, or
by the fear of arrest and torture at the hands of the Chinese state.

Such groups continued, and even multiplied, after the fall of the last im-
perial dynasty in 1911. Indeed, the Republican period (1912–1949) saw an ex-
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plosion of popular religious activity in general, including the activities of
groups that were either faithful to or who elaborated on the White Lotus folk
Buddhist tradition. One scholar of this period refers to these groups as “re-
demptive societies” because of their pretensions to universal salvation, and
adds that they “clearly emerged out of the Chinese historical tradition of sec-
tarianism and syncretism. While some of these societies were closely associated
with the sectarian tradition including the worship of Buddhist and folk deities
like the Eternal Mother, they also represented the late imperial syncretic tra-
dition . . . which combined the three religions of Confucianism, Buddhism and
Daoism in a single universal faith.” The groups “ranged from the ‘morality
cultivating’ charitable societies to the occasionally violent, secret-society-like
entities,” a description that conforms to the traditions I have been describing
for the earlier period under the name White Lotus.10 Many of the groups, in
their universal redemptive mission, continued to sound traditional Chinese
apocalyptic themes—even as they engaged in modern charitable and philan-
thropic work.

Taken together, these groups were represented throughout the entire coun-
try—as were White Lotus groups in the imperial period—and membership
numbered in the millions if not tens of millions; many of these groups ap-
pealed to members of the elite as well as nonelite; certain groups, often for
reasons of expediency, collaborated with the Japanese invaders, or with the
Nationalist armies against the Communists, thus strengthening the Chinese
state’s tendency to view such groups as political in orientation.

All of these groups were suppressed in the immediate aftermath of the
establishment of the People’s Republic in 1949, in a series of campaigns that
scholars had generally assumed to have been conclusive—particularly since
they were carried out by an avowedly atheistic state that had established a
stronger presence than any government in Chinese history.11 Faced with the
task of arresting and reeducating millions of people who had been involved in
one way or another with these groups, however, the Communist state did what
the imperial state had done: arrested and executed the worst of the offenders,
imprisoned some others—but simply spoke harshly to the majority and sent
them home. This meant that the roots of the traditions remained.

The Invention of Qigong

Neither qigong nor Falun Gong claims kinship with the White Lotus or with
the “redemptive societies.” Indeed, the negative stereotype of the White Lotus
created by the Chinese state has been largely accepted by the Chinese popu-
lation at large, which tends to associate the White Lotus with dangerous, “het-
erodox” groups that are out to overthrow the government. It remains nonethe-
less true that the White Lotus also served as an important repository of
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magico-medical knowledge, and a vehicle for the spread of such knowledge,
which was more often than not presented in the language of popular Buddhism
and in the persons of Buddhist and other gods. Groups linked to the White
Lotus tradition were also mysterious if not secret, and groups were rarely con-
scious of other groups connected to the tradition.

Qigong was created in the 1950s as a conscious effort to preserve traditional
Chinese medicine—more particularly Chinese medical practices involving reg-
ular physical exercises (not to be confused with calisthenics; qigong does not
target the cardiovascular system) and mental disciplines aimed at achieving
physical and mental health.12 One of the major objectives of those involved
with the creation of qigong was to purify these traditional practices, that is, to
remove the superstitious and religious packaging that surrounded such prac-
tices in imperial times and to incorporate them into a modern, scientific dis-
course.

The invention of qigong, associated with the promotion of Chinese tradi-
tional medicine in general, was motivated by both practical and ideological
considerations. From a practical point of view, Chinese medicine and qigong
represented important cost savings over Western medicine, as there were far
more medical practitioners with training in Chinese medicine than in Western
medicine in the China of the 1950s, and the practice of Chinese medicine,
both in terms of diagnosis and treatment, is less expensive than the practice
of Western medicine. From an ideological point of view, Chinese medicine was
seen to be part of the glorious cultural history of the motherland, a national
treasure to be protected from the inroads already made by Western medicine.
China’s communist revolution was fueled as much by nationalism as by faith
in scientific socialism, and both Chinese medicine in general and qigong in
particular benefited from China’s continued efforts to carve out a specifically
Chinese model of socialism, distinct from that of the Soviet Union, in the 1950s
and 1960s.

In any case, those who created qigong in the 1950s sought out traditional
healing methods as practiced by charismatic masters, generally in the rural
areas, and transplanted them to modern hospitals and sanatoria. In the process
of transplantation, the religious, superstitious, and “feudal” language employed
by traditional practitioners to describe and explain their art was transformed
into a new, more neutral language, and practices directly linked to religion—
prayers to specific deities, mantras invoking the names of particular spiritual
figures—were dropped in favor of meditation and the development of mental
discipline. Those who invented qigong believed in the power of such practices,
but rejected the traditional discourses surrounding them, and sought to isolate
the practices from the discourses, at the same time preserving the miraculous
healing power of qigong therapy.

Between the early 1950s and the onset of the Cultural Revolution in 1965,
qigong became relatively popular among the Chinese governing elite, who
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sought cures for what ailed them in sanatoria that often combined the func-
tions of spa and resort. At the same time, and capitalizing on this elite support,
qigong slowly carved out a niche for itself within the Chinese medical estab-
lishment. Qigong research groups carried out experiments and published their
results; qigong classes were added to the curriculum of certain programs of
traditional Chinese medicine. There was, however, no “qigong boom” in Mao’s
China. Qigong was created by cadres loyal to the Communist state, and qigong
therapy was embraced by high-level officials whose ideological commitment to
the new regime was beyond question. All aspects of qigong, from the training
of practitioners through the publication of articles and books on qigong and the
actual administration of qigong therapy, remained firmly under the control of
the Chinese medical establishment.

The Qigong Boom

Qigong became something quite different in post-Mao China.13 The qigong in-
stitutions and networks established prior to the Cultural Revolution (1966–76)
had been attacked—and largely destroyed—by the revolutionary iconoclasts
who supported the Cultural Revolution, on the grounds that qigong was nothing
more than feudal superstition. Although these institutions and networks would
probably eventually have been revived along pre-Cultural Revolution lines, the
emergence of charismatic qigong masters in the late 1970s and early 1980s,
together with the simultaneous scientific discovery of the material existence of
qi, forever changed the character of qigong, transforming it into a mass move-
ment.

The emergence of charismatic qigong masters was an indirect result of the
suppression of officially sanctioned qigong activities during the Cultural Rev-
olution, as those who remained committed to qigong were forced to take their
enthusiasm directly to the public. The first such master was a woman named
Guo Lin (b. 1909), who began teaching qigong in public parks in Beijing in the
early 1970s.14 Guo had been diagnosed with uterine cancer in 1949, and despite
removal of her uterus, the cancer returned ten years later. She decided to cure
herself through qigong, which she finally did, although the cure required yet
another decade. Her passion for qigong thus grew out of her personal triumph
over tragedy. Her public instruction was criticized both by her work unit and
by the police; she was banned from more than one park, and her assistants
and students were harassed, as well, but she persisted and eventually managed
to attach herself to a university, which became her base of operations.

Guo Lin had not been trained in the modern qigong institutions created in
the 1950s. Her grandfather had been a Daoist master, from whom she learned
certain healing techniques that she adapted to the needs of her diseased body.
Other masters, emerging at roughly the same time, resembled Guo Lin in that
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they came to qigong from outside the elitist qigong world of the 1950s, having
learned their craft from a variety of sources, most of which were related to
traditional religious or spiritual discourses. In fact, such masters would quite
likely not have been allowed to come to prominence had it not been for the
simultaneous scientific “discovery” of the material existence of qi, a discovery
that gave an immense boost to the burgeoning world of qigong masters and
practitioners.

In the late 1970s, credible scientists, attached to prestigious universities
and research institutions, conducted experiments which, so the scientists
claimed, illustrated that the qi emitted by qigong masters could be measured
by scientific instruments.15 The first experiments of this sort were performed
by Gu Hansen, a researcher at the Shanghai Institute of Atomic Research, in
March 1978, and the publication of his results created a sensation. If qi was a
scientifically proven substance, then the goal of the pioneer qigong workers of
the 1950s was attained, in the sense that qigong no longer belonged to the
world of religion and magic but rather to the world of science. Many propo-
nents of qigong, including other prominent scientists, were quick to point out
the importance of this discovery, and the newly emerging qigong masters were
quick to embrace the “scientific” value of qi and qigong, even if they had had
no previous scientific training.

“Science” has a particular status and significance in modern China.16 The
rise of the West to world dominance in the nineteenth century and the con-
sequent Chinese decline from great-power status in East Asia have both been
interpreted by the Chinese as the result of Western mastery of science and
technology. Reformers and revolutionaries in China have thus tended to view
science as a magic formula, the key to a brighter tomorrow, and there is little
doubt that Marxist claims to scientific truth were a key element in the conver-
sion of Chinese intellectuals to the cause of scientific socialism. As a result,
the scientific discovery of the material existence of qi, and hence of the scientific
status of qigong, was an electrifying event: overnight, qigong became a validation
of China’s past (given that the basis of qigong is in traditional medical/spiritual
practices), a proof of the value of Chinese socialism (which had had the wisdom
to encourage the creation of qigong), and an element in the construction of a
future China that could be both modern and loyal to its traditional cultural
heritage.

Over the course of the late 1970s and early 1980s, a “qigong world” came
into being as a result of these scientific claims.17 This world was made up of
numerous groups: the scientists and researchers who continued to conduct
experiments on qi and qigong; journalists and other media figures who em-
braced qigong and spread the gospel of qigong to the larger public; qigong mas-
ters, whose numbers increased rapidly with the rising general enthusiasm for
qigong; and—most important—Party and government officials who endorsed
qigong as a uniquely powerful “Chinese science” as well as a practical and
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economical means to achieve a healthier population (and thus a less expensive
health care system). This official support for qigong was the sine qua non of
the formation of the qigong world, and took a variety of forms, including private
patronage on the part of powerful individual members of the ruling elite and
of particular masters and scientists, as well as broader organizational efforts,
such as the establishment of the Chinese Qigong Scientific Research Associa-
tion in April 1986.

The formation of the “qigong world” quickly gave rise to the “qigong boom”
from the early 1980s onward, an extraordinary phenomenon in which the
Chinese state gave its support to a varied cast of characters pursuing a diversity
of ends. Paranormal phenomena, for example, came rapidly to be linked to
qigong, and journalists tripped over one another to report on youngsters who
were able to “read via their ears”—a strange feat whereby someone would write
Chinese characters on a piece of paper and the talented youth would read these
by wadding up the paper and placing it in his ear. The link between qigong and
the paranormal was the idea that, through qigong cultivation, man could achieve
far greater potential than in the past (nor was this idea confined to human
potential: it was believed that seeds “enriched” by the qi of a potent qigong
master could radically increase yields). The qigong craze swept college cam-
puses and students emerged from their classrooms, literally embracing trees
and other flora in the hopes of absorbing the natural qi contained therein (until
they decided that it was not nice to the trees to rob them of their qi).

The most visible and durable symbol of the qigong boom, however, was
the phenomenon of large, often nationwide qigong organizations, led by a sin-
gle charismatic qigong master, many of whom became veritable pop idols.18 Yan
Xin, a hitherto obscure Chinese medical practitioner, was the first to achieve
this status, but was only one among many.19 These masters carried out nation-
wide lecture tours in which tens of thousands of qigong enthusiasts bought
tickets for such events, joining others in the local stadium, arena, or gymna-
sium for what might be hours of qigong therapy. Indeed, many of the qigong
masters of the qigong boom promised to “emit qi” in the course of their “lec-
tures,” a telling indication of the difference between the qigong of the 1950s
and that of the 1980s: qigong in the 1950s had been a therapeutic discipline
practiced by the ailing patient under the guidance of a trained professional;
qigong of the 1980s was a magical power possessed by charismatic heroes
whose therapy consisted largely of miracle cures—or at least these miracle
cures were the most spectacular manifestation of the efficacy of qigong power.
At the same time, many qigong masters took advantage of the newly liberated
Chinese economy to produce qigong books, audio- and videocassettes, and a
wide variety of paraphernalia, all of which was sold to an eager public. Jour-
nalists helped to feed the craze by, among other things, becoming the biogra-
phers of qigong masters. These biographies became “must” reading, in addition
to the how-to manuals and the audio- and videocassettes.



204 david ownby

During the height of the qigong boom, as many as two hundred million
people are estimated to have participated in the movement—almost one-fifth
of China’s vast population. Many of these people were followers of particular
qigong masters who built nationwide followings and organizations, but others
simply moved from group to group, seeking cures for their ailments or vehicles
to achieve their personal ambitions. Most of the activities took place in public
parks throughout urban China (although qigong was of course known in rural
areas, as well), parks being one of the few open spaces available in this over-
crowded, overcontrolled country of 1.2 billion.

Li Hongzhi and Falun Gong

Li Hongzhi and Falun Gong appear much less eccentric, indeed much less
“controversial,” if understood within the context of the larger qigong boom.
Falun Gong was received as a variety of qigong when Li Hongzhi began to
publicize his teachings in 1992.20 True, Li denounced many other qigong mas-
ters, and other qigong schools have since sought to distance themselves from
Falun Gong by pointing out Li’s statements to the effect that Falun Gong had
gone beyond qigong, but at the same time, had there been no qigong boom,
there would have been no Falun Gong, and many of those who rushed to
embrace Falun Gong had already tested many other varieties of qigong. More-
over, Falun Gong was welcomed into the Scientific Qigong Research Associa-
tion, which sponsored and helped to organize many of Li’s activities between
1992 and 1994. Notable among those activities were fifty-four large-scale lec-
tures given throughout China to an audience of some twenty thousand. Like
other charismatic masters, Li published books of his teachings (actually, tran-
scriptions of his lectures), which achieved such success that he was soon able
to offer his lectures free of charge—a significant difference from many other
schools of qigong.

Still, if Li Hongzhi and Falun Gong owed their initial success to their
kinship to other qigong masters and qigong schools, there was, as already men-
tioned, something different about Li Hongzhi. Li condemned other qigong
schools for their materialism, accusing them of charlatanism and/or fraud.
More fundamentally, he argued that the qigong world as a whole had become
unduly obsessed with healing and supernormal powers, neglecting more im-
portant spiritual concerns. In a nutshell, Li argued that Falun Gong was qigong
taken to a higher plane; Falun Gong could heal illness and confer supernormal
powers, but the more important objective was to arrive at a fundamental trans-
formation of one’s understanding of the composition of the universe and one’s
role therein, as well as a physical transformation of one’s body.21

These transformations were to be effected in part through Falun Gong
practice which, like that of other qigong schools, included a number of physical



the falun gong 205

exercises.22 At the same time, Li accorded far more importance to scripture
(that is, his writings) than did most other qigong masters. The writings of most
qigong masters either illustrated proper qigong technique or offered explana-
tions of the efficacy of their practice. Li’s writings were treated as holy writ;
even after they became available via the internet, practitioners were forbidden
to write on the pages they had themselves printed out on their home comput-
ers. It was the reading, rereading, and eventual absorption of Li’s teachings
through his written materials that constituted the core of Falun Gong practice.
Falun Gong also stressed the miraculous, godlike powers of Li Hongzhi (that
is, the ability to assure the health and welfare of all of his followers at all times)
in a way that other qigong schools rarely did in their writings—although those
masters who performed miracle cures through the “laying on of the qi” in their
public lectures were not far from suggesting (if perhaps not claiming outright)
godlike powers.

Turning to the contents of Li Hongzhi’s teachings, we find an eclectic
mixture of Buddhism, Daoism, popular religion, and “scientism.” Li’s main
theological/religious inspiration is Buddhism (or, more precisely, folk Bud-
dhism), and he calls on followers to put an end to all “attachments,” be they
to meat, alcohol, medicines, material possessions, or other human beings
(practitioners are to be compassionate to all, but such compassion should not
engender attachments that detract from salvation). Throughout his writings,
Li evokes the traditional Buddhist notion of karma, the idea, linked to that of
reincarnation, that one’s merits and demerits in a present life will be reflected
in one’s status when reborn in a future life.

Reflecting the “scientistic” cast of Li Hongzhi’s message, karma in Falun
Gong theology has a material basis: it is a black substance present in the body
that can be transformed by suffering and/or by virtuous practice into a white
substance (which is “virtue”). The transformation, according to Li, occurs at
the molecular level (in other words, it is more than a symbolic transformation),
which accounts logically for the improved health claimed by many Falun Gong
practitioners. Indeed, the promise of improved health has been the chief at-
traction of Falun Gong to many practitioners, who consider illness a form of
karma to be eliminated through suffering and cultivation. Most Falun Gong
practitioners eschew doctors, hospitals, and medication. Many Falun Gong
practitioners also claim to have obtained supernormal powers through their
practice, but Li Hongzhi insists that such powers will evaporate if used to any
end other than that of benevolent morality.

Li argues furthermore that truth, benevolence, and forbearance, the three
cardinal principles of Falun Gong practice, are in fact the forces that make up
the physical universe; Falun Gong practitioners achieve oneness with cosmic
reality in cultivating truth, benevolence, and forbearance in their personal lives.
Matter and spirit are thus one. Li himself claims to have transcended science
and thus to understand all of reality from another, higher level; at various points
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in his writings he presents himself as a god or a buddha, possessed of a more
complete understanding of our “multileveled” universe than that of ordinary
mortals. Still, his writings are full of scientific (or parascientific) references
(his reflections on the proper understanding of gravity, for example), which
his followers take as seriously as the rest of his writings. Indeed, many
North American Chinese followers of Falun Gong have advanced degrees in
the hard sciences, such as physics, and have assured me repeatedly that re-
cent developments in theoretical physics have followed from Li Hongzhi’s in-
sights.

Another aspect of Li’s teachings concerns world destruction and renewal;
he preaches that the world had been destroyed and created eighty-one times,
and claims that certain signs lead him to believe that another cycle of world
destruction and renewal is imminent. Li drew these ideas from traditional
strains of Chinese apocalyptic thinking, found especially in popularized ver-
sions of Daoism and Buddhism, and in the scriptures of the White Lotus
groups of the late imperial period; the ideas are thus widely known—if not
necessarily fervently believed—throughout China, in the same way that the
teachings of the Book of Revelations are generally known in the West. In my
reading of Li’s writings, he did not stress apocalyptic themes in the period
prior to the Chinese government’s suppression of Falun Gong, although he
certainly makes reference to such themes.

Falun Gong practice is simple, if time-consuming. The exercises, described
in the book China Falun Gong, are to be performed on a daily basis if possible,
alone or with other practitioners. My sense nonetheless is that the exercises
are more or less pro forma, for the most important aspect of Falun Gong
practice is once again the reading and rereading of Li Hongzhi’s most impor-
tant work, Zhuanfalun. This work is held to be the source of all truth; many
practitioners report having read it in a single sitting and having experienced
an immediate revelation (a revelation often accompanied by physical manifes-
tations—vomiting, diarrhea, an initial purging of the body of noxious ele-
ments). For reasons to be explored below, Li left China in 1996 and emigrated
to the United States. Since then, and especially since the suppression of the
movement in China beginning in the summer of 1999, Li has made his views
known to his followers largely via the movement’s Web sites. These new “scrip-
tures,” many of which are once again transcripts of talks he has given to fol-
lowers throughout the world, by now constitute an important addition to
Zhuanfalun, which remains, nonetheless, the Bible of the movement.

Like many other qigong masters, Li set up a nationwide Falun Gong or-
ganization of “practice centers” in China that came to enrol between two and
sixty million practitioners, depending on whose estimates one believes. Li’s
own lecture tours from 1992 to 1994 provided the initial impetus for the cre-
ation of the organization, which one might characterize either as centralized
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or as decentralized. On the one hand, Li sought to limit the power of local
Falun Gong leaders by forbidding them from preaching “the gospel.” Local
leaders are allowed to do little more than facilitate others’ cultivation, providing
literature, leading exercise sessions, organizing group activities; Li insists that
the genuine spiritual connection be between individual practitioners and the
master, a connection unmediated by any “pastoral interference.” From this
perspective, Falun Gong appears to be dangerously centralized. On the other
hand, my impression is that Li Hongzhi never succeeded in building the sort
of organization that would enable him actually to impose his will on local
groups of practitioners. At least since 1996, when Li left China, and perhaps
before, he appears to have been more interested in articulating his vision of
truth than in perfecting the organizational mechanisms of his movement. And
certainly since the beginning of the campaign of suppression in 1999, he has
limited himself to relatively infrequent appearances (the Chinese state essen-
tially put a price on his head) and to fairly opaque statements issued through
the Falun Gong Web pages. The result seems to have been that individual Falun
Gong groups have been largely left to their own devices, a state of affairs that
has encouraged individual responsibility and initiative in all but doctrinal mat-
ters.

Chinese authorities have accused the Falun Gong of brainwashing and of
placing undue pressure on group members—not to visit the doctor when ill,
for example. In my fieldwork in Canada and the United States, I have in general
not found that groups exercise this sort of control over their members, which
does not of course necessarily mean that Falun Gong groups in China did not
do so. Groups in North America do not solicit information about practitioners,
do not “register” members, do not maintain membership lists, and do not
demand contributions. A spirit of cheery good will characterizes most of the
Falun Gong events that I have observed (tainted, of course, in recent years by
sadness verging on desperation, given that many groups have tried with some
success to mobilize Western governments against the policies of the Chinese
state). I have never felt that those present were constrained to be there, nor do
most practitioners seek to cut off ties with nonpractitioners, although this can
happen; much depends on the personality of the practitioner in question. In
general, however, Li Hongzhi enjoins practitioners to remain within the world
so as to spread the way and to work off their own karma through the suffering
that the world imposes. In sum, my fieldwork does not suggest that the Falun
Gong tends to establish strong us-them distinctions or to encourage separation
from the unclean world of the nonpractitioners. In other words, I personally
have found little evidence of “brainwashing” or “mind control” among Falun
Gong practitioners in North America.
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The “Controversial” Falun Gong

In most ways, Falun Gong was like other schools of qigong and thus was not
particularly controversial at the outset, although I should hasten to add that
the qigong movement as a whole represented an implicit threat to Communist
authority by virtue of the fact that it was a mass movement that had little to do
with Chinese Communism and that was only marginally controlled by Chinese
Communist authorities. Sooner or later, the qigong boom would have run afoul
of the Chinese state, and it may well be that Li Hongzhi and Falun Gong were
simply the unlucky first victims. Retrospectively, however, it is possible to iden-
tify certain peculiarities that perhaps help to explain the eventual conflict be-
tween Falun Gong and the Chinese state.

First, Li Hongzhi was in some ways less careful than other qigong masters
to cast his teachings in terms that Party and government authorities would
find unobjectionable. Let me be clear here: in his pre-1999 writings, Li Hong-
zhi appears to be nationalistic, patriotic, and thoroughly apolitical. At the same
time, whereas other qigong leaders took care to express themselves in such a
way as to avoid conflict with the authorities, Li seems to have worried little
about the response his writings might evoke, and Zhuanfalun, for example,
teems with references to spirit possession, world destruction and recreation,
alien interference in the affairs of mankind—in short a host of references
unlikely to please Communist authorities who were pleased to back qigong as
long as it appeared scientific. Like other qigong masters, Li Hongzhi had the
back-stage support of important high officials, in Li’s case in the Bureau of
Public Security. Whether Li felt that his contacts were important enough to
protect him, or whether he was simply naive, or perhaps arrogant, is unclear,
but his writings are relatively free of the ritual nods to Communist authorities
that other masters were careful to make on a regular basis.

Another particularity about Falun Gong was its propensity to react quickly
and vigorously to perceived slights in media representations of Falun Gong, a
practice that rapidly became “political,” since many media in China are little
more than mouthpieces for the regime. Sources hostile to the Falun Gong
report more than three hundred such instances, beginning in the summer of
1996, none of which were violent and all of which essentially demanded that
“erroneous” information about Falun Gong be corrected.23 Falun Gong prac-
titioners now liken their protests to those of Gandhi or Martin Luther King,
but China has little tradition of civil rights demonstrations, and an action like
that of surrounding the state-owned and -run Beijing television station, which
Falun Gong practitioners did in May of 1998, was perceived as audacious if
not seditious in the Chinese setting. Such reactions are not unique to Li Hong-
zhi and Falun Gong; China has in general become a much more openly con-
tentious society in the post-Mao period—peasants, workers, and other dis-
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gruntled citizens having become increasingly willing to take their complaints
to the barricades or to the courts. Still, as the charismatic leader of a mass
movement commanding millions of followers, Li Hongzhi seems to have been
either naı̈ve in assuming that Falun Gong protests would not ruffle unofficial
feathers, or arrogant in assuming that his personal power or the weight of his
movement was enough to stay the hand of Chinese authorities.

In any case, the Falun Gong’s relationship with the Chinese authorities
became troubled fairly early. The Falun Gong parted company with the Chinese
Qigong Scientific Research Association in the fall of 1994, although this or-
ganization had initially accepted and sponsored the Falun Gong. It is unclear
whether the Falun Gong abandoned the Research Association or if the Re-
search Association revoked support for the Falun Gong, but the rupture sig-
naled that all was not well, and indeed that Li Hongzhi had serious detractors
as well as supporters in high places. Li’s exodus to the United States in 1996
was yet another indication of the deterioration of relations between his move-
ment and Chinese authorities. Indeed, if the movement seemed to continue
to thrive despite Li’s absence from China, there were repeated if fitful attempts
within the leadership to investigate and perhaps close down the Falun Gong,
attempts that were, more often than not, stymied by Falun Gong supporters
among other high officials. The incidents of media “slander” that so angered
Falun Gong practitioners were in large measure part of this semiofficial cam-
paign to undermine the Falun Gong, and the encirclement of Communist Party
headquarters in April 1999 by Falun Gong cultivators was the movement’s
response to such tactics.

The Falun Gong encirclement of Communist Party headquarters was a
turning point in the history of Falun Gong and, indeed, of the qigong boom;
by the summer of 2001, there would no longer be an organized qigong move-
ment, and all masters were either in exile or in jail. Stunned and embarrassed,
Chinese authorities moved into crisis mode over the course of the spring and
summer of 1999, outlawing Falun Gong (as a “heterodox sect”) in laws put in
place in the summer and fall, and orchestrating a vast propaganda campaign
against the movement reminiscent of the vitriol of the Cultural Revolution.
Falun Gong books, cassettes, and other paraphernalia were confiscated and
destroyed (on occasion by bulldozer, in scenes played and replayed on national
television). Falun Gong leaders were arrested, and a price was put on the head
of Li Hongzhi after American authorities and Interpol refused extradition. Ac-
ademics and journalists were called upon to denounce the Falun Gong, su-
perstition, and “sects” in general, and to reaffirm support for science and mod-
ernization. Books and magazine articles outlined Falun Gong’s crimes: Li
Hongzhi’s supposed material exploitation of his followers, the numbers of
deaths caused by Falun Gong’s insistence that practitioners need not seek med-
ical assistance when ill, the numbers of practitioners rendered insane by Falun
Gong practice. Authorities assumed that Falun Gong followers would, in the
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face of such a campaign, renounce their practice, and some surely did. Many
did not, however, and their refusal to do so surprised and angered Chinese
authorities and broadened considerably the role of public security forces in the
anti-Falun Gong campaign.

Many Falun Gong practitioners could not believe what they read about
their cultivation practice in official Chinese government publications and re-
fused to accept the outlawing of the movement. Most believed that Chinese
authorities were simply uninformed, and they set out to educate them. They
sought out local officials first, and on learning that local officials were simply
following orders from above, then set their sights on the capital. Over the
course of the fall of 1999 and throughout 2000, small groups of Falun Gong
practitioners arrived in Beijing hoping to make an “appeal” to higher author-
ities, a right granted by China’s constitution. When such “appeals” fell on deaf
ears, practitioners developed other approaches, including peaceful demonstra-
tions in Tian’anmen Square, individually or in groups, seeking in part to con-
vince the public of the righteousness of their cause, but also welcoming arrest
as the police were seen as part of the power structure they were hoping to
reach.

To put an end to such tactics, the Chinese state tightened security around
the all too visible Tian’anmen Square, but also—to the extent possible—
around train and bus stations throughout China. Moreover, once arrested, Fa-
lun Gong demonstrators were sent back to where they lived, where they were
dealt with by local police authorities. Under pressure from above, local au-
thorities became increasingly vigilant and brutal; central authorities were em-
barrassed at the loss of face suffered both domestically and internationally.
International human rights groups began to report increased use of torture
and imprisonment from the summer and fall of 1999 onward. Rapidly, the
numbers of those arrested mounted to the thousands and tens of thousands.

To the intense dismay of Chinese authorities, Falun Gong practitioners
living outside of China began to bring pressure on the governments of the
countries where they were now resident to protest China’s campaign against
Falun Gong. Most of these “foreign” Falun Gong practitioners were in fact
Chinese who had left China, often as students, in the 1980s and 1990s. As a
result, they were well educated and reasonably well off. In North America,
particularly, Falun Gong practitioners succeeded in creating considerable sym-
pathy for the plight of their fellow practitioners in China, playing both on the
anti-Communist sentiment that continues to resonate in some parts of the
continent, as well as on the claim that freedom of speech and freedom of
religion are universal values that should be respected universally. The Ameri-
can and Canadian political establishments called repeatedly on China to mod-
erate its anti-Falun Gong campaign, all the while hoping that such criticisms
would not harm commercial relations.
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Li Hongzhi himself largely disappeared from view in the months following
the encirclement of Party headquarters and the onset of the anti-Falun Gong
campaign. Li himself had been in Beijing—en route to Australia—the day
before the encirclement, but insisted that this was a mere coincidence and that
his ten thousand followers had gathered spontaneously at Party headquarters.
In any case, between the spring of 1999 and the fall of 2000, Li gave his
followers relatively little public guidance, making only a few cryptic remarks
through Falun Gong Web sites. In the fall of 2000, however, Li reemerged and
began to make appearances at Falun Gong experience-sharing conferences,
which had been his practice prior to April 1999. The tone of his speeches had
changed considerably in the interim. Li clearly felt compelled to explain the
disaster that had befallen him and his followers, and did so by highlighting
the apocalyptic messages which, prior to April 1999, had been a relatively
minor part of his discourse; the Communist Party’s campaign against Falun
Gong was now presented as part of a final “test” leading up to the destruction
and renewal of the world. Those practitioners who passed the test—by re-
maining steadfast in their resolve—would remain part of the elite destined to
survive the apocalypse, while those who crumbled in the face of pressure would
not. Those who suffered or died for their beliefs, moreover, were offered the
promise of instant “consummation” (or enlightenment). Li’s speeches during
this period are rather dense, and lend themselves to different interpretations,
but it seems clear that he encouraged those Falun Gong practitioners who
chose martyrdom over prudence. If Chinese authorities clearly lit the fire, Li
Hongzhi just as clearly fanned the flames.

Such “flames” became all too literal in early 2001, when a number of Falun
Gong practitioners apparently set themselves on fire in Tian’anmen on January
23, resulting in five deaths. This incident remains highly disputed, Falun Gong
practitioners and spokesman insisting that the event was staged by Chinese
officials (who refused, for example, to allow Western journalists to interview
those who survived the attempted self-immolation, although it would seem
that such interviews would surely confirm Chinese authorities’ contention that
Falun Gong was an evil cult). Whatever the truth about the incident, it clearly
marked an important public relations victory for the Chinese state within
China, as many Chinese who had remained neutral to that point came to share
the authorities’ view that the Falun Gong was indeed a dangerous heterodox
sect. Falun Gong practitioners within China did not of course immediately
cease their efforts to propagate their cause, but my impression is that the fight
became an increasingly uphill battle from this point forward. Nonetheless, as
the wave of Chinese martyrs diminished, practitioners from abroad—both Chi-
nese and foreign—began to make their way to Tian’anmen, taking advantage
of the protection afforded them as residents of foreign countries, and of their
greater “journalistic value,” to try to keep their cause in the headlines.
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Concluding Remarks

Both qigong and Falun Gong reflect the search for spiritual meaning that has
gripped China since the death of Mao and his revolution, a search that has
taken many forms, including that of religion, both Chinese and foreign. Ironi-
cally, qigong and Falun Gong were able to expand as they did precisely because
they were not seen as religions but as “scientific cultivation systems.” Religion
has a very precise meaning in China: according to China’s constitution, only
the “five great religions”—Buddhism, Daoism, Islam, Protestantism, and Ca-
tholicism—are recognized as such, and these are controlled by nationwide or-
ganizations whose chief role is to ensure that religion remain firmly under the
control of the Chinese state. Other groups who claim to be “religions” are dis-
missed as “feudal superstitions”; the idea of “new religious movements” makes
no sense in China, since the very definition of religion implies a long history, a
well-developed hierarchy, and a well-established corpus of scripture. During the
heyday of the qigong boom, Chinese authorities allowed their enthusiasm for
the claims of qigong masters to cloud their judgment. That they could ignore the
spiritual or “religious” aspects of qigong and Falun Gong constituted an act of
willful blindness, for, as we have seen, many schools of qigong promised mira-
cle cures, supernatural powers, and moral and physical transformation.

Falun Gong was, at the outset, one qigong group among many, although it
had its particularities (as did other qigong schools). It too promised health,
happiness, and moral and physical transformation through faith in master Li
Hongzhi and embrace of his scriptural truth. Followers were not asked to
sacrifice their money or their possessions, or to cut themselves off from non-
followers (although some surely did). Followers were expected to manifest a
devotion to Li Hongzhi, a devotion that might have taken extreme form if Li
were in frequent and close proximity with his followers—but Li has chosen to
remain aloof and to establish contact through the Internet and through infre-
quent addresses given at large Falun Gong gatherings. As a result, practitioners
have in general been left with the responsibility of taking charge of them-
selves—which, at least in the context of my fieldwork in North America, they
seem to have done fairly well. Consequently, official Chinese claims that Li
Hongzhi bilked his followers, deluded them, drove them to distraction and
suicide, strike me as exaggerated, although I hasten to add that I do not endorse
Falun Gong’s claims to cure illness any more than I endorse the similar claims
of other qigong groups, or of Christian Scientists, for that matter.

Li Hongzhi seems to be an eccentric personality and, judging by his writ-
ings, an untrained thinker. Falun Gong beliefs and practices appear “eccentric”
from a Western point of view, but Christian practices look strange to the Chi-
nese. In the final analysis, Falun Gong came to be controversial because of the
extraordinary growth of qigong, and because of the eventual negative reaction
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of the Chinese state. Otherwise, Falun Gong is largely consistent with certain
traditional popular religious practices well known in pre-Communist China.
Given the speed with which qigong rose to national prominence, and the ex-
istence of Falun Gong networks outside of China, it is difficult to believe that
we have heard the last word on qigong/Falun Gong, even if the Chinese state
has battled the Falun Gong to a stalemate at the moment.

notes

1. Falun Gong Web sites keep a running tally of the number of practitioners im-
prisoned and killed. See particularly www.faluninfo.net. Independent human rights
organizations such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch in general
endorse Falun Gong claims in this regard.

2. Again, Falun Gong Web sites elaborate their position. See www.falundafa.org
and www.clearwisdom.net.

3. A shortcut to the voluminous publications of the Chinese government is the
rubric “Outlawing Falun Gong Cult” on the site of the Chinese Embassy in Washing-
ton, D.C., found at www.china-embassy.org.

4. The Center for Studies on New Religions maintains a good sample of the jour-
nalistic record on Falun Gong on its Web site, at www.cesnur.org/2003/falun_gong
.htm. Some of the best reporting on Falun Gong was done by Ian Johnson of the Wall
Street Journal, who won a Pulitzer Prize for international reporting for his work in 2001.

5. Barend J. ter Haar, sinologist at Leiden University in the Netherlands, main-
tains an up-to-date bibliography of work on the Falun Gong on his Web site. See www
.let.leidenuniv.nl/bth/falun.htm.

6. The best treatment of qigong is David Palmer, “ ‘La fièvre du qigong’: Guérison,
religion et politique en Chine contemporaire,” Ph.D. dissertation completed at the
École Pratique des Hautes Études in 2002. Palmer is translating his work for English
publication by Columbia University Press. See also see Zhu Xiaoyang and Benjamin
Penny, eds., “The Qigong Boom,” Chinese Sociology and Anthropology 27. 1 (Fall 1994):
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(1999): 961–91.

7. Among the basic sources on the introduction of Buddhism into China are
Erik Zürcher, The Buddhist Conquest of China: The Spread and Adaptation of Buddhism
in Early Medieval China (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1959); Kenneth Ch’en, Buddhism in China:
A Historical Survey (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972); Zenryu Tsukamoto,
A History of Early Chinese Buddhism: From Its Introduction to the Death of Hui-yuan
(Tokyo: Kodansha International, 1985); and Arthur F. Wright, Buddhism in Chinese
History (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1971).
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Landscape,” in Ebrey and Gregory, eds., Religion and Society in T’ang and Sung China
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1993), pp. 1–44.

9. Basic English-language treatments of the White Lotus include Susan Naquin,
Millenarian Rebellion in China: The Eight Trigrams Uprising of 1813 (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1976); Naquin, “The Transmission of White Lotus Sectarianism in
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Notes on the Aumist Religion

PierLuigi Zoccatelli

It has been said that “the Aumist religion is an ideal, living labora-
tory for examining a number of classic and contemporary theories
on religion: the exceptionality of the leader, the routinization of cha-
risma, the institutionalization of belief, the issue of the tomb, the
function of the holy city” (Perocco, 2001: 86). It is thus no coinci-
dence that a detailed ethnological study of Aumism has been con-
ducted in France, and that the publication of its results constitutes
not only an example of valid investigation but also a clear example
of the difficulties—not strictly methodological but rather sociopoliti-
cal and cultural—that the scholar (particularly in France) may en-
counter (Duval, 2002).

Biography of the Founder: Gilbert Bourdin

Gilbert Bourdin (1923–1998), better known to his disciples as His
Holiness the Lord Hamsah Manarah, was born on June 25, 1923, to
a Catholic family in Martinique, and left the island in 1956. He
chose to hide his autobiography under a veil of inaccessibility—for
example, by placing the following sentence in the frontispiece of one
of his books: “High tradition demands that one not ‘speak of a holy
man’s past’ ” (Hamsah Manarah, 1995: 9). Nevertheless, he did in-
clude a few autobiographical hints in his works, from which one
may deduce, first, that his childhood and early youth were spent in a
particularly hostile family environment (Hamsah Manarah, 1993a:
401–403), seeming to constitute a dramatic existential preface that



216 pierluigi zoccatelli

could provide interesting guidelines in a psychological context. After leaving
his family, he studied law, philosophy, economics, and medicine, and “after a
period of virulent atheism, the youth, by now well-integrated in society, became
interested in mystical studies. . . . As often occurs to great missionaries, destiny
ordained that an event at the age of 28 would reawaken the spiritual flame that
burned in him. . . . A battle raged in him between his desire to climb the social
ladder and his desire to search for the Supreme Divinity” (Hamsah Manarah,
1993a: 405–406).

This turning point in Gilbert Bourdin’s life seems to be connected to his
lively interest and involvement in various esoteric and occult environments.
He was a member of the Theosophical Society and the Masonic Grand Lodge
of France; he actively participated in Rosicrucian, Martinist, cabbalist, and al-
chemist societies, and also took part in organizations interested in the Knights
of the Holy Grail. Thus, “through assiduous participation in esoteric groups
to which I pay homage, I became aware that there existed a strange world,
occult, invisible, populated by afflicted souls, demons, angels, bizarre divini-
ties. . . . I began to study all the occult sciences to become more aware of those
forces which cannot be seen, but which—secretly—make and unmake the
world” (Hamsah Manarah, 1993b: 323–324). But Gilbert Bourdin’s spiritual
search did not end with these esoteric and occult experiences. In the early
1960s, he traveled to Rishikesh, in the Himalayas, and encountered one of the
most important Indian gurus to have influenced the West: Swami Sivananda
Sarasvati (1887–1963, born Kuppuswani Iyer), the founder of the Divine Life
Society, as well as author of about three hundred publications with which he
popularized yoga techniques throughout the world. On February 13, 1961, at
the Swami’s ashram (founded in 1934 at a place now called Shivanandanagar,
three kilometers from Rishikesh), Gilbert Bourdin was initiated as a sannyasin
(that is, Renouncer devoted to God) and received the name Hamsananda Sar-
asvati from Swami Sivananda. Although Gilbert Bourdin’s spiritual journey
was far from over, it may be said that Sivananda’s influence on the founder of
Aumism was fundamental. After being initiated as a sannyasin, Hamsananda
Sarasvati returned to France where, during the winter of 1962–1963, he with-
drew to an isolated cave in Vaucluse, and thereafter began to gather disciples
to whom he taught yoga. In the years that followed, he began popularizing
yoga by publishing eight highly successful books (the first of which he dedi-
cated to the memory of Swami Sivananda), subsequently translated into Span-
ish, Dutch, and Italian (Hamsananda Sarasvati, 1976).

In the 1960s, Hamsananda Sarasvati received other honorific titles and
initiations loosely associated with the Hindu teachings of Swami Sivananda
Sarasvati, ranging from esoteric Shingon Buddhism to Indian Sufism, from
Jainism to Tibetan Buddhism, and to some African religious currents, as well.
In 1967, he founded the Association of the Knights of the Golden Lotus (re-
placed in 1995 by the current Association of the Triumphant Vajra), and in
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1969 the ashram (holy city) of Mandarom (near the current holy city of Man-
darom Shambasalem, in Castellane in the Provencal Alps), which consolidated
and replaced the first three French centers: Centrom (in Vaucluse), Celestom
(150 kilometers from Paris), and Anandom (30 kilometers from Marseilles).

The founding of the Mandarom ashram eventually led to the birth of the
Aumist religion, which gradually took place in the 1970s and 1980s. In this
period of time, as briefly mentioned above, Hamsananda Sarasvati (not yet
considered Lord Hamsah Manarah by his disciples) had already conducted an
extensive series of spiritual studies, which led him: to participate in esoteric
and occult environments; to be initiated as a sannyasin; to experience the aus-
terities of asceticism; to receive his first pupils in meditative yoga, thereby
planting the first seeds of his future movement; to proceed in the collation of
further religious and spiritual affiliations (mainly of oriental extraction); and
finally to create his own ashram. Thus, one step at a time, emerged what came
to be perceived as his mission, aimed at producing a “spiritual revolution” and
establishing the “Universal Religion of the Unity of the Faces of God.”

On this premise, we may begin to trace the progression from, on the one
hand, Gilbert Bourdin as yoga instructor and acknowledged spiritual teacher
(guru) of a Hindu-derived school, known as, Hamsananda Sarasvati; and on
the other, his eventual designation as “His Holiness Lord Hamsah Manarah
. . . the Cosmoplanetary Messiah, the Avatar of Synthesis, merging in Himself
all Energies and all Religions. He is Maitreya, the Buddha of Synthesis, who
opens the doors to the Diamond Age. He is the Imam Mahdi Manarah, the
Unity of the Faces of God. He is the Total Avatar Kalki, Master of the Maha
Kundalini. He is Melkitsedeq, who erased all Curses and granted the Great
Pardon to the people of the earth. He is the Cosmic Christ, who destroyed the
Roots of Evil and of original sin. He is the Adi Bouddha Mirchoan, the Syn-
thesis of all God’s Lights. . . . He is the Hierokarantine, Master of the Selec-
tion of Souls . . . , the Great Pontiff of the Cosmic Diamond Order” (www
.aumisme.org/gb/titre.htm).

What happened in the interval between these two points in time? This is
precisely one of the interpretive difficulties with Aumism as we now know it:
Gilbert Bourdin gradually began to interconnect “various prophesies regarding
the avatar of synthesis” (Hamsananda, 1990: 19) until he linked them to him-
self. Thus, during a lavish ceremony on August 22, 1990—and in a certain
sense at the end of an osmotic process shared, supported, and strengthened
by his followers—Gilbert Bourdin revealed and crowned himself “Cosmopla-
netary Messiah.”

A kaleidoscope of initiatic titles, heterogeneous religious references, force-
ful proclamations on the founder’s spiritual nature—all seem to confuse any-
one who approaches Gilbert Bourdin’s spiritual biography. It would be useful
at this point, therefore, to provide some background information on how the
movement broke loose from its original context, and to ask, above all, whether

www.aumisme.org/gb/titre.htm
www.aumisme.org/gb/titre.htm
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these affirmations of Bourdin’s cosmic attributes have been placed in a context
of continuity and tradition.

For such a purpose, given that Gilbert Bourdin’s link to Swami Sivananda
Sarasvati’s Hindu lineage is crucial, it must be considered that in the Hindu
religion the quality of divine incarnation (avatar) is often acknowledged among
the spiritual attributes of a guru. In Aumism, the fundamental difference with
regard to the attributes acknowledged in Hamsah Manarah is the insufficiently
polysemous quality of the term “Cosmoplanetary Messiah,” to the extent that
the term is linked to a conceptual universe of Judeo-Christian origin, in which
avatar and messiah are different concepts.

Moreover, apart from the difference between avatar and messiah, however,
I believe that there is—at least conceptually—a thread of continuity between
Gilbert Bourdin’s experience and the path of Sivananda, and that it is worth
examining. In truth, where Hamsah Manarah reveals himself as “Avatar of
Synthesis,” and to the extent that the Aumist religion presents itself as a “Re-
ligion of Synthesis,” the essential message of which is a “Message of Synthe-
sis,” there seems to be a strong echo of the eclectic approach of Sivananda,
who, not coincidentally, presented his system of yoga as a “yoga of synthesis”
(Sivananda, n.d.).

The Aumist Doctrine of Synthesis

Gilbert Bourdin’s spiritual itinerary thus presents a transition from the Hindu
substratum to universalism, which the founder defined as a “spiritual revolu-
tion.” Let us now examine a few of the main doctrines professed by the Aumist
religion, according to the twenty-two volumes left by Hamsah Manarah; it was
apparently based on a dualistic theology and a cosmology that includes a cy-
clical theory of time and a relation with other planets and solar systems.

Aumism is presented as the universal religion of the new era (the Golden
Age), an active and dynamic philosophy: the “Universal Religion of the Unity
of the Faces of God.” The foundations of the Aumist doctrine are summed up
in “five truths”: first, the truth on death, which is nothing but a change of state;
second, the truth on suffering, suffering arising from the fear of moving for-
ward; third, the truth on pain, which makes one take giant steps toward God;
fourth, the truth on evolution, based on a law according to which every being
that is born must have, as its purpose, the attainment of a higher level; and
fifth the truth on the ultimate goal to be reached (Hamsah Manarah, 1991:
43–44).

The essential message of the Aumist religion is eclectic, one of synthesis
contained in the sound AUM, which Hamsah Manarah’s disciples consider to
be the source of creation, the primordial sound, the sound that gave birth to
all other sounds, the first and highest vibration, also called pranava (from



the aumist religion 219

prana, vital energy, and va, vehicle), that is, the driver of energy. In this sense,
the three letters of AUM correspond to three principles: the primordial A of
the world before the creation (physical level); the U of the creation (mental
level); the M of the expansion of creation (spiritual level). Thus, AUM corre-
sponds to the past, the present, and the future, and as such propels toward the
absolute, destroying ignorance and evil, uniting Heaven and Earth; it is both
liberating and liberator, the name of God, symbol of the supreme reality. Ac-
cording to Aumist doctrine, the sound AUM acts differently depending on how
it is pronounced: when enunciated aloud it purifies the environment, crystal-
lizes good vibrations, and eliminates evil; when voiced quietly it calms the
mind, prepares for concentration, and promotes healing; when spoken men-
tally, it helps concentration and meditation.

The concept of reincarnation, linked to the first of the “five truths” (the
truth about death), plays an essential role in Aumist doctrine, and Hamsah
Manarah dealt with the subject of visible and invisible worlds (including trans-
migration of souls) by stating that “there are billions of inhabited worlds in
intersidereal space, but at different stages of evolution” (Hamsah Manarah,
1991: 13). After death, the soul passes through all levels of the evolutionary
scale, from the mineral kingdom to plant, animal, and human, finally reaching
the divine (its real nature). In 1985, Hamsah Manarah declared that he had
created the Column of Light, an instrument aimed at receiving souls that have
left the body, which currently houses about 620 billion evolving souls. The
Column of Light is composed of six arms, each with twenty-one levels of con-
sciousness. Considered an “enormous post mortem university,” it serves to
direct the souls and stimulate them in their evolution toward God, integrating
the astral world, the celestial planes, the hells and heavens of the various re-
ligions, thus promoting the crystallization and perpetuity of the Golden Age
on earth.

To understand this concept, it must be remembered that for Aumists, all
worlds are governed by the Law of Cycles. They are born in a Golden Age,
but—due to the rebellious nature of the spiritual bodies that inhabit them—
soon decline, thus causing the Golden Age to be followed by a Silver Age. In
this age, gurus and buddhas prefer to rest in artificial paradises rather than act
to protect the world. Their refusal to act constitutes one of the ways in which
karma is accumulated. Such decline is even greater in the Bronze Age that
follows: corrupt science dominates and conquers the lazy hyperborean Silver
Age civilization. In this age of science, a tremendous battle breaks out between
Lemuria and Atlantis. Atlantis, which is also the hyperboreans’ means of re-
venge, destroys Lemuria, but in turn is destroyed by a revolt by Nature itself,
which is no longer willing to be tyrannized by science. The destruction of
Atlantis leads to the fourth age, the Iron Age, dominated by the law of karma,
by division, by conflict, and by religion that has transformed itself into super-
stition. God becomes incarnate in all ages, and in ours he presents himself on
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earth in the person of Lord Hamsah Manarah, who eliminates corruption and
superstition from all religions in order to put an end to karma and to the Iron
Age, and to hasten the coming of the Golden Age. Since Lord Hamsah Man-
arah revealed himself as messiah, the law of karma was abolished whereby all
souls can be purified and take their place in the Golden Age (or be destroyed
if they refuse to purify themselves). It is absolutely certain that the Golden Age
will arrive on earth, because the consequences of the Law of Cycles are inevi-
table. Nevertheless, accepting or refusing Lord Hamsah Manarah as messiah
is important for determining whether the Golden Age will arrive soon or must
still be awaited.

A Few Notes on Symbolism

Aumist teachings emerge not only from the doctrine described briefly above;
they refer to a complex symbolism as well. From this point of view, the entire
holy city of Mandarom Shambasalem constitutes an effective compendium of
the Aumist religion. Mandarom follows a peculiar holy geography dotted with
monuments that relate to Aumist doctrine. This holy space contains:

• The Lotus Temple (built in 1977, eleven meters high), symbolizing the
restored Order of the Cosmic Lotus, and which was the founder’s
home during his lifetime.

• The statue of the Buddha Maitreya (built in 1981, twenty-two meters
high), considered the synthesis of Eastern spiritual energies.

• The statue of the Cosmic Christ (built in 1987, twenty-one meters
high), reuniting Western mystical energies.

• The temple of the Golden Age Trimurti (1988), receptacle of the holy
energies of Para Trimurti.

• The statue of the Cosmic Maria (1989), symbolizing the Primordial
Divine Mother.

• The statues of the four archangels of Aumism (1989), assigned to pro-
tect the messiah’s mission.

• The mosque of the Imam Mahdi (1989), symbol of the regeneration of
Islam.

• The temple of the Column of Fire of the avatar Kalki (1989), the pres-
ence of purified Hinduism.

• The Golden Temple of the Lord Melkitsedeq (1989), representing illu-
minated Judaism.

The return to the unity of the creator word is represented by the Hexamid, the
true symbol of the Aumist religion: a multisided pyramid with the colors of
the rainbow representing the various religions (natural religions, Hinduism,
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Buddhism, Islam, Christianity, Judaism, Jainism) that merge at the top in the
sound OM, a white light of synthesis.

The presence of these buildings has generated bitter debate and contro-
versy within France, especially with regard to the statue of the Cosmoplanetary
Messiah and the as yet unbuilt Pyramid Temple of the Unity of the Faces of
God. Aumists assert that the Pyramid Temple of Unity (the construction of
which has never begun, although the first stone was laid on August 22, 1992)
was on the earth well before the Great Flood, and aspire to erect it because—
it being the most perfect symbol of the unity of man and God—it would allow
the reconciliation of humanity.

The iconography and architecture of the Pyramid Temple of Unity, but
more generally of the entire Aumist symbolic system—from the existence of
Mandarom itself to the Hexamid, from the statues to the temples, and so on—
are vitally important to the movement’s doctrine. In sociological terms, one
could say that an increase in power of the symbolic element produces an in-
crease in the power of the generalization, with dynamics applicable, among
other things, to the formation of the neosyncretist school.

Although construction of the Pyramid Temple of Unity is the object of
considerable dispute, the matter—tragically concluded—of the statue of the
Cosmoplanetary Messiah, one of the fundamental symbols of Aumism, was a
much greater harbinger of bitter conflict. Consecrated on August 22, 1990,
this thirty-three-meter-high monument erected in the holy city of Mandarom
Shambasalem was considered by Aumists to be the receptacle of the energies
of the return of God into matter. Erected with a complex symbolism, the statue
represented the Cosmoplanetary Messiah on whose heart gleams a lotus with
1008 golden petals, at the center of which beams the Diamond of the Sublime
Patriarch. Erection of the statue quickly set off a violent dispute (Introvigne,
1999), whereby anticultists and ecologists (the latter joining forces against the
“cult” based on the idea that the mountain had been “raped” by the ugly statues)
organized campaigns and instigated criminal actions against the Aumists for
zoning violations. The campaign culminated with the destruction of the main
statue by the French police on September 6, 2001.

On the other hand, Aumism is well accustomed to controversies—includ-
ing the refusal by different municipalities to entomb Gilbert Bourdin at Man-
darom after his death on March 19, 1998. Much of the controversy arises
because it is considered by anticult activists (especially in France) and by an
important part of the French media to represent the epitome of “cult.” On the
whole, in the late 1990s there was a climate of growing tension: “a typical case
of exaggerated social reaction,” according to Italian sociologist Luigi Berzano
(1996: 318). It was a peculiar case, however, especially if one considers that the
Aumist religion is not a large movement and is nonetheless often described
as the quintessence of the “danger of cults.” There was also a lawsuit brought
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against Gilbert Bourdin by a former member (whose mother still remains a
faithful Aumist), who claimed that she was raped by Hamsah Manarah in the
early 1980s. The suit led to Gilbert Bourdin’s arrest on June 12, 1995 (the very
day on which the French State Council was to rule on whether permission
should be granted for the construction of the Pyramid Temple of Unity), and
to his successive prosecution, which ended before reaching the trial stage be-
cause of Bourdin’s death.

A Religious or Esoteric Movement?

On the social level, Aumism simultaneously presents itself as a churchlike
structure and as an esoteric order. At the exoteric level, the Aumist Church—
composed of bishops (about one hundred worldwide), priests and priestesses
(about three hundred worldwide)—is the structure set up to serve Aumists
from among those who have received Aumist baptism. Aumism performs five
sacraments: baptism, confirmation, renewal of vows and promises, matrimony,
and transition (death) (Hamsah Manarah, 1994).

At the esoteric level, Aumism has its Association of the Knights of the
Triumphant Vajra (formerly the Association of the Knights of the Golden Lo-
tus). Aumism cannot be understood unless one emphasizes that it is essentially
an esoteric order much more than a religious order. And such an assertion
forces us to change our perception of what has been said up to now with regard
to Aumist doctrines, cosmology, and symbolism. But, in perfect “Aumist style,”
the reality is even more complex; in fact, the Association of the Knights of the
Triumphant Vajra is nothing but “the moral initiatic base . . . , the exotericism
of the Association of the Diamond” (Hamsah Manarah, 1993b: 45). The alli-
ance between the Association of the Knights of the Triumphant Vajra and the
Association of the Diamond involves a system divided into twenty-two initiatic
steps. To sum up, the Association of the Knights of the Triumphant Vajra is
the esoterism of Aumism, and the Association of the Cosmic Diamond is the
esoterism of the Association of the Knights of the Triumphant Vajra.

In Nonconclusion

As we have noted from this overview of the founder’s spiritual experience,
description of doctrines, and complex symbolism, Aumism’s original Hindu-
based identity was followed by a transition to universalism, in which Christi-
anity and Buddhism, Hinduism and Jainism, Islam and Judaism blend as a
result of the identification of the Cosmoplanetary Messiah, Gilbert Bourdin.
This “new recomposition of sense . . . , of rationality and irrationality, of con-
sciousness, possessed by all new forms of religiosity” (Berzano, 1996: 319)
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would apparently confirm Aumism’s definition of itself as a religious move-
ment. At first glance, this analysis would seem to indicate that Aumism is a
new form of syncretism, if to this term we attribute the habitual meaning given
it by scholars of religion, that is, the need to conciliate and synthesize differing
positions, “processes of symbiosis and fusion among different religious
traditions, characterized by the fact that the components in question have been
independent for a great length of time and/or are still recognizable and, in all
cases, by the fact that their union is not theoretical, but rather the result of a
meeting of vital religious forces, able to generate formations destined to en-
dure” (Filoramo, 1993: 703).

It seems, however, that the results emerging from a study of Aumism can
be fully comprehended only when one understands the importance that eso-
teric, initiatic, and occult traditions play in it, for these constitute the “second
pillar” on which Aumism has gradually been built as a separate “tradition”
emerging from a preexisting substrate. Esoteric study constituted Gilbert Bour-
din’s original spiritual experience, and there are references to esoterism in the
context of doctrine, as well, such references seeming to lead to a post-
theosophical approach. Moreover, if such observation is true in a historical and
doctrinal context, it is no less so when related to a sociographic study of Au-
mism. From among the approximately four hundred current followers (there
have been two thousand initiates from the late 1960s to today; in the early
1990s, there were almost twice the number of members as today; in 2001,
there were eleven resident monks at Mandarom, twenty-three in the late 1990s,
and about forty in the early 1990s), “56% of members say that they experienced
an attraction or performed an esoteric activity . . . before discovering Aumism”
(Duval, 2002: 155).

The study and observation of Aumism in the above-described context
brings us with increasing awareness to the observation that such a movement
seems to elicit from the context what elsewhere I have proposed to call the
“esoteric paradigm” (Zoccatelli, 2000). I therefore refer the reader to such a
study, specifying that it be placed in the context of a methodological approach
aimed at satisfying the need to overcome the current distinction between re-
ligious movements and cult movements, because the call to elaborate a crite-
rion of approach of fundamental types of approach to the sacred has often been
expressed. If, on the one hand, the religious approach does not apparently
exhaust relational potentials with transcendent aspects, neither, on the other
hand, does the initiatic approach seem to be conclusive. Rather, it seems the
species of a genus: the “esoteric paradigm” as a true alternative (as “funda-
mental type”) to religious reality, especially with regard to a movement such
as Aumism, at the center of dispute and controversy for many years, perhaps
because “its sin is just that it is too visible” (Introvigne, 1998: 104). With its
gigantic statues and temples, the very existence of the Mandarom challenges
official French anticult policy.
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Inventing L. Ron Hubbard:
On the Construction and
Maintenance of the
Hagiographic Mythology of
Scientology’s Founder

Dorthe Refslund Christensen

L. Ron Hubbard, founder and originator of Dianetics and Scientol-
ogy, died on January 24, 1986.1 At the time of his death, he was in
absolute control of the organization he had established and continu-
ously altered since the late 1940s—despite the fact that he had been
taking precautions, for a number of years, to secure the organiza-
tion’s future after his death. He was still the originator of all new
issues brought up within Scientology as well as the only religious
inspiration of the church and its followers.

He still is. In Scientology today, Hubbard remains the religious
leader and, in many ways, the organizational head even though ini-
tiatives have been taken by others to continue the practical work of
the organization. The crisis to which religions are often exposed af-
ter the death of the founder and/or prophet seems to have been
avoided by Scientology. In fact, more than a decade after his death,
Hubbard’s power seems undiminished. This is no coincidence.
When it comes to keeping Hubbard at the head of the religion, the
initiatives taken by the church and its different suborganizations are
immense. He is not a figurehead with no significance; he is the only
ultimate source and legitimizing resource of the religious and thera-
peutic claims of the church. L. Ron Hubbard and Scientology have
always been and will, most probably, always be inseparable.
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figure 11.1. L. Ron Hubbard. Courtesy of the L. Ron Hubbard Library.

In this essay I focus on Hubbard’s significance in Scientology by analyzing
the different initiatives taken by the church to construct and maintain L. Ron
Hubbard as the only religious and legitimizing source of Scientology. The most
important of these initiatives—and the one that has caused the most contro-
versy, besides the esoteric character of the religion—is the hagiographic pro-
duction, which constitutes the most significant attempt by the church to con-
tinually renew interest in Hubbard, and thereby his religion, by pointing to
him as the ultimate source and legitimizing resource. Part of such a hagio-
graphic account will be analyzed after a brief introduction to the religious
significance of Hubbard in Scientology. The analysis of the hagiography will
be placed in perspective by introducing other church initiatives to promote and
protect Hubbard and Scientology and will include introductions to basic Scien-
tological ideas, practices, and important parts of the church’s literature. In the
bibliography, I include all basic and central Scientology literature and other
publications such as videos and booklets besides, of course, all major research
contributions on the subject.
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The Concept of Charisma: An Analytical Framework

An analysis of the construction and maintenance of the claim to superhuman
authority by a religious prophet and his organization is hardly possible without
reference to the concept of charisma, which was developed by sociologist Max
Weber in the beginning of the twentieth century and applied, interpreted, and
discussed ever since by scholars in the field of sociology of religion and else-
where.2 Although it is not a goal of this essay to discuss Weber’s concept or to
contribute to its ongoing development, the concept will be used as a back-
ground, or framework, for an analysis of Scientology’s perpetual construction
and staging of L. Ron Hubbard and his claim to special agency.

According to Weber, the term charisma is “a certain quality of an individual
personality by virtue of which he is set apart from ordinary men and treated
as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional
powers or qualities. These are such as are not accessible to the ordinary person,
but are regarded as of divine origin or as exemplary, and on the basis of them
the individual concerned is treated as a leader. . . . What is alone important is
how the individual is actually regarded by those subject to charismatic author-
ity, by his ‘followers’ or ‘disciples.’ ”3

Bryan R. Wilson has interpreted Weber as follows: “Weber’s concept, cha-
risma, denotes a quality not of the individual, but of a relationship between
believers (or followers) and the man in whom they believed. His claim, or theirs
on his behalf, was that he had authority because of his supernatural compe-
tences. Charisma is not a personality attribute, but a succesful claim to power
by virtue of supernatural ordination” (Wilson 1975: 7). Thus, charisma is access
to the supernatural and/or superhuman qualities claimed by, or ascribed to a
person, and the acceptance of these claims by a group of followers. Charisma,
as such, is a complex set of social relations.4

As noticed by Weber, within different kinds of power relations that share
the characteristic of the charismatic, an institutionalization will have to take
place—routinization of the charismatic—if the power relations are to be main-
tained and stabilized (see, for instance, Weber 1968: 485ff. and 1976: 142ff.;
661ff.). No matter how inspiring, revolutionary, and challenging to the existing
order the charismatic leader may appear to his followers, his authority and
position within the social group are unstable and fragile. Two interrelated as-
pects of this fragility are relevant in establishing a framework for understand-
ing L. Ron Hubbard, his significance in Scientology, and the steps taken by
the church throughout the years, especially after his death, to maintain his
charismatic authority. First, on an organizational level an institutionalization
must take place in order to transform personal charisma into organizational
stability and practicality. If this does not happen the ideas will disappear with
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its originator when he or she dies. Second, on a religious level the continued
success of the charismatic leader is highly dependent on success. His teachings
and original practices must constantly be considered effective and relevant by
his followers.

In Scientology, the initiatives to emphasize Hubbard’s charisma are in-
separable from initiatives to routinize it. Although the mythologization of Hub-
bard seems to have expanded since his death in 1986, another process seems
to have been continous since the birth of Scientological ideas and practices in
the early 1950s, namely, the textualization of Hubbard. Textualization refers to
the process of transforming Hubbard from a historical person to a mythological
character identified with a set of religious ideas and practices.

L. Ron Hubbard as Text: Standard Technology

The institutionalization of Hubbard and his teachings has been ongoing since
the very early days of Dianetics, Hubbard’s self-improvement therapy that aims
at transforming traumatic (engrammic) memories to ordinary experience and
thereby helping the individual to lead a healthy life based on rational decisions
and awareness. The practice of Dianetics in its original form, found in the
book Dianetics: The Modern Science of Mental Health (Hubbard 1950/1989;
hereafter DMSMH), was presented in a somewhat anarchistic manner: “Any
person who is intelligent and possessed of average persistency and who is
willing to read this book [DMSMH] thoroughly should be able to become a
Dianetic auditor” (ibid.: 197). As early as July 1950 Hubbard began to talk about
Standard Operating Procedure, the therapeutic (and later the religious) prac-
tices he prescribed (TB 1991, vol. 1: 69).

No later than 1951, a year after publishing Dianetics: The Modern Science of
Mental Health, Hubbard was working hard to develop fundamental Dianetics
ideas from a “do-it-yourself-therapy” into the religion Scientology.5 One of the
problems that existed during the days of early Dianetics, according to Roy
Wallis (Wallis 1976: 77ff.), was that organizational structures were loose, and
since the fundamental message of Dianetics was somewhat anarchistic, it
turned out to be difficult to maintain control over its development. Further-
more, Hubbard lost the rights to DMSMH to the publisher Don Purcell, who
bought the rights when Hubbard was troubled by bankruptcy (ibid.).

From the beginning, Hubbard toured the United States giving lectures on
Dianetics and demonstrating the very simple therapeutic techniques of “au-
diting.”6 To comply with the demands of these techniques, it soon became
necessary to train auditors. This constitutes the first infringement of the an-
archy. As part of the institutionalization, the training of auditors became a
pivotal point in the development of Scientology. In terms of organization, Hub-
bard was able to keep control over his project, since it was he who developed



inventing l. ron hubbard 231

figure 11.2. Dianetics counseling, one of the core techniques of Scien-
tology, uses an E-meter as part of the procedure of “auditing.” Courtesy of
the Church of Scientology International.

the religious and therapeutic systems as well as the rules for training within
these systems. In this way it became possible to proclaim some people heretics
and to control access to the management of the newest techniques by monop-
olizing the education of religious and ritual specialists. Whereas the funda-
mental claim of Dianetics was that everybody could successfully apply the tech-
niques if they had read and understood Dianetics (Hubbard 1950/1989: 197),
and that “any case, no matter how serious, no matter how unskilled the auditor,
is better opened than left closed” (ibid.: 190), it was now claimed that an auditor
could do irreparable damage to his or her “preclear” (someone in Dianetics
training who has not yet reached the stage of “clear”) if the auditor was not
trained in the latest techniques (Hubbard 1951b/1989: 6f.).

When Scientology came into existence in the beginning of the 1950s, the
production of different periodicals, technical bulletins, and policy letters be-
came an important part of it from the very beginning.7 In these publications,
Hubbard continued to introduce new steps as soon as the previous ones had
been taken. Despite the fact that it remained important for him to travel from
one organizational unit to another in various parts of the world, giving lectures
and demonstrations, the textualization and institutionalization of Hubbard had
begun, in that more and more followers did not meet him in person. However,
Hubbard’s signature on the material used for auditing was the practitioners’
guarantee that the material was “standard.”8
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In Scientology today, the term Standard Technology denotes Hubbard’s
directions for auditing ritual tools applied in the correct manner. At the L.
Ron Hubbard Birthday Celebration Event in 1997, the chairman of the board
of the Religious Technology Center (RTC), David Miscavige, argued that
Standard Technology was, and still is, important because “not everybody
could be audited by Ron—time alone forbids it—and that is why auditing by
standard technology is Ron’s substitute” (video, Birthday Event 1997).9 The
Dianetics and Scientology Technical Dictionary states that “standard tech is not
a process or a series of processes. It is following the rules of processing”
(TD: 403). It has been claimed that through his findings, extraordinary
knowledge, and recognition, Hubbard solved man’s mental and spiritual
problems by making Standard Tech available. Hubbard’s soteriological path
and the direct application of the spiritual tools he provided were thereby
claimed to be the only way to salvation. Hubbard is Standard Tech. Hubbard,
in the form of Standard Tech, is the only way to freedom for man. Further-
more, in this framework it becomes crucial for the church to keep followers
alert to Hubbard and his life and efforts. Only by the constant presence of
Hubbard in the minds of the followers is the Standard Technology legiti-
mized. If the followers do not accept Hubbard’s charismatic claims, then
they might as well seek their ultimate salvation elsewhere. This, basically, is
how important Hubbard is in Scientology and, according to the self-
understanding of Scientology, to mankind.10

The Hagiography of L. Ron Hubbard:
Some Preliminary Remarks

Scientology’s accounts of the life of founder and originator L. Ron Hubbard is
one of the fields that have brought on the most controversy in the more apol-
ogetic and polemic works on Hubbard and Scientology (see, for instance, Atack
1992: 45–102; Gardner 1990: 263–80; Grønborg 1982: 10ff.; Haack 1982: 17–
33; Moos 1989: 7–82). The crux of the matter seems to be whether or not
Hubbard really did have the theoretical and practical educational background
and experiences that he and the church claim. The critics have maintained that
the church’s accounts of these matters leave much to be desired.

In scholarly analyses on Scientology (until recently primarily carried out
by sociologists of religion), there has not been an explicit focus on the Hub-
bard biography.11 When his personal history is taken into consideration,
however, we discover that the accounts of the church are unreliable.12 The di-
vergence between the Scientological accounts of L. Ron Hubbard’s life and
efforts and those produced by non-Scientologists is taken as proof that the
Scientological material is without value as a source of the actual life of Hub-
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bard.13 It is, however, a useful source when trying to grasp the meaning of
such accounts for the church, as I shall demonstrate below. After some pre-
liminary characterizations of the genre of hagiography, the presentation of
selected aspects of Scientology’s accounts of Hubbard’s life will aim at dem-
onstrating the legitimizing potential of the material and how the material is
actually used by the Church of Scientology in representing its religion, con-
cepts, and practices.

Hagiography: Some Preliminary Characteristics of the Genre

Hagiographic accounts of holy men and women are known in many religions.
Islam has its hadith literature on the prophet Mohammad, just as Buddhism
has its narratives on Siddharta Gautama’s path to spiritual knowledge, and
Christianity has its mythological accounts on the life and work of Jesus. The
accounts, and their place and importance in their respective traditions, might
vary but they are considered essential as sources of knowledge about these
persons.

However divergent hagiographic accounts might seem in relation to cer-
tain points, they bear a remarkable resemblance to one another, and the infor-
mation communicated about the holy person follows a recognizable pattern—
that is, certain narrative structures seem paradigmatic to the genre. Hagiog-
raphies are not “objective” historical accounts put forward in a narrative style
meant to reproduce all the highlights of the person’s life. On the contrary,
hagiographies are social and textual constructions produced with the particular
aim of informing the recipient about specific paradigmatic events and actions
connected to the founder or originator of a religion, for example.

In the Encyclopedia of Religion, William R. LaFleur characterizes sacred bi-
ography as follows:

the subjects of a sacred biography will tend to be treated as persons
whose life stories need to be told as discrete and continuous lives.
The subject of a sacred biography will tend to be treated as someone
whose life story can be told from birth to death and, to that degree
at least, as it should be treated in a secular biography. The difference
from the latter, however, lies in the degree to which such a subject
will be represented as carrying out a divinely planned mission, be-
ing the possessor of a “call” or visions authenticating such a mis-
sion, and having either infallible knowledge or supernatural powers.
(LaFleur 1987: 220)

Another of the outstanding differences between secular and sacred biog-
raphy, or hagiography, is that hagiography emphasizes continuity. A (pre-)
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determination of events in the subject’s life is stressed so that even the most
diverse occurences are tied together in a chain of events thus eliminating co-
incidence and stressing continuity. These events are seen as part of a “master
plan” that makes them religiously meaningful.

Hagiographies are used to present a certain intention, such as to legitimize
a religious tradition and/or the genuineness of a religious revelation by stress-
ing the originator’s genuine qualities as a human philosopher, enlightened
one, and/or as communicator of a divine or spiritual dimension (and in Hub-
bard’s case as also a scientist, as will be shown below).

In the New Catholic Encyclopedia, T. F. Mathews defines “practical hagi-
ography” as accounts “that are the spontaneous product of circumstances or
have been called into being by religious needs of one kind or another” (Ma-
thews 1979). This characterization attaches importance to the use of the hag-
iographic account. Hagiographic material and its production are a social con-
struction as well as a process aimed at responding to social and religious needs
among the recipients, be they the society at large or individual participants of
a given religion. Thus the social situation is the point of departure of the
hagiography and its production.

The Scientological account of L. Ron Hubbard’s life and efforts can be
productively approached as a hagiography deeply inscribed into the Sciento-
logical tradition. The hagiography is closely related to Scientology’s own iden-
tity, as it represents an integration of the precision of Western science with an
anthropology and cosmology inspired by Eastern (Indian) philosophy. By au-
thenticating Hubbard’s knowledge according to these fields of thought and
practice, the church legitimizes Scientology as the kind of religion that it claims
to be, a synthesis of scientific and spiritual truth, a religion that appeals to all
human beings all over the planet precisely because the origin of the religion
lies everywhere.

By focusing on hagiography (as opposed to biography), this essay focuses
not on the “historic truth value” but rather on the “utility value” of the accounts
of Hubbard’s life. It becomes evident in these accounts that the impetus behind
every assertion is the need to interpret coincidental events in Hubbard’s life
as meaningful in the Scientological context and perspective, so that Hubbard
appears to be a person who constantly worked toward one goal (coincidence is
eliminated and transformed into historical neccessity) and/or to explain how
Hubbard’s unique knowledge and wisdom, and thereby Dianetics and Scien-
tology, contribute to the world (a legitimizing factor). In relation to this, it is
obvious that the hagiography accentuates considerations of concepts like cha-
risma and the routinization of charisma, since the church’s transformation of
Hubbard from person to text, from man to religious institution, seems to have
happened so successfully that Scientology as a religious institution seems
stronger than ever in relation to its participants.
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The Hagiographic Material on L. Ron Hubbard

The analysis of the legendary life of L. Ron Hubbard in this essay is based
primarily on the book What is Scientology? (WiS 1992: 83–129) published by
the Church of Scientology International in 1992. The hagiographic account
in this book is a summary account in the sense that it communicates most
of the fundamental assertions about the man and his efforts, while the more
detailed accounts are found elsewhere.14 In recent years, initiatives have been
taken by the church to produce new and far more detailed accounts of Hub-
bard’s life. The most far-reaching publication series is the Ron Series, which
consists of magazines dealing with separate parts of Hubbard’s areas of ex-
perience. At the Birthday Event of L. Ron Hubbard in 1997 at FLAG Land-
base (one of the most important Scientology centers today, situated in Clear-
water, Florida, and the center of more advanced auditing services), which I
attended, a new “biography” was announced to be published during 1999
(this is still “in press”). The biographer is Dan Shermann, a Scientologist
who is also the man behind the Ron Series.15 Judging by his work in these
magazines, one may expect a collection of an impressive amount of infor-
mation already partly provided by the magazines. A third vital effort of the
Church to supply information about Hubbard’s legendary life is the “L. Ron
Hubbard Life Exhibition” located on Hollywood Boulevard, Los Angeles.
This location holds a large collection of items connected to different aspects
of Hubbard’s achievements, such as Boy Scouting, expeditions, his produc-
tion as a science fiction and fantasy writer, and so forth.

In most of the books on Dianetics and Scientology by L. Ron Hubbard,
information and assertions about his life can be found. The originator of
both these systems, he developed them gradually, and the information and
assertions presented in each book seem to have been arranged according to
the theme of the book or its group of recipients. The instrumental aspect
that exists in relation to hagiographies in general is clearly present in the pri-
orities of the Church of Scientology. In the book What is Scientology? a large
amount of hagiographic information and assertions are edited and made into
a consistent account of Hubbard’s life from his birth until the publication of
DMSMH on May 9, 1950.16It is an account that primarily wants to commu-
nicate that L. Ron Hubbard led an unusual life since his earliest childhood;
that he worked for humanity throughout his life; and that Dianetics and
Scientology are based on the unique knowledge and wisdom of this person
who has dedicated his entire life to the communication of this knowledge to
his fellow man.
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Childhood

Lafayette Ron Hubbard was born in Tilden, Nebraska, on March 13, 1911, the
son of naval officer Harry Ross Hubbard and his wife Ledora May Hubbard.
It is established that Hubbard’s mother was atypical for her time, in that she
was educated as a teacher prior to her marriage, which made her “aptly suited
to tutor her young son” who “was reading and writing at an early age, and
soon satisfying his insatiable curiosity about life with the works of Shakespeare,
the Greek philosophers, and other classics” (WiS 1992: 87).

Hubbard is presented as the child of parents with a certain social standing
in the community. It is characteristic that emphasis is placed on his mother’s
education, which made her special in her time (when not many women held
formal education) since in hagiographies the special character of the subject
of the hagiography is often extended to the family in some way, such as the
sanctification of Mary, mother of Jesus, and in some traditions, of her mother
as well. Not only is it claimed that Hubbard could read and write at an early
age and that his insatiable curiosity drew him toward literary classics, it is also
claimed that his mother was “aptly suited” to stimulate his early needs because
she was an educated teacher. Giving this priority of information, her work is
subordinate to his needs, and the idea that she was in some way chosen as his
mother because she was the most suitable is close at hand. The line of expla-
nation is not that the boy was interested in the classics because she motivated
an interest in him but rather that she could meet his demands for stimulation
because she was chosen to do so.

The stress on the boy’s early reading and writing skills, his curiosity about
life and that he sought to meet this curiousity by studying the classics is, in a
hagiography, an early indication of how special this person is. That he always
possesed exactly the orientation and the personal characteristics necessary to
one day discover and communicate a special knowledge to others—this is a
kind of rationalization after the fact in the sense that certain qualities possessed
by the object in his or her adult state are asserted as belonging to the person
as a child, so that these qualities and characteristics are authenticated. The
person’s knowledge and qualities are thereby stressed as genuine. Scientology
as a religion stresses repeatedly that the cognition of the world was discovered
and communicated by one man, L. Ron Hubbard, classicly cultured, although
critical of the imperfections and shortcomings of classical wisdom. Therefore
it it crucial that these qualities appear as early in this person’s life as possible.
The same goes for Hubbard’s general education. According to the Church, it
began when he was a very young child, as did his curiousity for life and, as
will be demonstrated below, his never-failing contact with ordinary life and
people.17

When young Hubbard was two years old, he moved with his family to a
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ranch outside of Kalispell, Montana, and later to the state’s capital, Helena.
According to the Scientological tradition, “Not only could he ride horses at the
age of three and a half, but was soon able to rope and break broncos with the
best of them” (WiS 1992: 89). This was another indication that he had skills
that are not ordinarily noticed in such a young child, and emphasized his
courage and love of adventure. In these surroundings, young Hubbard “first
encountered another culture, that of the Blackfoot Indians,” and “[h]is partic-
ular friend was an elderly medicine man, commonly known as ‘Old Tom.’ ”
Through this friendship with the normally taciturn Indian, Ron was soon in-
itiated into the various secrets of the tribe, their legends, customs, and methods
of survival in a harsh environment. At the age of six, he became a blood brother
of the Blackfeet, an honor bestowed on few white men (ibid.).

These narratives of his first encounters with another culture are, in a
broader Scientological perspective, the first accounts of the cross-cultural con-
tacts that developed into rhetorical cornerstones in the understanding of Hub-
bard’s development of Scientology; his adventurous travels and extended
knowledge of all kinds of people, societies, and cultures, and his skills to see
through their insufficiency constitute one platform for Scientology. His Amer-
ican education and his clash with the establishment of Western science con-
stitute, as will be shown below, another platform.

In 1923, at the age of twelve, Hubbard moved with his parents to Seattle,
because his father was stationed at a local naval base. “He joined the Boy Scouts
and that year proudly achieved the rank of Boy Scout First Class. The next year
he became the youngest Eagle Scout ever, an early indication that he did not
plan to live an ordinary life” (WiS 1992: 90). Besides stressing once again his
outstanding qualities, this passage claims that it is indicated by his earliest
achivements in life that he did not plan to live an ordinary life. Behind this lies
the idea that L. Ron Hubbard from early childhood worked toward the mission
he was to undertake later in life, to lead his fellow human beings toward the
safe route to ultimate awareness and spiritual freedom. The hagiography does
not claim that there were early indicators that he was not to live an ordinary
life but that there were early indications that he did not plan to live an ordinary
life. The point here is that we are not dealing with a selection by, for instance,
a transcendent power manifesting itself in him and providing him with spir-
itual awareness and knowledge for him to administer and communicate to
other people. The motif here is self-reflexive selection, “to be chosen by one-
self.”

As will be demonstrated below, another aspect of this motif is the confi-
dence offered to him by the people he meets on his way. The Scientological
idea behind this is that of the “actual cycle of action,” according to which an
individual is an active subject in control of his or her existence. This cycle of
action is opposed to the “apparent cycle of action,” according to which the
individual is stuck in a sequence of unfortunate story lines because he or she
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confuses cause and effect (Hubbard 1956a/1989: 18–25). An understanding of
the hagiography demands, on this and on several other points, that we make
a parallel analysis of the religious philosophy of Scientology. One of the goals
of the Scientological soteriology is to help an individual to regain an under-
standing of his or her confusion of the two cycles.18 By subscribing to the
premisses of the actual cycle, the individual can move toward the state of fully
capable spiritual being without being dependent on the body and the physical
universe, and thus move toward the state of OT or Operating Thetan. The claim
of the hagiography that Hubbard planned his extraordinary life is information
that he had the understanding all the time and that all of his actions happened
according to this cognition. The point here in relation to the selection motif is
that Hubbard chose himself. From his childhood he sensed and took an inter-
est in human problems and since he knew all along that something was very
wrong, all his personal, practical, and theoretical efforts in life were aimed at
solving these problems so that human misery could be stopped.

In 1923, Hubbard met Commander Joseph C. Thompson of the U.S. Navy
Medical Corps on a journey in the Panama Canal. His hagiographer writes,
“Commandor Thompson was the first officer sent by the US Navy to study
under Sigmund Freud, and took it upon himself to pass on the essentials of
Freudian theory to his young friend. Although keenly interested in the Com-
mandor’s lessons, Ron was also left with many unanswered questions.” (WiS
1992: 90). Here two points of vital importance for the Scientological self-
identity are stressed. First, it is said that Thompson was a student of Freud’s
and he was even supposed to have been among the first in the U.S. Navy to
take upon himself such studies. Considering that Dianetics as a therapeutic
self-help system is based on a division of the human mind and mental func-
tions very much inspired by Freudian theory, obviously young Hubbard’s tu-
toring by Thompson is an authentification of his skills in Freudian theory.19

Second, we are told that he was left with many unanswered questions, which
is another emphasis on his reflexive maturity and capability of unique cogni-
tion of the world. In relation to the continued Scientological emphasis on how
Hubbard in his research and cognition saw through and turned down most of
both Western and Eastern science and religion because these fields had not
solved man’s problems, this hagiographic element is an important authenti-
fication. Even this adult and former student of Freud’s could not fulfill the
boy’s intellectual needs.

The hagiographic accounts of L. Ron Hubbard’s childhood bear several
resemblances to accounts on the childhood and youth of Jesus in the Apocry-
pha and in the writings of the evangelists—in particular, the emphasis on the
clever child having different skills and qualities from those of boys of the same
age. To some extent the passage on Thompson’s insufficiency as a teacher
resembles that of the twelve-year-old Jesus lecturing the scribes during the
Easter festival in Jerusalem (Luke 2: 46–47).
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Scientology’s account of Hubbard, the child, is the part of the hagiography
that bears most resemblance to hagiographic accounts in Western religious
tradition. This may be considered an overall attempt to legitimize Scientology
as a religion.

Youth: The Disappointment with Eastern Wisdom

In 1927, at the age of sixteen, Hubbard set out for the first of several voyages
across the Pacific to Asia where “he took advantage of this unique opportunity
to study Far Eastern Culture” (WiS 1992: 93). He befriended, among others,
an old Chinese magician, Old Mayo, who according to Scientology “repre-
sented the last [magician] of the line of Chinese magicians from the court of
Kublai Khan. . . . Old Mayo was also well versed in China’s ancient wisdom
that had been handed down from generation to generation. Ron passed many
evenings in the company of such wise men, eagerly absorbing their words”
(ibid.). Hubbard was also allowed access to the Buddhist lama temples, where
he watched “monks meditate for weeks on end, contemplating higher truths.
[And o]nce again then, he spent much of his time investigating and question-
ing, seeking answers to the human dilemma” (ibid.: 95). At the age of nineteen,
“long before the advent of commercial airplane or jet transportation” he had
traveled more than a quarter of a million miles, not only to China, but to Japan,
Guam, the Philippines and other areas in the Orient. “In a very real sense, the
world itself was his classroom, and he studied in it voraciously, recording what
he saw and learned in his ever-present diaries, which he carefully preserved
for future reference” (ibid.: 98).

This last quote, once again, emphasizes Hubbard’s unlimited field of
studying: It is the world at large and the human existence in its widest and
most profound perspective that is being researched. Furthermore, it is once
again stressed that Hubbard was aware that these travels had a goal, a mission,
and therefore he kept his diaries for later use. He wasn’t traveling as a tourist.
As in the earlier passage on Hubbard’s contact to the Blackfoot Indians, what
is being claimed here is that doors, often kept closed to strangers, were being
held wide open for Hubbard. This is another aspect of the selection motif
mentioned above. Hubbard very early in life chose himself to solve the prob-
lems of humanity, and this decision was met by the confidence of others, and
thereby he obtained access to knowledge. The message of the hagiography is
that Hubbard was received everywhere because he was special. It is further-
more a very important point that these confident strangers do not impart
knowledge to him because they themselves hold special applicable knowledge,
but rather in spite of the fact that they do not have it. Hubbard, on the other
hand, used his knowledge of their knowledge and his experiences of human
misery all over the world to throw away these people’s “ancient wisdom” as
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insufficient: “Why? Why so much human suffering and misery? Why was man,
with all his ancient wisdom and knowledge accumulated in learned texts and
temples, unable to solve such basic problems as war, insanity and unhappi-
ness?” (ibid.: 96).

Wherever Hubbard traveled, he took the time to teach and help others. For
instance, it is told how he “proved to the terrified natives [on a remote Pacific
island] that the groans of a ghost in a supposedly haunted cave were nothing
more than the rushing of underground water” (ibid.: 98), and how he inves-
tigated ancient burial grounds “though his native friends were fearful for him
. . . his initiative drawn from the ever-present desire to know more. . . . Yet for
all the wonders of these lands and all his respect for those whom he encoun-
tered . . . he came to the inescapable conclusion that despite the wisdom of its
ancient texts, the East did not have the answers to the miseries of the human
condition. It remained evident in the degradation and sorrows of its people”
(ibid.: 101, 102).

Hubbard’s and Scientology’s relations to “Eastern wisdom” as they are
represented in different parts of the Scientological material will be put in per-
spective in a later section. First, however, Hubbard’s relationship to Western
science will be examined, looking at how this was formed through his attempts
to get a formal education.

Adult Life: Disappointment with Western Science

In 1929, now eighteen years old, Hubbbard returned to the United States to
resume his formal education; he attended Swawely Prep School in Manassas,
Virginia, and finally graduated from the Woodward School for Boys in Wash-
ington, D.C.20 He enrolled at George Washington University, where “fate and
his father placed him, fortunately, in mathematics and engineering,” even
though his subject, it is said, should probably have been ethnology “since he
was already an expert in many different cultures,” but “[w]ith his knowledge
of many different cultures and his growing awareness of the human condition,
his background in engineering and mathematics would serve him well in un-
dertaking a scientific approach to solving the riddles of existence and Man’s
spiritual potential” (WiS 1992: 104).

In this statement, the special coupling appears between all kinds of knowl-
edge and ways of gaining this knowledge that Hubbard impersonates in the
Scientological identity. The information that it was fate and his father that
decided his subject for him is interesting, since Hubbard’s parents do not play
important roles in the hagiography (in fact, they are hardly mentioned except
in the beginning, where the mother’s education and the father’s naval position
are emphasized). That the father is supposed to have determined Hubbard’s
choice of subject seems out of step with the rest of the hagiographic account,
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which indeed emphasizes repeatedly Hubbard’s independence and early rec-
ognition of human problems—unless, of course, this claim is included to cou-
ple the father to Hubbard’s Scientological project. A more probable interpre-
tation would be that this element is, in fact, an emphasis on Hubbard’s
independence: Even though the fatherly authority seems to ruin the promising
humanitarian career of his son, this never became possible since the son is
capable of combining all his skills and different facets of knowledge in an
exemplary way. It might just be that the father’s insistance on a mathematical
education can be interpreted as an expression of the factors outside Hubbard
himself that continuously attempted to ruin his mission. One of the corner-
stones of Hubbard’s self-understanding and a building block of Scientology as
a religion, not to mention an important aspect for many individual Scientolo-
gists, is that Hubbard was, from the very beginning, rejected and misunder-
stood by his surroundings. In several of Hubbard’s books and in all other kinds
of Scientological material a profound controversy is carried on against psy-
chologists, psychiatrists, doctors, and others said to have been opposed to Hub-
bard and the Scientological project from day one. Today an important part of
Scientology’s identity and understanding of interactions with the larger society
still bears this frame of mind. Scientology’s number one enemy is still the
psychiatric establishment and practitioners, as these are considered to consti-
tute a fundamental suppression of the individual and his or her possible de-
velopment. In a broader perspective, suppressive individuals or groups are
interpreted not only as enemies of Scientology but also of humanity, since
Scientology is working for the best of mankind. If the information on the
father’s decision about his son’s subject of study is interpreted in this context,
the point is that neither his father nor later enemies who did not understand
the importance of Hubbard’s task were powerful enough to succeed in destroy-
ing Hubbard and Scientology.

Hubbard pursued his task of solving the riddles of existence by theorizing that
extended knowledge about subatomic particles might be a key to human
thought processes; thus he enrolled in one of the first courses in the United
States on nuclear physics. He was concerned for the world’s safety in relation
to the way man handles the atom, and he realized that if the atom was to
benefit everyone, man would first have to learn how to handle himself: “His
aim, then, was to synthesize and test all knowledge for what was observable,
workable, and could truly help solve man’s problems. And to that end, he set
out to determine precisely how the mind functioned” (WiS 1992: 104).

To understand Hubbard’s role as the discoverer of Dianetics and Scien-
tology and the legitimation of the two, as well as Hubbard’s importance to
Scientologists all over the world, it is crucial to understand that even though
Dianetics and Scientology were presented to laymen this was not done by a
layman, according to the Scientological self-understanding. It was presented
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by a man with an impressive amount of various theoretical as well as practical
personal competences and educational qualifications.

One of Hubbard’s first pioneering experiments was the examination of
how a sound-wave-measuring device called a Koenig Photometer identified
speech as poetry regardless of the language spoken. The device’s wavelengths
were the same for haiku poetry read in Japanese and English, and this made
Hubbard conclude that there “was scientific evidence that people were not so
different as he had been led to believe, that there was indeed a meeting ground,
and that all minds did in fact respond identically to the same stimuli” (ibid.:
107).

This experiment and not least the conclusion are a perfect illustration of
the understanding of science that flows through Hubbard’s thoughts and pro-
duction. Canadian historian of religion Irving Hexham has argued that many
new religious groups, as well as the New Age movement (and American society
at large) promote a belief in science rather than a true understanding of sci-
entific thinking and premises (Hexham 1993). It makes sense to interprete
Hubbard’s scientific ideals in this perspective. On the one hand, Western sci-
ence at large is being rejected because it is considered too conservative and too
isolated from the society that it is supposed to be an active part of and because
its premises regarding man are false. On the other hand, Hubbard aims at a
sort of scientific discourse and rhetoric. Throughout Hubbard’s production it
is emphasized that Scientology is not only a religion but the perfection of
religion, “A religion of religions.”21 At the same time, Hubbard’s “scientific”
methodology is emphasized repeatedly in expressions such as “clinical tests
prove these statements to be scientific facts” and “at this state of research” (see,
for instance, Hubbard 1950/1989: 47). In this way, Scientology is seen as the
synthesis of all wisdom, and due to Hubbard, the path to ultimate salvation
and freedom for mankind has been made available through this synthesis (see,
for instance, Hubbard 1968: 1ff.). The scientific characteristic is considered a
guarantee that the Scientological practices always work. Scientology’s repeated
claim of being a true science, representing scientific precision in its methods
and goals, is one of the factors that gives Scientology its very secular character.22

At the same time this might be considered a sanctification of science. “Rea-
soning that questions arising from his experiments would best be answered
by those who were paid to know about the mind, Ron took [his] discoveries to
the psychology department. Rather than answers, however, he found that the
. . . psychologists had no comprehension or understanding of the results—but
more importantly—they weren’t even interested in such things” (WiS 1992:
109). Hubbard was stunned to realize that nobody knew how the mind works
and that nobody within psychology or psychiatry had decided to solve the prob-
lem: “Not only were there no answers in the East, there were none to be found
in any Western center of culture” (ibid.).

The account of how psychologists refused to discuss the photometer ex-
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periments with Hubbard is almost etiologic in nature, since it prefigures the
very tense relationship between Hubbard (and Scientology) and the psycho-
logical and psychiatric professions that later occurred. These professions are
claimed to have turned their back on him and, even worse, they turned their
back on mankind because mankind was in need of Hubbard’s ideas and these
professions refused to help. “ ‘To be very blunt,’ he put it, ‘it was very obvious
that I was dealing with and living in a culture which knew less about the mind
than the lowest primitive tribe I had ever come in contact with. Knowing also
that people in the East were not able to reach as deeply and predictably into
the riddles of the mind as I had been led to expect, I knew I would have to do
a lot of research.’ . . . Deciding that formal study had nothing more to offer, L.
Ron Hubbard left college . . . , again taking his quest to learn about life out
into the world . . . to see if [he] could find a common denominator of existence
which would be workable” (ibid.: 111).

The Overall Legitimizing Project of the Hagiography

In What is Scientology? Hubbard is introduced as follows: “[The] chapter will
cover the key incidents that shaped L. Ron Hubbard’s life, and the important
milestones on the road to his discoveries. By any measure, it was an immensely
full and interesting life but the true value of it lies in the legacy that he left
mankind” (WiS 1992: 83). Of interest here is the claim that even though Hub-
bard’s life was indeed interesting its real value was that of serving mankind.
This may indicate that priority is given to information in the hagiography that
illuminates and puts into perspective the philosophy and practice that Hubbard
found and shared. It is not his life as such, however interesting it might be,
that is important; what is important is his role and activities that deal with
Dianetics and Scientology. By putting his knowledge into this kind of perspec-
tive, the young developing tradition is given weight.

“Scientology was discovered, developed and organized by L. Ron Hubbard”
(see for example, Hubbard 1968b: first unnumbered page). This sentence,
often printed in the publications of Scientology, expresses very precisely Hub-
bard’s significance to Scientology. It reflects the idea that the teachings of
Scientology present in any culture at any time are a potential knowledge, a
latent gnosis. But it was not until Hubbard that anyone possessed the qualities
necessary to recognize this knowledge, develop and systematize it, thereby
making it available for everyone. The term discovered should be understood as
opposed to invented. Hubbard is not thought to have invented the elements
taught and practiced in Dianetics and Scientology. Being the unique person he
was, only he could make the necessary connections that made it possible for
all the wisdom of the world to be applied by ordinary people. Hubbard himself
said, “[In Asia] you could sit on a mountain top for a thousand years and it
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was perfectly alright with everybody in the whole neighborhood. In the west,
they pick you up for vagrancy. So, we combine the collective wisdom of all
those ages with a sufficient impatience and urgency, a sufficiency of scientific
methodology. I think, by the way, that Gautama Sakyamuni probably had a
better command of scientific methodology than any of your Chairs of Science
in Western universities” (Hubbard 1968b: 11).

Hubbard emphasized what he considered to be the ignorance in Western
science of man’s true nature. This kind of science, according to Hubbard, is
guilty of a denial of the truths about man’s origin that have been known since
the Vedas, which are themselves described as the earliest source of Scientology
(Hubbard 1968b: 12). In the hagiography, Hubbard is disowned by science,
since science will not discuss his experiments and his discoveries although
these are founded on ancient truths. Hubbard’s description of Buddha as a
scientist (ibid.: 19) is identical to the hagiographical description of Hubbard, a
man who was capable of seeing through and bringing together various kinds
of truthful and useful information in the world. Hubbard is thereby legitimated
as a mediator and bearer of truth in a direct line from highly esteemed Eastern
religious traditions.

At the same time, and with a legitimizing point of its own, Hubbard is the
person who made these traditions accessible, since only he had the true attitude
to scientific work that the East, despite Buddha, is not used to. He is practical:
“all we want is something with a high degree of workability, that’s all any
scientist needs” (Hubbard 1955a/1989: 18). This lies behind the idea that Scien-
tology is “the religion of religions.” Hubbard is seen as the ultimate cross-
cultural saviour; he is thought to be able to release man from his miserable
condition because he had the necessary background, and especially the right
attitude. These ideas are the basis of the frequently stated Scientology message:
“People all over the world consider they have no truer friend.”

Keeping Scientology Working: Routinization of Charisma
on a Formal Level

The purpose of analyzing important aspects of the hagiographic narrative on
L. Ron Hubbard’s life in What Is Scientology? was to demonstrate how central
elements in the narrative, related to Scientological ideas, establish the narrative
of a life, the events of which, like beads on a string, support central aspects of
Scientological ideas and self-identity. Analyzing the legitimizing potential in
different statements of the hagiography, Hubbard’s significance to Scientology
as a religion was demonstrated. The overall aim was to exemplify the mythol-
ogization of Hubbard in the hagiographic process and production and to point
to its religious significance and perspectives, thereby adding an important per-
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spective to the ongoing discussion and controversy on the nature of Scientol-
ogy’s teachings on the founder.

Broadening the perspective of mythologization, the following will point to
some of the initiatives taken by the church to carry out the legitimizing poten-
tial on an organizational level. These initiatives have consequences on both an
organizational and a religious level.23

The institutionalization and routinization of Hubbard has been an ongo-
ing process since the early days of Scientology, and the idea of Standard Tech-
nology was the cornerstone of Scientological practice even in Hubbard’s life-
time. In the last years of his life, Hubbard worked with trusted staff members
to develop an organizational structure that would protect his legacy, Standard
Tech and Scientology, after his death. In 1982, four years prior to his death, he
initiated the ultimate formal routinization of charisma. He transformed him-
self into the ultimate legitimizing source: a registered trademark handed over
to the control of the Religious Technology Center (RTC).24 This was an orga-
nization formed that same year to “preserve, maintain and protect the Scien-
tology religion” (RTC 1993: 4). RTC is not a part of the church organizational
hierarchy and is not involved with its daily activities. RTC’s work is organized
in seven different divisions, all handling different parts of the overall pur-
poses.25 “All of RTC’s activities focus on one purpose: to keep Scientology
working by safeguarding the proper use of the trademarks, protecting
the public, and making sure that the powerful technology remains in
good hands and is properly used” (ibid.). The “Valuable Final Products”26

of RTC are:

1. Having the correct technology.
2. Knowing the technology.
3. Knowing it is correct.
4. Teaching correctly the correct technology.
5. Applying the technology.
6. Seeing that the technology is correctly applied.
7. Hammering out of existence incorrect technology.
8. Knocking out incorrect applications.
9. Closing the door on any possibility of incorrect technology.

10. Closing the door on incorrect application. (Ibid.: 28)

These products were formulated by Hubbard in the 1960s, and he de-
fended them and their seriousness by saying, “We’re not playing some minor
game in Scientology. It isn’t cute or something to do for lack of something
better. The whole agonized future of this planet, every man, woman and child
on it, and your own destiny for the next endless trillions of years depend on
what you do here and now with and in Scientology” (ibid.).

Since 1955, Hubbard and his organization have registered certain words
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and symbols of the religion as trademarks and service marks in countries all
over the world. In 1986 there were more than 3,300 registered trademarks and
servicemarks in more than 140 countries.27 Registration of trademarks is usu-
ally one of the first activities when Scientology starts a dissemination program
in a new country. When Hubbard began to register these marks, “[h]e wanted
to make the pure application of one-hundred percent standard technology avail-
able to all, and knew that maintenance of the trademarks would help guarantee
it” (ibid.: 6). When RTC was formed in 1982, Hubbard donated all the trade-
marks to the control of RTC, including the trademarks “L. Ron Hubbard,”
“LRH,” “Ron,” the “LRH sea symbol” and the “L. Ron Hubbard signature.”28

RTC has given the mother church, Church of Scientology International, the
right to use the trademarks as well as to license all other churches to use the
marks. The trademarks are a formal cornerstone in the dissemination and
practice of the Scientology religion. Without the marks there can be no au-
thority claimed on behalf of any kind of material. Just as Standard Tech is
Hubbard’s substitute on a practical ritual level, the formal institutionalization
of himself as a trademark seems to be a very effective way of keeping Hubbard
formally present.

As in other religions, ritual success in Scientology depends on the correct
application of ritual tools. A ritual is only considered workable if it is performed
in the correct manner. Unlike most other religions, Scientology, being a child
of modern Western capitalism and management technology, applies the tools
and icons in these cultural settings to protect the religion. No new Hubbard
books, films, tapes, course packages, compilations of LRH writings or record-
ings are released without being thoroughly examined and approved by RTC.
No dissemination campaigns or promotional items can be carried out by the
church without RTC having approved them “to make sure they are free from
alteration or interpretation and are one-hundred percent on-Source” (ibid.: 19).
RTC is the institution to contact if one becomes aware that materials are “off-
Source” or if individuals are altering or interpreting the material. Besides the
trademarks, RTC owns the rights to all “Advanced materials,” that is, the Stan-
dard Tech used by Scientologists to move up the uppermost levels of the Bridge,
Scientology’s very detailed path of salvation. RTC is physically present in all
“Advanced Orgs” (the larger centers that are able to offer advanced training)
to ensure that the technology of these levels and the individuals who apply
them are protected from false data.

It is evident that RTC, with its primary assignments of authorization, ver-
ification, and correction all aimed at the goal of keeping “Dianetics and Scien-
tology technology safeguarded, in good hands and properly used” (ibid.: 8), is
the single most powerful unit within, and yet not quite within, the church’s
organizational structure. In this context, the interesting part of RTC’s control
is the control of the trademarks, in particular the Hubbard-names trademarks.
On the one hand, as pointed out by the church, RTC is the ultimate protector
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of Hubbard. On the other hand, it is possible to imagine that the legitimating
potential and power of Hubbard’s name in its different forms can, if a crisis
in the religion occurs, be maneuvered in different directions. In fact, one might
ask if it would be possible to publish material, if the situation calls for it, with
Hubbard’s signature as legitimating source but without the material actually
being Hubbard’s. It would be in variance with the foundations and formulated
valuable final products in RTC but would it, in a crisis, be possible to argue
that this would be an initiative taken “to keep Scientology working?” This re-
mains to be seen.

The chairman of the board of RTC is David Miscavige. His position might
be considered to be the most important and most powerful in Scientology.
Miscavige himself was a “messenger” (see below) to Hubbard when he was a
child, and he seems to have proven his commitment to the church since his
earliest years. He has held his position in RTC since it was formed in 1982. It
should be made absolutely clear that Miscavige’s position is not in any way
comparable to that of Hubbard’s. Hubbard was source and originator. Misca-
vige is the protector to guarantee this source, and as such he is highly respected
by Scientologists. Like other top leaders of Scientology such as the president
of the Church of Scientology International, Heber C. Jentzch, and the executive
director, Guillaume Lésevre, Miscavige is not, in principle, considered more
important than other dedicated staff members.

He has proven, on different occasions, that he is capable of handling crises
in the organization. In the 1980s disagreement on how to administer Hub-
bard’s religious legacy led to the exclusion of a number of highly positioned
Scientologists. Miscavige was the man to carry the organization through that
crisis. In 1995 he took the initiative to develop a new concept of how to train
auditors in Scientology, the so called Golden Age of Tech program.29 He has
proven himself a loyal and invaluable chairman in the most powerful organi-
zational unit.

Keeping Hubbard Interesting

Whereas RTC is formally the most powerful unit when it comes to organiza-
tional efforts to keep Hubbard in control of the organization, another organi-
zational unit supplements it on a practical level. A kind of mediator between
the control of Hubbard as formal Source and the realization and confirmation
of his qualities by the individuals in Scientology is the Commodore’s Messen-
gers’ Org (CMO), formed in 1969.30 (Scientology started branches of the or-
ganization that operated out of their own ships. These branches took on naval
titles like “commodore.”) In 1967, when Hubbard formed the Sea Organiza-
tion, he was sailing around the world carrying out his research on board the
vessel Apollo. Hubbard was the commodore of that ship. On board with him
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was a group of children and teenagers who served as messengers. They were
his representation when, for instance, messages where to be passed on from
Hubbard to passengers and personnel on board. Being the commodore’s mes-
sengers they could expect the same respect that Hubbard enjoyed. The CMO
was reorganized during the 1970s, especially after Hubbard went ashore in
Clearwater, Florida, to form FLAG Landbase in 1975, and CMO’s role as pro-
viding the messengers for Hubbard was reinterpreted after Hubbard’s death
in 1986. After the commodore died, his messengers were now to bring mes-
sages from the source to the outside world. CMO’s “valuable final products”
are:

1. Successfully exploited LRH properties of all types to correct publics.
2. Demand for LRH.
3. Demand for LRH products.
4. Increased consumption of LRH products.
5. Confidence in LRH products.
6. Security for LRH by increased repute.
7. Faith in LRH tech and material.
8. Successful defenses of LRH.
9. Broadened knowledge of and respect for LRH.

CMO’s role can be divided into two areas: whereas RTC keeps the tech
clean by closely examing all new materials and promoting Hubbard on an
organizational level, CMO, through the hosts present at all major orgs (organ-
izations), is present as a unit to protect LRH on a daily basis. They are present
“on behalf of Ron.” In this context, the institutionalization and mythologization
of Hubbard, another aspect of CMO’s activities, is vital. One may say that while
RTC sees to it that individuals who want to apply the tech can be sure that it
is “on Source” and promotes Hubbard on a large-scale level through campaigns
and, not the least, through annual events such as the Birthday Game and Event,
CMO’s prime task is to promote Hubbard on a daily basis, in all the smaller
formal and informal activities that go on in the orgs, so that Hubbard is con-
stantly kept interesting and attractive. One result of this is the publication and
promotion of the Ron Series. More than twenty magazines have been pub-
lished in this series during more than a decade, all focusing on particular areas
of Hubbard’s work. One booklet on the series reads: “With each issue of the
RON Series, you come to know Ron better and as a result live life closer to the
source” (CSI 1998a). As one of my informants put it: “Ron was the first, you
are the next.” It seems that over time, yet more aspects of Hubbard’s character
and interests will be published in a narrative form. Just as it is a strategy of
the Church to cover as many parts of life as possible, to make as many en-
trances into Dianetics and Scientology as possible, it seems to be a strategy to
make Hubbard as multifaceted as possible so that his appeal attracts the most
diverse people. Publishing narratives on Hubbard is a dissemination tool. At
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the same time it seems to be a form of spiritual inspiration. This is also re-
flected in another CMO activity, the promotion of Hubbard on a daily basis
ensuring that Hubbard is always mentioned in a positive way when spoken of
by individuals, for instance, at the Birthday Event, at Friday Graduations, in
meetings held at Scientology Orgs where individuals share their success sto-
ries, and the like.

Summary

In this essay different Scientology initiatives have been analyzed, especially the
hagiographic production and its religious and organizational contexts and con-
sequences. The analyses have been carried out in the framework of concepts
such as charisma, routinization of charisma, and legitimation. In connection
with this, focus has been placed on L. Ron Hubbard’s significance as ultimate
religious source and legitimizing resource to the claims of the church.

To sum up briefly, it is reasonable to point to two juxtaposed tendencies
in the material: textualization and personification. However opposed these two
tendencies may seem to be, in Scientology both of them designate all of the
initiatives in one way or another. Another way to say this would be to stress
that Hubbard is, at one and the the same time, an ordinary human being and
a superhuman being with special, nonordinary qualities.31 Hubbard is textual-
ized and dehumanized in being considered an agent with special qualities and
the only source of true salvation. Standard Technology is Hubbard’s ideas and
Hubbard’s spirit abstracted into a set of principles and ritual tools by means
of which ultimate salvation is within ordinary individuals’ reach. This part of
Hubbard—or the construction of him in abstract form—finds its most pro-
found consequence in the transformation of his name, initials, and signature
into trademarks.

At the same time it is repeatedly stressed that Hubbard is an ordinary
person with a contact to all kinds of people and all kinds of lives, and with a
lot of different interests and skills.32 Whereas the textualization process shows
what can be achieved by following Standard Tech, the Ron Series, for instance,
aims at identification with Hubbard. The more different sides he had, the more
people are able to identify with him.
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notes

1. In Scientology, Hubbard’s death is often expressed in ways such as “On 24
January 1986, having completed all he set out to do, Ron departs his body” (CSI
1993a: 15).

2. I define religion as follows: “a largely shared set of concepts and ritual acts
including the postulation of agents with special qualities.” An agent with special qual-
ities is understood, within a cognitive framework, as, for example, a god, ancestor,
extraterrestrial, immortal life-force, animal, or other kind of agent attributed with
qualities that transcends the qualities ordinarily attributed to this kind of agent. Ac-
cording to my analyses, Hubbard constitutes one of several such agents in Scientol-
ogy (see Christensen, 1999/in press).

3. Max Weber, Theory of Social and Economic Organization, translated by A. R.
Henderson and Talcott Parsons (Edinburgh: Hodge, 1947), p. 329.

4. In her essay “Charismatization: The Social Production of ‘an Ethos Propi-
tious to the Mobilisation of Sentiments,’ ” sociologist of religion Eileen Barker has re-
flected on the social and processual character of charisma in the group formerly
known as Unification Church (Barker 1993).

5. For a thorough analysis of this process, see Christensen 1999/in press.
6. Originally auditing was the therapeutic practice of one person sitting down

and listening to another person’s engrammic experience in order to work this person
back to the earliest engram, called “basic-basic.” In Scientology, the term auditing
refers to the ritual practice in which the “auditor,” by means of the E-Meter, helps the
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“preclear” to address all the karmic experience on his or her “timetrack” in order to
bring about ultimate spiritual awareness and freedom. (The E-Meter is an electronic
device that detects changes in one’s emotional state.) Standard Technology was thereby
transformed to a set of religious precepts ensuring ritual and soteriological success.

7. The Technical Bulletins of Dianetics and Scientology (TB 1991) is a compilation
of bulletins, policy letters, and other manuscripts from 1950 to 1991 consisting of
thirteen chronological volumes, four subject volumes, and one index volume. The vol-
umes are invaluable sources to the development of Dianetics and Scientology. For an
analysis, see Christensen, 1999/in press.

8. Even though Hubbard’s signature was transformed into a trademark, to
Scientologists Hubbard’s signature still assures that a publication was originated by
him—even though, as I have argued elsewhere, it is evident on certain points that not
all material claimed to be his were written by him (ibid.).

9. For an extended presentation of RTC and its work, see below.
10. Scientology’s ultimate goal is to “clear the planet,” that is, to bring mankind

to a certain level of rationality and spiritual well-being and cognition. By this claim
the individual’s salvational path is placed in a broader soteriological perspective.

11. Except in work carried out by Christensen. This analysis is based on the ac-
counts presented in Christensen 1997a: 35–45 and Christensen 1997b: 15–27.

12. Among other sociological analyses, Roy Wallis has tried to demonstrate that
some of the Scientological accounts of Hubbard’s life should be modified (Wallis
1976: 21). Whitehead refers to the accounts as marked by “embellishments or
omissions” (Whitehead 1987: 46). Bainbridge, in his article, sets out to prove that
Scientology’s accounts of Hubbard’s popularity as a science fiction writer are false
(Bainbridge 1987: 67). Lee mentions several assertions put forward by the Church
that do not seem to be correct (Lee 1970: 57).

13. In a Hubbard Communications Office Bulletin from December 1955, Hub-
bard wrote that although it is usually considered to be bad taste to put out data on
oneself, he seriously considered doing it since a lot of biased material existed. While
there is “plenty of authenticating and documenting material if one cares to look for
it,” he wrote (TB 1991, vol. 3: 242) it would take a good job of coordination to track
down informations from libraries, for example, and get it confirmed. In May 1956, in
the introduction of the translated versions of Scientology. The Fundamentals of Thought
(Hubbard 1956a/1989) Hubbard was presented as a man with “many degrees [and]
very skilled by reason of study” (ibid.: 364) and trained in nuclear physics. He was
referred to as Doctor Hubbard (at that time there was a title of doctor in Scientology),
and it was stressed that he was assisted by the organizations of Dianetics and Scien-
tology, “one of the most numerous organizations in the field of the mind on Earth
today” (ibid: 365).

14. For a selection of hagiographic accounts on Hubbard, see the bibliography,
the sections The Ron Series and Other Magazines on L. Ron Hubbard.

15. Sherman’s biography on Hubbard has not yet been published. However, in
recent years, it has become tradition that Sherman present his latest research on
Hubbard at the annual Birthday Event on March 13.

16. I have chosen to limit my analysis to the years from Hubbard’s birth until he
left university, since the point is not to reproduce the Scientological account in full
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but to point to certain elements and structures. The part of the hagiography left out of
my analysis includes one point of interest in the hagiographic perspective: the ac-
count of how, after service in World War II, Hubbard suffered from lameness and
blindness but was declared cured in 1949 (WiS 1992: 119). The point here is that he
had cured himself. This perspective is obviously interesting, since it communicates
that Dianetics, originally a self-healing system, worked before Hubbard developed it
in full. In a broader perspective, this kind of information legitimizes both Hubbard’s
skills and Dianetics and Scientology.

17. A dominant point in Hubbard’s and Scientology’s ongoing polemic against
psychologists, for example, is that Hubbard, as opposed to psychologists did not sit in
an “ivory tower” but lived with ordinary people and knew of their problems.

18. “Regain” as opposed to “gain” because it is held that the individual as a spiri-
tual being, in his or her original state, knew of his or her mental and spiritual capaci-
ties. For different reasons, in a remote past and because of the reactivity of the en-
grams influencing the individual’s life in different ways, most individuals no longer
have this knowledge. By working through the different stages of auditing on the
Bridge, it can be regained. This line of thought is found, for example, in The Factors
(Hubbard 1952a/1989: 3–8).

19. For the most detailed account of the human mind by Hubbard, see Hubbard
1950/1989.

20. There seems to be a lack of consistency in the chronology here when it
comes to Hubbard’s age; compare the account of how long he had traveled by the age
of nineteen.

21. This expression is found, for example, in an interview with L. Ron Hubbard;
see the video Scientology.

22. Sociologist Bryan R. Wilson has analyzed Scientology’s secular character in
relation to the difficulties Scientology has had to gain religious recognition through-
out the world (Wilson 1990; see also Wallis 1976).

23. The Keeping Scientology Working Series was originated in 1965. For a full
account, see TB 1991, Subject Vol. 2: 3–90.

24. The information that Hubbard’s name in its different forms was trade-
marked in 1982 was provided by an informant of the juridical department of the
Church of Scientology International in Los Angeles. It should be mentioned that, ac-
cording to RTC (RTC 1993), Hubbard began to trademark words and symbols in
1955. In a Professional Auditor’s Bulletin from July 1953, however, Hubbard made the
following statement: “it is rather amusing that my name is not Hubbard and the
fame, if it ever came, would go only to a legal trademark, a thing without body or
spirit” (TB 1991, vol. 2: 155). Whether this means that his name was trademarked ear-
lier or Hubbard just foresaw future developments is not to say.

25. Like the rest of Scientology’s organizations, RTC is organized in accordance
with Hubbard’s management technology.

26. “Valuable Final Products” is the expression of the ideal of accomplishment
within a branch of Scientology.

27. A record of the development regarding trademarks is found in the video re-
cording of the Birthday Event 1986.

28. Ron and LRH are the names that Scientologists use.
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29. “Golden Age of Tech” was presented at the annual celebration of DMSMH
on May 9, 1995, and denotes a new and allegedly revolutionary way of training audi-
tors. The system, as Scientologists comprehends it, was based on very effective and
closely repeated training drills based on Hubbard’s writings and taped lectures and
includes, in the drilling, a “Hubbard E-Meter Drills Simulator” for the auditor to be
absolutely familiar with the different E-Meter readings. For a presentation of this ini-
tiative, see Scientology News Magazine, issue 2, 1996.

30. My informants on CMO are a staff member in CMO, Clearwater, Florida;
and Mr. Carl Helt, juridical department of the Church of Scientology International,
Los Angeles.

31. A curiosity is worth mentioning here: in 1954 Hubbard pointed out that a
part of basic theory that should be taught to the student of Scientology was that “L.
Ron Hubbard is a human being” (TB 1991, vol. 2: 362).

32. Eileen Barker has pointed to the same qualities in the Unification Church’s
representation of Sun Myung Moon (1993: 195).
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The Theosophical Society

James A. Santucci

The Theosophical Society was founded in New York City in 1875 by
sixteen individuals who had shared interests in spiritualism and oc-
cultism. Among these sixteen who responded to the call by Col.
Henry Steel Olcott (1832–1907) to those “who would agree to found
and belong to a Society such as had been mentioned,” the most
prominent, in terms of their contributions to the incipient society,
were Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831–1891), Henry Steel Olcott,
William Quan Judge (1851–1896), Charles Sotheran (1847–1902),
George H. Felt (1831–1906), Henry J. Newton (1823–1895), John Sto-
rer Cobb (?–?), and Dr. Seth Pancoast (1823–1889).1 The objects of
the society, according to its bylaws, were to “collect and diffuse a
knowledge of the laws which govern the universe.” The designation
of the society as the Theosophical Society reflects this understanding
in general terms, but in all likelihood the term “theosophical” was
unfamiliar or strange to some of the participants. As a result, the
society should not be interpreted according to the semantic under-
standing of the term theosophy, but rather according to the under-
standing that the society has given to the term. Furthermore, Theos-
ophy as understood in the Theosophical Society and in many of the
societies that derived from it should not be considered static in its
definition and content; rather, it should be understood as an organic
body of teachings that has undergone reinterpretation and develop-
ment over time. Nonetheless, most Theosophical organizations—
those that have derived from the parent Theosophical Society
founded in New York—understand Theosophy through the teach-
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ings of Helena P. Blavatsky, who is regarded as the ultimate and, for some, an
infallible source of Theosophical learning.

The mention of organizations that derive from the original society is im-
portant to keep in mind, since the history of the Theosophical movement in-
cludes not just the original society but also such organizations as the Theo-
sophical Society (Pasadena), the United Lodge of Theosophists, and the Temple
of the People, all of which are still in existence. Other organizations derive
from the Theosophical teachings of Blavatsky, among which are the Temple of
the People (near Oceano, California), founded by Dr. William H. Dower (1866–
1937) and Mrs. Francia LaDue (1849–1922), the Arcane School of Alice Bailey
(1880–1949), the “I AM” Religious Activity of Guy Ballard (1878–1939), and
the Church Universal and Triumphant, founded by Mark Prophet (1918–1973).
We will look briefly at all of these.

The Origin and Purpose of the Theosophical Society

The formation of the Theosophical Society took place over a period of seventy
days, from September 7 to November 17, 1875. The main contributors to its
formation were H. P. Blavatsky, who was primarily responsible for attracting
a number of prominent individuals to her soirées and for creating interest in
esoteric and occult topics; H. S. Olcott, who first suggested the idea of a society
and who contributed to its organization and purpose; and G. H. Felt, who
presented the lecture that incited Olcott to suggest forming a society. Its success
depended upon an American milieu receptive to the teachings and practices
with which the Theosophical Society was identified: an understanding of the
universe beyond the purviews of both scientific inquiry and spiritualist phe-
nomena (the belief that the spiritual realm was scientifically verifiable and that
its inhabitants—spirits—were in communication with the physical realm). The
society reflected for the most part the Western esoteric tradition, defined by
the scholar Antoine Faivre as “an ensemble of spiritual currents in modern
and contemporary Western history which share a certain air de famille, as well
as the form of thought which is its common denominator.”2 This tradition is
reflected in such early currents and notions as Hermetism, astrology, alchemy,
and magic, and in later permutations and manifestations such as Rosicrucian-
ism, Christian cabbala, Paracelsism, and Christian theosophy.

The immediate impetus for founding a society to investigate this topic
occurred on September 7, 1875, in H. P. Blavatsky’s apartment on 46 Irving
Place (New York City). For some months prior to this meeting, Blavatsky had
attracted a number of individuals who had more than a passing knowledge in
occult or esoteric teachings to listen to her views on “ancient Magic.”3 On the
night of September 7, however, George Henry Felt, who was first introduced
to Blavatsky by a member of the editorial staff of the New York Observer, Henry



the theosophical society 261

M. Stevens, probably because of Felt’s research in the cabbala, was scheduled
to give a presentation titled either “The Lost Canon of Proportion of the Egyp-
tians” or “The Cabala.”4 The subject on which Felt lectured was nothing new
to him, as he had spoken on the topic as early as 1872 to positive reviews in
the press and in the Masonic circles with which he was connected.5

Rev. James Henry Wiggin’s account of the lecture in the Liberal Christian
is perhaps the more understandable and accurate accounting of Felt’s remarks
(the other account is given in Olcott’s Old Diary Leaves):

First, he explained the diagram that unlocks the Cabala. It con-
sists of a circle with a square within and without, containing a com-
mon triangle, two Egyptian triangles, and pentagon, forming the
star of perfection.

This diagram he applies to the Pictures, Statues, Doors, Hier-
oglyphics, Pyramids, Plains, Tombs, and Buildings of ancient Egypt,
and shows that they agree so perfectly with its proportions that they
must have been made by its rule.

This same canon of proportion he then applies to greek art
to show how its masterpieces of sculpture were carved without mod-
els by this rule, and how imperfect is living nature itself in the com-
parison of proportions.6

According to the prospectus announcing the publication of Felt’s research that
was issued some time between late 1874 and 1876 by J. W. Bouton, the occult
publisher, Felt claimed to have discovered the “true geometrical system of the
Egyptians, the long-lost and eagerly sought-after key wherewith Egypt unlocked
the mysteries of Nature and Art.”7 The cabbala, according to Bouton, was the
collected wisdom of Egypt, encompassing “a geometrically and at the same
time mystically arranged mathematical construction, a key to early Art, and
not only to the sculptured but the written religious records of Egypt” as well
as the “works of Nature, both animate and inanimate.”8 Likewise, the Greeks
knew the Egyptian secret but could not duplicate the proportionality in their
art to the same degree as the Egyptians. The combination of geometry and
architecture, which might be considered an interest for Masons, was a means
of capturing the wisdom of the ages. “Kaballa” was considered by Felt (in
Bouton’s prospectus) to reflect the wisdom that was transmitted down through
the ages from teacher to disciple. Thus it is associated with the prisca theologia
(First Theology) of Christian cabbala, which emphasizes the transmission of
this wisdom located in all esoteric religious and philosophical traditions
through a long line of descent from the divine philosopher Hermes Trisme-
gistos to Asclepius, Orpheus, Pythagoras, Plato, the Neo-Platonists, and the
Platonist philosophers of the Renaissance, Marsilio Ficino and Pico della Mir-
andolo, among others. The prospectus defines “Kaballa” in the following
manner:
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The word was an abstract term, and meant Reception, a doctrine re-
ceived by oral transmission, and was applied to instruction received
orally from inspired teachers and hierophants. It included the entire
“Literature of Wisdom,” attributed to the earliest ages of antiquity,
the esoteric religious sciences, the Mysteries, the Oracles, the occult
signs, characters and words employed to express them, and a knowl-
edge of the mystical meaning attached to the common signs, and
included all secret and abstruse knowledge, especially mystical or re-
lating to the sources of being. It existed at the earliest traditional
ages, and in it the secrets of Nature and the mysteries of religion,
and the meaning of the divine revelations, were expressed in the
signs before referred to, and it was believed that the Kabbala in-
cluded and comprehended all knowledge.

The lecture was followed by an animated discussion that ended in Olcott pro-
posing, with the attendees in agreement, the formation of a society to study
such claims.9

This was, however, not the only topic discussed by Felt. Perhaps even more
important to Olcott was his claim, in a letter written to the Spiritualist on June
19, 1878, to have discovered the Egyptian priests’ ability to evoke “the spirits
of the elements, and had left the formularies on record.”10 The relevant passage
in this letter follows:

That these so-called elementals or intermediates, or elementary or
original spirits were creatures that actually existed, I was convinced
through my investigations in Egyptian archæology. . . . I then began
to understand and appreciate many things in my Egyptian re-
searches that had been incomprehensible before. As a result I have
become satisfied that these zodiacal and other drawings are repre-
sentations of types in this invisible creation delineated in a more or
less precise manner. . . . I discovered that these appearances were in-
telligences. . . .

I was led to believe that they formed a series of creatures in a
system of evolution running from inanimate nature through the ani-
mal kingdom to man, its highest development; that there were intel-
ligences capable of being more or less perfectly controlled, as able to
impress them as being higher or lower in the scale of creation. . . .
Recent researches showing that plants possess senses in greater or
less perfection, having convinced me that this system can be still
further extended.

I satisfied myself that the Egyptians had used these appearances
in their initiations. . . . My original idea was to introduce into the
Masonic fraternity a form of initations such as prevailed among the
ancient Egyptians. . . . I found that when these appearances, or ele-
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mentals could not be kept in perfect control, they grew malicious,
and despising men whom their cunning taught them must be de-
based, they became dangerous.

“Elementals” play a significant role in many currents of Western esotericism.
They are usually associated with Paracelsus (Theophrastus Bobastus von Hoh-
enheim: 1493–1541), who refers to the four groupings living within the ele-
ments of earth, water, air, and fire as gnomes, undines, sylphs, and salaman-
ders. The elements also play an important role in magic, as mentioned by
Henry Cornelius Agrippa in his De occulta philosophia and much later in Éli-
phas Lévi’s Dogme et rituel de la haute magie, and also in cabbalistic literature
(as noted by Lévi).11 This connection of elementals with magic and cabbala help
explain the seeming disparity between the Egyptian Canon of Proportion and
the accidental discovery of evoking elementals. This ability had impressed Ol-
cott so much that in his Inaugural Address (November 17, 1875) he specifically
mentioned the “elementary spirits, whom they [the Neo-Platonists] evoked and
controlled—a point of especial interest to us.”12

Without claiming to be a theurgist, a mesmerist, or a spiritualist,
our Vice-President [Felt] promises, by simple chemical appliances, to
exhibit to us, as he has to others before, the races of beings which,
invisible to our eyes, people the elements. . . .

The day of reckoning is close at hand, and the name of the The-
osophical Society will, if Mr. Felt’s experiments result favorable, hold
its place in history as that of the body which first exhibited the “Ele-
mentary Spirits” in this nineteenth century of conceit and infidelity,
even if it be never mentioned for any other reason.13

The proof that was to be offered by Felt of the “races of beings which, invisible
to our eyes, people the elements,” clearly established the validity of the esoteric
tradition—a tradition that was under siege by both science and orthodox reli-
gion—which Olcott identified as the Neo-Platonists, the theurgists, the Jewish
cabbala, and “elements of theosophy and philosophy according to the primitive
doctrines of the oriental prophets, in combination with poetical Platonism and
the positivism of Aristotle in the form of Grecian dialectics,” including “the
Oriental doctrine of emanation; the Pythagorean Number of Harmony; Plato’s
ideas of the creation and the separation from the world of sense.”14 It would
appear that Olcott’s understanding of Felt’s research was based upon Enne-
moser’s History of Magic, which served as an important source for those inter-
ested in the esoteric tradition.15 Herein, the author provides more than enough
information about the Magi or Wise Ones (Zoroaster, Ostanes, the Brahmins
of India, the Chaldean sages, and the Egyptian priests), magic, the sources of
the ancient traditions (India, Persia, Chaldea, Egypt), and the earliest records
(the Jewish cabbala, the Hindu laws of Manu, the Zoroastrian Zend-Avesta).
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Considering the interests displayed by the founders of the society, it is a
wonder why it was named the Theosophical Society. Olcott mentioned that
other names were suggested—Egyptological, Hermetic, Rosicrucian—but it
was Charles Sotheran who most likely introduced the term “theosophy” and
its adjectival form “theosophical.” The term, as defined in the 1875 The Amer-
ican Dictionary of the English Language, seemed to fit the purpose of the society:
“Supposed intercourse with God and superior spirits, and consequent attain-
ment of superhuman knowledge by physical processes, as by the theurgic
operations of some ancient Platonists, or by the chemical processes of the
German fire philosophers [Paracelsians]; also, a direct, as distinguished from
a revealed, knowledge of God, supposed to be attained by extraordinary illu-
mination; especially, a direct insight into the processes of the divine mind, and
the interior relations of the divine nature.” This definition, or at least part of
it, seemed to echo the demonstration that Felt had promised; accordingly, it
was paraphrased in the preamble of the Theosophical Society.16

Four days following the society’s inauguration, the person who introduced
the term describing its purpose and function, Charles Sotheran, presented a
lecture, “Ancient Theosophy: or Spiritism in the Past,” before the Society of
Progressive Spiritualists in New York, wherein he defined theosophy in the
following manner:

Ancient Theosophy—to many it will be an unmeaning term. What
is Theosophy? What does it represent? It is the culture derived from
illumination, the veil of Isis lifted for the adepts, the pure and
learned, who therein receive the esoteric interpretation of divine
truth and the sublime mysteries of the hidden secrets of Nature, in-
cluding a perfect knowledge of the various degrees of spirits in the
“Unseen Universe”—spirits waiting to inhabit mortal bodies and
spirits metempsychosised from human tenements into the spheres
or circles—their invocation, the use for material purposes of hidden
truths—Esotericism or the secret philosophy of Spiritology, of Es-
senism, of Mysticism, of Theurgy, of Rosicrucianism, of Theoso-
phy.17

This definition emphasizes the knowledge that it imparts of the “Unseen Uni-
verse,” its inhabitants, and its specific manifestations.

The Theosophical Society, as understood by the founders, and articulated
mainly by Olcott, its president, was to provide a theoretical explanation of phe-
nomena that was described by Felt in his lecture and the phenomena described
in spiritualist circles. This theoretical foundation appears in the theosophies
of schools, movements, and adepts ranging from ancient to early modern times
both in the occident and orient. It is clear that the early society investigated
such phenomena such as the testing of spiritualistic mediums and experimen-
tation in psychometry, thought reading, and mesmerism. But of even greater
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importance was the ability to activate occult powers and therefore share in these
powers. There is abundant evidence that Blavatsky, Judge, and even Olcott were
capable of what was considered the greatest occult accomplishment, astral pro-
jection.18 The promise of developing latent powers, a practical occultism, which
was the impetus leading to the foundation of the society, was eventually re-
placed by speculative or theoretical occultism by the early 1880s.19 There were,
however, sporadic outbursts of practical occultism, especially during the pres-
idency of Annie Besant (1907–1933) when “second generation” Theosophy was
at its height, and a humanistically oriented ethical activism was very much in
evidence, especially in the areas of the politics of independence (for India) and
antiwar activism.

During the time when the leadership of the Theosophical Society was in
New York, three significant events occurred: the publication of the first great
opus by the society’s corresponding secretary, H. P. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled;20

the conversion of the Theosophical Society from a public to a secret society;
and its association with the Arya Samaj.

The introduction of the two-volume Isis Unveiled to the public on Septem-
ber 29, 1877, was conceived as “a plea for the recognition of the Hermetic
philosophy, the anciently universal Wisdom Religion, as the only possible key
to the Absolute in science and theology.”21 The work covered the entire gamut
of divine wisdom, including elements of the wisdom of India, Tibet, Egypt,
Central and South America, and the teachings of Hinduism and Buddhism,
the “Kabala,” Christianity, and Zoroastrianism, all of which derive from a
“primitive ‘wisdom-religion.’ ”22

Isis Unveiled provided readers with speculative teachings shortly after the
society became a secret organization (1876), precisely because of its practical
experiments with magic.23 As a secret organization, the society resembled the
Masonic fraternities, with a hierarchical structure of three sections and three
degrees within each section.24 This was not to last, however. By 1885 the rules
of the society no longer mentioned the initiation ceremony and secret mem-
bership.25

Toward the end of Olcott’s and Blavatsky’s residence in New York, the
society took an even more drastic turn. The council of the Theosophical Society
decided to unite with the fundamentalist Arya Samaj of India, the brain-child
of Swami Dayanand Sarasvati (1824–1883), whose agent, Hurrychund Chin-
tamon, the president of the Bombay Arya Samaj, supplied Olcott and the so-
ciety with enough information to convince the leaders of the Theosophical
Society that the two organizations had identical principles; Swami Dayanand
was perceived by Blavatsky to be “an adept of the Himalayan Brotherhood
inhabiting the Swami’s body.” After assenting to the amalgam of the two so-
cieties, the Theosophical Society Council changed the society’s name to “The
Theosophical Society of the Arya Samaj.”26
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Passage to India

In 1878, the decision was made by both Olcott and Blavatsky to leave New York
for India, which was considered one of the primary founts of spiritual wisdom.
The two leaders left in December of that year, but not until Olcott requested
one of the society’s prominent members, General Abner Doubleday (1819–
1893), to be acting president. After a stopover in Britain, they left aboard the
ship Speke Hall for India, and arrived at Bombay Harbor on February 16, 1879.

Shortly after their arrival, an event received with much interest by the
populace and the British government, they received a letter from the editor of
the Pioneer (Allahabad), A. P. Sinnett (1840–1921), who wished to make their
acquaintance. Sinnett was to be of invaluable service to the Theosophical lead-
ers, since his paper would soon publicize their activities and spread their
views.27 It was the Pioneer that first announced plans of the leaders to establish
a journal to be known as The Theosophist, the first volume of which was pub-
lished in October 1879, and which is still published at the society’s interna-
tional headquarters in Adyar (Chennai).28 The magazine contained many valu-
able articles on Theosophy, including two defining articles by Blavatsky, “What
Is Theosophy?” and “What Are the Theosophists?”29

Sinnett was soon to take on an important role in Theosophical teaching
by engaging in an extended correspondence (1880–1885) with two of Blavat-
sky’s alleged occult teachers or Masters (of Wisdom)—also referred to as Ma-
hatmas, adepts, arhants, Brothers, Initiates, Occultists—named Koot Hoomi
and Morya. The masters were not the creation of Theosophical writers; there
are certainly connections to the Mahayana interpretation of bodhisattva (a being
who practices compassion for the purpose of saving all sentient beings from
suffering), to the angels and archangels, to yogis and swamis and, perhaps
more directly, to the adepts in novelist Bulwer-Lytton’s Zanoni (1842) and The
Coming Race (1871). The concept of a master was thus familiar to those knowl-
edgeable of Western esotericism and Eastern (South Asian) philosophy. They
were and are “the adepts of occult knowledge,” the custodians of the wisdom
upon which all great religions base their philosophy, who themselves “consti-
tute a Brotherhood, or Secret Association, which ramifies all over the East,”
especially in Tibet, and who attain such knowledge only through “prolonged
and weary probation, and anxious ordeals of really terrible severity.”30 As per-
fected men, the Mahatmas have “power over space, time, mind, and matter”
and have developed all those human powers that to ordinary humans appear
godlike.31 In brief, what are merely potential abilities in ordinary humans are
activated in the Mahatmas.32

Sinnett was to be the chief recipient of well over one hundred letters from
the Mahatmas over a period of about five years. During this period he com-
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pleted a summary of the teachings contained in the letters and published them
in Esoteric Buddhism in 1883.33 His previous work, The Occult World, primarily
discussed the phenomena produced by Blavatsky, so both books contributed
to the notoriety of both the Theosophical Society and Blavatsky.

Great Britain and India

The first branch of the Theosophical Society was established in Great Britain
on June 27, 1878, by its treasurer, John Storer Cobb. The British Theosophical
Society was to have a significant impact upon the society and its founders
during the early 1880s.

Olcott and Blavatsky, after their arrival in India in 1879, learned more of
the conditions of the population of India and its ancient philosophy. The result
was that Olcott became more involved in helping the native populations of
India and Ceylon revive and retain their religions against the onslaught of
Christian missionaries and the actions of the colonial British government, and
Blavatsky most likely became more acquainted with Hinduism and Buddhism
from the pandits and bhikkhus of their respective religions.

The public inception of activism on behalf of the Buddhists was in May
1880, when the two founders went on their first tour to Ceylon with six mem-
bers of the society. While there, both formally accepted the Five Precepts (pan-
sil) and presumably the Triple Gem (taking refuge in the Buddha, Dharma,
and Sangha), thus becoming Buddhists.34 The tour was successful because of
the leaders’ empathy with the populace and because they became Buddhists.35

This served as the initiation of Olcott’s effort to bring about a Buddhist revival
through a movement that had been begun by Gunananda Mohottivatte, an
activist monk who organized the Society for the Propagation of Buddhism and
who was an effective debater in opposition to the Christian missionaries. Ol-
cott’s efforts on behalf of the Buddhist cause would continue well into the
1890s.

The early association with the Arya Samaj, Olcott’s and Blavatsky’s move
to India, and Olcott’s involvement with the Buddhist revival in Sri Lanka,
among other factors, helped to create the perception that the Theosophical
Society was becoming more entwined in Eastern occultism at the expense of
Western occultism or esotericism. Olcott and Blavatsky did incorporate more
Hindu and Buddhist teachings in their writings, but they never lost sight of
Western esoteric writers and teachings. The perception that they were more
involved in Eastern occultism persisted, however, especially in response to Bla-
vatsky’s anticlericalism and frequent assertions about Christianity’s dogmatic
shortcomings and the evangelizing zeal of its missionaries in the India and
other parts of the colonized world.
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The outcome of this antagonism was an early attempt on the part of the
president of the British Theosophical Society, George Wyld (1821–1906) to
create an independent society more aligned with Christian teachings than with
the Hindu and Buddhist teachings foisted on its members by its leaders. Wyld
was to resign from the Theosophical Society in 1882 after his attempt to realign
the society proved futile, but soon thereafter, an even more talented and char-
ismatic leader, Mrs. Anna Bonus Kingsford (1846–1888) and her close col-
league, Edward Maitland (1824–1897), were to succeed where Wyld had failed.
Kingsford’s purpose early on was to initiate a “new Esoteric Church” rather
than perpetuate current Christian dogma and practice.36 The outcome of this
work was the publication of The Perfect Way, or, the Finding of Christ, which
focused on Catholic theosophy rather than the Hindu and Buddhist Theosophy
of Blavatsky.37 Following their enrollment in the Theosophical Society on Jan-
uary 3, 1883, Kingsford and Maitland were elected president and vice-president,
respectively, during the Annual General Meeting of the Theosophical Society
of Great Britain just four days later.

When A. P. Sinnett arrived in London in April 1883, tensions arose be-
tween him and Kingsford; his impending publication (June 1883) Esoteric Bud-
dhism attracted attention away from Kingsford’s recent publication, The Perfect
Way. Fellows of the London Lodge of the Theosophical Society (the new name
of the Theosophical Society of Great Britain as of June 1883) were attracted to
the new teachings contained in Sinnett’s book. Kingsford, however, would
rather have theosophy perceived in terms broader than the theosophy of the
Masters or Mahatmas that Sinnett represented. The tensions between the two
positions resulted in reorganizing the London Lodge into two branches: one
branch to study Eastern theosophy, and the other to study Christian or Her-
metic theosophy. The latter, known as the “Hermetic Lodge, Theosophical So-
ciety,” was organized on April 7, 1884, and for a short while members of the
London Lodge could belong to both branches. When Olcott disallowed dual
membership, Kingsford and Maitland formed a new and independent “Her-
metic Society.” Thus was inaugurated on May 9, 1884, becoming the first
independent offshoot from the Theosophical Society. Its stated purpose was to
concentrate on the study of the Hermetic teachings (named after Hermes, the
initiator of the Sacred Mysteries) and the schools that were based upon these
teachings—the Pythagorean, Platonic, and Alexandrian—and the Greek Mys-
teries. Although the new society was initiated because of Olcott’s order that
dual membership was not possible, the president of the Theosophical Society
did not harbor negative thoughts toward the Hermetic Society and, in fact,
offered “good wishes and sympathy for the new society.”38 Also, Kingsford and
Maitland, while resigning from the London Lodge, did remain members-at-
large of the Theosophical Society.
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The Coulomb Affair and the Society for Psychical Research

The Theosophical Society retained its novelty status mainly because of the
continued interest in all matters occult, especially those that originated in the
mystic East, and the ability of Madame Blavatsky to articulate and to demon-
strate the powers derived therefrom. It was, therefore, natural to expect some
other organization to come into existence to investigate phenomena, “com-
monly known as Psychical, Mesmeric, or Spiritualistic.” In 1882, just such an
organization, the Society for Psychical Research (S.P.R.), was established.39 In
a telling statement, the society states quite clearly that “Membership of the
Society does not imply the acceptance of any particular explanation of the phe-
nomena investigated, nor any belief as to the operation, in the physical world,
of forces other than those recognised by Physical Science.”40 Although the
founders of the Theosophical Society thought of themselves as investigators of
the occult, the S.P.R. statement indicated that the new organization was to
conduct its investigations in a much more scientific and positivistic setting.

On May 2, 1884, the governing council of the S.P.R. appointed an inves-
tigative committee to conduct an examination of phenomena associated with
the Theosophical Society, including appearances of apparitions (including the
two Mahatmas, Koot Hoomi and Morya) and evidence of astral projection by
its members, the letters from the Mahatmas that were produced either by the
“precipitation” of writing on blank paper by no known means or the transpor-
tation of these letters through solid matter, and the “evocation of sound without
physical means.”41 Olcott, Blavatsky, Sinnett, and other members of the The-
osophical Society were questioned. The preliminary report of the committee
was issued in December 1884 and it concluded: “On the whole (though with
some serious reserves), it seems undeniable that there is a prima facie case, for
some part, at least, of the claim made, which, at the point which the investi-
gations of the Society for Psychical Research have now reached, cannot, with
consistency, be ignored. And it seems plain that an actual residence for some
months in India of some trusted observer—his actual intercourse with the
persons concerned, Hindu and European, so far as may be permitted to him—
is an almost necessary pre-requisite of any definite judgment.”

As the investigation was proceeding, a shocking revelation was published
in the September 1884 issue of the Madras Christian College Magazine. It was
an exposé (under the title “The Collapse of Koot Hoomi”) containing fifteen
letters purportedly written by Blavatsky to Emma Coulomb, instructing the
Coulombs to devise the means for producing false phenomena. Why this piece
was published demands some explanation of the character of Emma Coulomb.
Born Emma Cutting, she was, at the time of her expulsion from the society on
May 14, 1884, the housekeeper at the Theosophical Society headquarters in
Adyar, and her husband, Alexis Coulomb, served as its handyman. Blavatsky,
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however, knew Cutting from 1871, when both were residing in Cairo. Cutting,
who married Coulomb in the early 1870s, eventually arrived at the Bombay
Theosophical Society headquarters on March 28, 1880, in considerable finan-
cial distress. Blavatsky invited them to stay, and just a few days later (April 3),
both joined the society and assumed the household duties of the headquarters,
at Blavatsky’s invitation. The Coulombs remained in that position after the
transfer of headquarters to Adyar in 1882. They were not, however, content
with their situation there. Mrs. Coulomb spoke ill of Blavatsky, claiming she
lent money to her that was never repaid, expressing her hostility toward the
society, and claiming that trap doors and other devices were being constructed
by her husband, Alexis, to produce trick manifestations. Because of these ac-
tions, the Board of Control voted to expel her and her husband from the society
for slandering it.42

The most serious charge that was raised by the Coulombs concerned the
legitimacy of the Theosophical Society, which was established by the Masters,
so Blavatsky claimed, and Blavatsky’s contention that she was a disciple and
messenger of the Masters. Letters from the Mahatmas would appear from no
conventional source, or writing would manifest on paper through precipitation.
One method was their appearance in a wooden cabinet known as “the Shrine,”
situated in the “occult room,” a room adjacent to Blavatsky’s bedroom at head-
quarters in Adyar. One account by William T. Brown, a Scotsman interested
in Theosophy who visited the headquarters in September 1883, describes his
experience about “the Shrine”:

One evening, shortly after my arrival at Adyar, some letters were be-
ing sent by Chelas [disciples] to their Masters, and I was permitted
to enter the “Occult Room” and see the process going on. The let-
ters were put into an almirah, in a richly ornamented recess called
by some “the Shrine.” There were some seven of us then present,
four of whom were Chelas. These gentlemen, after placing their let-
ters as aforesaid, offered up incense and prostrated themselves ac-
cording to the Hindu manner of evincing devotion and respect. In
about two minutes Madame [Blavatsky], who was standing by my
side in an attentive attitude, received a psychic telegram, and indi-
cated that the answers had come to hand. The almirah was accord-
ingly opened, and, in place of the letters “posted,” others were there,
enclosed in Tibetan envelopes and written on Tibetan paper.
D[amodar] K. M[avalankar] (a Chela of the Master Koot Hoomi) dis-
covered something more than was expected, and exclaimed, “Here is
a letter from my Master to Mr. Brown.” I then received from his
hands a memorandum, written with blue pencil.43

Mr. Coulomb claimed to have prepared sliding panels in the Shrine as well as
other construction work that would allegedly allow someone to insert letters
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in the Shrine from the hollow space between the occult room and the bedroom
of Madame Blavatsky.

The Coulombs’ publication of letters by Blavatsky admitting fraudulent
activity and trickery in their September 1884 exposé was already embarrassing
to Blavatsky. The visit in November of the investigator for the S.P.R., Richard
Hodgson (1855–1905), to conduct further investigation of the phenomena
claimed by the Theosophists, and the Report of the Committee Appointed to
Investigate Phenomena Connected with the Theosophical Society issued by the
S.P.R. on June 24, 1885, would prove devastating to the both Blavatsky and the
society. This report, known as the Hodgson Report, concluded that a fraud was
perpetrated by Blavatsky: that the letters supposedly written by the Mahatmas
Koot Hoomi Lal Sing and Morya were written either by Blavatsky or her The-
osophical assistant and chela (disciple) Damodar K. Mavalankar, thus indicat-
ing that the Masters were fictional characters; that the Coulombs assisted her
in producing fraudulent phenomena; and that many of the witnesses made
knowingly false statements about the existence of the Masters. As for her mo-
tive, Hodgson concluded that it was neither due to the “aloe-blossom of a
woman’s monomania” nor due to her desire for monetary gain. Rather, it was
his suspicion that she was a “Russian spy” and that the Theosophical Society
was actually a political organization. This suspicion was nothing new. It dated
back to the time of Blavatsky’s and Olcott’s passage to India in 1878–1879 and
to the British Indian government’s surveillance during her first year in India.
Hodgson, therefore, concurred with the government’s suspicions, namely, that
“her real object has been the furtherance of Russian interests.”44

The Secret Doctrine and Blavatsky’s Final Years

Although the Hodgson Report seriously damaged Blavatsky’s credibility, the
society continued as a viable organization, and a few years later Blavatsky com-
pleted her magnum opus, The Secret Doctrine.45 This work, which took up much
of Blavatsky’s time and effort from the time of her departure from India in
1885 until its publication in 1888, represented a summary of the ancient wis-
dom as Blavatsky understood it. It was divided into two volumes with a total
of 1,474 pages. The first volume, Cosmogenesis, discusses cosmic evolution and
so expands upon the contents of Isis Unveiled, whereas the second volume,
Anthropogenesis, discusses the evolution of humanity through a succession of
“root races,” five of which have already appeared on this planet. Based on
stanzas translated from The Book of Dzyan (seven in volume 1 and twelve in
volume 2), a work unknown to modern scholarship, composed by an unattested
people and in a language unknown to philosophy,

The Secret Doctrine contains the following ideas: one, there exists a single,
supreme, eternal, immutable, unknown and unknowable, infinite principle or
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reality (1: 14); two, there is a fundamental unity to all existence (1: 120, 276);
three, the eternal, manifested universe and everything within it is subject to
the “law of periodicity, of flux and reflux, ebb and flow” (1: 17); four, the evo-
lution of nature—material and spiritual—reflects progressive development
and not merely repetitive action (1: 43, 277–78; 2: 653); five, the evolution of
the individual is not limited to one life but continues through innumerable
lifetimes made possible by the process of reincarnation, that is, the entrance
of Self—the trinity of Spirit, Soul, and Mind—into another (human) body (2:
302–306); six, this evolution is brought about by the law of cause and effect,
or karma—good actions leading to good consequences, bad actions to bad
consequences—thus assigning full responsibility to the individual who per-
forms the actions (1: 639, 642–47); seven, the structural framework of the
universe, humanity included, is by nature septenary in composition (2: 605–
41); eight, the cyclic, evolving universe is hierarchical in constitution, each
component—for instance, the planets and the sun in our solar system—con-
sisting of seven constituents, thus illustrating the correspondence between the
microcosm of the human being and the macrocosm of the universe (2: 68f.,
434f.); nine, human evolution on this planet is progressing through seven
distinct stages known as root races, each root race divided further into seven
subraces—in our present state of evolution, for instance, we belong to the fifth
subrace (the Anglo-Saxon) of the fifth root race (1: 610; 2:lf., 86f., 300f., 434f.,
688f.); ten, the individual is a microcosm, a “miniature copy of the macro-
cosm” (1: 274); and eleven, the universe is guided and animated by a cosmic
hierarchy of sentient beings, each having a specific mission (1: 274–77).

In this book and in other activities of this period, Blavatsky established
and defined those teachings that would become synonymous with the Theo-
sophical Society. Prior to the publication of The Secret Doctrine, she settled in
London in May 1887, established the Blavatsky Lodge on May 19, founded the
magazine Lucifer in order to provide “some sort of public propaganda” for The
Secret Doctrine, and established the Esoteric Section of the Theosophical Society
which, under the leadership of Blavatsky as Outer Head (the Inner Heads were
the Masters) for the expressed purpose of instructing a small number of select
students on esoteric matters.46 Because the Esoteric Section was independent
of the administration of the Theosophical Society, it could be argued that in all
intents and purposes it was a society within a society.

Two significant publications appeared from Blavatsky’s pen. While at Fon-
tainebleau in July 1889, Blavatsky wrote or “translated” portions of an alleged
work, “The Book of the Golden Precepts,” known as “The Voice of the Silence,”
which was presumed to be part of the same series of texts as that from which
the stanzas of the Book of Dzyan (appearing in The Secret Doctrine) had been
derived. This short work was Blavatsky’s attempt to delve into the mystical.

During the same month came the publication of The Key to Theosophy, a
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popular work that served as a type of catechism for those interested in the
society or for those seeking basic information about Theosophy.

Shortly after these publications, Blavatsky died on May 8, 1891, leaving a
void that was filled by a recent recruit into the society who happened to be a
well-known advocate in labor activism and Fabian socialism, Annie Besant
(1847–1933). Besant soon became the leading propagandist for the society and
Outer Head of the Eastern School of Theosophy (the new name for the Esoteric
Section), a position she shared with one of the founders of the Theosophical
Society, William Q. Judge. Most important, she was to play a major role in the
division of the Theosophical Society in the mid-1890s and in introducing,
together with her colleague, Charles Webster Leadbeater (1854–1934), a mil-
lenarian element in the early decades of the twentieth century in the person
of Jiddu Krishnamurti (1896–1986). Even more troubling for some Theosoph-
ists was her complicity in what they perceived as a major shift from or alteration
of Blavatsky’s Theosophical teaching, especially as is explained in The Secret
Doctrine. This version of Theosophy has been disparagingly called “Neo-
Theosophy” by its opponents.

The Division of the Theosophical Society

The partition of the Theosophical Society cannot be blamed solely on doctrinal
disagreements but was also due to personal ambitions and visions regarding
the direction in which the society would take. This problem was obvious in the
circumstances surrounding the formation of the Hermetic Society under
Kingsford and Maitland in 1884 and the issue of the place of Christian the-
osophy within the Theosophical movement. We find a similar situation in
France, where another prominent Theosophist, Lady Caithness (née Marı́a
Mariátegui, 1830–1895), also had an affinity for Christian theosophy, especially
in her books The Perfect Way and Théosophie universelle (the first part of which
was titled La Théosophie chrétienne).47 Unlike Kingsford, Lady Caithness never
rejected Sinnett’s and Blavatsky’s Eastern Theosophy and so remained in the
Theosophical orbit until her death in 1895. In the same year, a split in the
Theosophical Society did occur, brought about by events that have never been
completely understood by commentators. A superficial explanation revolves
around the two Outer Heads of the Eastern School of Theosophy, Judge and
Besant, with a third party, the president of the Theosophical Society, Col. Olcott,
also involved. The immediate circumstances surrounding the split involved
Judge’s “alleged misuse of the Mahatmas’ names and handwriting.”48 This
charge, brought to Olcott by Besant on February 6, 1894, led to Olcott’s sug-
gestion of forming a Judicial Committee to investigate the accusation. The
committee met in London in June 1894 to consider “certain charges of mis-
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conduct, preferred by Mrs. Besant against the Vice-President of the Society
[Judge], and dated March 24th, 1894.”49 Judge submitted a number of protests
to prevent the Committee from ruling on the charges. The one protest that had
carried weight was the following:

The reason is not that an investigation is avoided. Such an investiga-
tion will not be avoided. But on constitutional and executive princi-
ple I shall object from beginning to end to any committee of the
Theosophical Society considering any charge against any person
which involves an inquiry and decision as to the existence, names,
powers, functions, or methods of the “Mahatmas or Masters.” I shall
do this for the protection of the Theosophical Society now and
hereafter, regardless of the result to myself. The Society has no
dogma as to the existence of such Masters; but the deliberations of
an official committee of the Society on such a question, and that is
the first inquiry and decision necessarily beginning such a delibera-
tion, would mean that the Theosophical Society after over nineteen
years of unsectarian work is determined to settle this dogma and af-
fix it to the Constitution of the Society.50

The committee decided that the issue was out of its jurisdiction, so Mrs. Besant
then suggested a Jury of Honor to consider the charges.51 Judge declined on
legal grounds, so the solution that was accepted were the submission of two
statements before the European Sectional Convention, one each by Judge and
Besant.

Although the European Sectional Convention declared the whole issue
settled, the affair did not end there. Disgruntlement continued among some
within the society. One member, Walter Old, the treasurer and recording sec-
retary at Adyar who was suspended from the Eastern School of Theosophy for
breaking the code of occult secrecy in August 1893, found himself for all intents
and purposes identified by Besant in her convention address as a Judge hater,
an implication to which he objected to Olcott.52 His pique led him to turn
documents over to a journalist for the Westminster Gazzette, Edmund Garrett,
who then published a series of articles beginning in October 1894 entitled “Isis
Very Much Unveiled: the Story of the Great Mahatma Hoax.”53 Following this
publication, Judge issued a statement on November 3, By Master’s Direction,
claiming he was the founder of the Eastern Section, that Mrs. Besant came
under the influence of certain forces, Black Magicians, who influenced certain
Brahmins in India in order to gain control of the Theosophical Society and to
nullify Blavatsky’s work by accusing her of fraud and forgery.54 One of the
agents singled out was a close associate and guide of Mrs. Besant, Professor
Gyanendra N. Chakravarti. The detail of the plot was to have Olcott resign from
the presidency of the Theosophical Society, cut off Judge, and to make Mrs.
Besant president. It was Judge’s contention that the work of the Theosophical
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Society was to reflect Western esoteric learning, rather than the learning in
India.55 Finally, at the end of this document was inserted an Eastern School of
Theosophy Order declaring Judge to be the sole head of the Eastern School
and ending Mrs. Besant’s headship of the same.56

A month later (April 1895), at the Theosophical Society Convention, Olcott
made it very clear that he was upset with the allegations of Judge against
Chakravarti and Besant. He also realized that at this juncture the American
Theosophical Society would certainly declare its autonomy from the leadership
(Olcott) of the Adyar Theosophical Society should Judge be forced to resign.
Mrs. Besant then addressed the convention in December 1894 and again re-
viewed the case, ending with the proposal that he resign the office of vice
president of the Theosophical Society.57 It was clear that positions were taken
for and against Judge: that the American section was behind him but many
members outside of the United States were resigning or becoming increasingly
dissatisfied with the whole affair.

The situation remained unstable in early 1895, until its culmination in the
American Section declaring its autonomy and appointing Judge as its president
for life at its convention held on April 28–29, 1895.58 Rather than declaring
itself as seceding from the Adyar Theosophical Society, the new society viewed
its action at the convention as a declaration of its autonomy from the head-
quarters in Adyar and reaffirmed its direct relationship with the 1878 society
that Blavatsky and Olcott left when they sailed for India. Thus ended the Amer-
ican Section of the Theosophical Society. In its place was the Theosophical
Society in America.59

The Theosophical Society (Pasadena) and Its Offshoots

The Theosophical Society in America continues to this day under its current
title, The Theosophical Society, with headquarters currently in Pasadena and
Altadena, California. Following Judge’s death on March 21, 1896, the presi-
dency briefly passed to Ernest Temple Hargrove (d. 1939). The Eastern School
of Theosophy under Judge’s leadership as Outer Head remained within the
new society. The new Outer Head, following Judge’s death was revealed to be
Katherine Tingley (1847–1929), who in 1897 became the head of the Theo-
sophical Society following the resignation of Hargrove. Hargrove in disgust
formed his own Theosophical Society in 1898 with two hundred members of
Tingley’s Theosophical Society in America. His New York-based reformed The-
osophical Society in America, later renaming itself the Theosophical Society
in 1908, elected A. H. Spencer to be acting president.60 It remained a viable
organization for many years until it, and possibly its Esoteric School of The-
osophy, entered a period of “indrawal” from active work.61

Tingley pursued a more activist role as leader of the society, emphasizing
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social and educational reforms in conformity with Theosophical teachings. She
moved the headquarters from New York City to the unlikely locale of Point
Loma, San Diego, California, laying the cornerstone of the new Theosophical
community in February 1897. As the “Leader and Official Head” of an orga-
nization that emphasized applied Theosophy, Tingley accordingly renamed the
society the Universal Brotherhood and Theosophical Society. One important
contribution to applied Theosophy was the establishment in 1900 of an edu-
cational system known as Raja Yoga, which was to provide education from the
beginning grades up to the university level.

With the closing of the lodges in 1903, most of the committed and talented
members moved to Point Loma, engaging not only in the educational experi-
ment but also in related activities such as agriculture and horticulture, writing,
researching, publishing, and participating in dramatic and musical produc-
tions.

Following Mrs. Tingley’s death in 1929, the direction of the Universal
Brotherhood and Theosophical Society reflected a more intellectual and passive
character under its intellectual and scholarly leader, Gottfried de Purucker
(1874–1942). Once again, the society, now renamed the Theosophical Society,
moved in the direction of teaching and studying the core Theosophical works.
Toward the close of Dr. de Purucker’s tenure in 1942, the Point Loma property
was sold, partly due to financial concerns, and the headquarters subsequently
moved to Covina, a small community east of Los Angeles. In that same year
de Purucker died, leaving the society under the leadership of a cabinet for the
next three years until a new leader, Col. Arthur Conger (1872–1951), was elected
in 1945.62 Conger’s election was not greeted as enthusiastically as Theosophists
had hoped, however. For one thing, he suffered from Parkinson’s disease, but
this was not the reason why “dismissals” of prominent individuals in the cab-
inet took place in 1946. According to certain documents, dissatisfaction with
Conger’s leadership arose with his assertion that he was a “Teacher,” thereby
claiming the same status as H. P. Blavatsky. The opposition to Col. Conger’s
claimed esoteric status on the part of a number of prominent members, that
is, to his claim that he was the Outer Head of the Esoteric Section, the “Mes-
senger of the Masters,” and the Teacher of esoteric truths, led to a number of
members being relieved of their positions at headquarters. Some of those
thereafter chose to leave the headquarters.63 One of Conger’s last acts was to
move the headquarters in Covina to Pasadena and Altadena in 1950 and 1951.
Conger continued as leader until his death in February 1951, which led to
another controversial episode in the Theosophical Society’s history. Conger had
designated William Hartley (1879–1955) as his successor, but the cabinet ac-
knowledged James A. Long (1898–1971) as leader instead, the argument being
that the original document containing Col. Conger’s declaration was not pro-
duced, only a photostatic copy. As a result, Hartley, together with his followers,
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left Covina and established their own Theosophical Society, which is now head-
quartered in The Hague, Netherlands.

Long undertook a number of actions disengaging the society from a num-
ber of activities and properties. The Theosophical University was closed, as
were all the lodges chartered during the tenure of Dr. de Purucker, and Swedish
property in Visingsö was sold.64 On a somewhat more positive note, he estab-
lished the monthly magazine, Sunrise, which is published to this day. He also
went on extensive lecture tours overseas and set about visiting the membership
both within and outside the United States. Upon his death in 1971, Miss Grace
F. Knoche became the leader of the Theosophical Society and remains so as
of this writing.65

Two other organizations of note arose out of the Pasadena Theosophical
Society. The first, the Temple of the People, arose from the Syracuse (New
York) Lodge of the Universal Brotherhood and Theosophical Society in order
to lay the “mental, physical, and spiritual foundations of the coming sixth race.”
This group, founded by Dr. William H. Dower (1866–1937) and Mrs. Francia
LaDue (1849–1922) in 1898, moved to California in 1904 and established its
headquarters, known as Halcyon, near Oceano. Dr. Dower soon opened a san-
itarium so he could continue to practice medicine. A colony, the Temple Home
Association, was established in 1905 with the leadership Mrs. LaDue as Guard-
ian in Chief. She was to head the association and the temple until her death
in 1922. Dr. Dower then took over the duties formerly held by Mrs. LaDue and
built the Blue Star Memorial Temple. Following Dr. Dower’s death, all respon-
sibilities passed on to Mrs. Pearl Dower, who organized the property according
to its present specifications, a ninety-five-acre property consisting of fifty-two
homes, thirty of which are owned by the temple; the William Quan Judge
Library, which also houses the temple offices; and an apartment for visitors.
Harold Forgostein succeeded her in 1968; his main contribution was the paint-
ing of twenty-two pictures at the behest of Dr. Dower. These paintings depicted
the Native Americans’ contributions to understanding the balance in nature
and scenes from the life of Hiawatha, both important in temple teachings.
These paintings are now in the temple’s University Center. Following Mr. For-
gostein’s death in 1990, Eleanor L. Shumway assumed the leadership role of
the community and remains the Guardian in Chief as of this writing. There
are about 250 members worldwide.66

Another association, the United Lodge of Theosophists, was organized by
a former member of both the Universal Brotherhood and Theosophical Society
at Point Loma and Hargrove’s Theosophical Society. Robert Crosbie (1849–
1919), a Canadian living in Boston who became a Theosophist under the in-
fluence of W. Q. Judge, originally lent his support to Mrs. Tingley as Judge’s
successor and followed her to Point Loma around 1900 in order to help in the
work she initiated there. By 1904, he lost confidence in her leadership and
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methods for private reasons, left Point Loma for Los Angeles, where he asso-
ciated for a time with Hargrove’s Theosophical Society and with a number of
Theosophists who were later to support the his organization. In 1909, Crosbie,
with a number of acquaintances who shared his view that only the Source
Theosophy of Blavatsky and Judge contained the teachings of Theosophy as it
was intended to be delivered in modern times (that is, from the latter decades
of the nineteenth century), formed the United Lodge of Theosophists in Los
Angeles. What set this group apart from other Theosophical societies was and
is its stress on Source Theosophy and those writings in philosophical accord
with Blavatsky’s and Judge’s interpretation of Theosophy. Unlike other Theo-
sophical organizations, leaders and teachers are rejected in favor of the view
that all members (associates) are students. Anonymity is stressed, conforming
to the Hargrove Theosophical Society proclivity for this trait, but to a greater
degree.

A few years following Crosbie’s death, the United Lodge of Theosophists
in Los Angeles established the Theosophy Company in 1925 to serve as fidu-
ciary agent for the associates. No leader was recognized, but John Garrigues,
one of the early acquaintances of Crosbie, was acknowledged as a leading figure
in the lodge until his death in 1944, along with Mrs. Grace Clough and Henry
Geiger. It was under the influence of another student, the Indian Parsi B. P.
Wadia (1881–1958), that the lodge was organized into an international associ-
ation of study groups. Such is the nature of the United Lodge of Theosophists
to this day—a group of lodges and study groups organized in several countries,
including Belgium, Canada, England, France, India, Italy, Mexico, The Neth-
erlands, Nigeria, Sweden, and Trinidad.67

Neo-Theosophy, the World Teacher,
and the Liberal Catholic Church

Although the Adyar Society was not free from controversies of its own, the
ensuing discord took place primarily within the Theosophical Society, with
some notable exceptions. One of the issues concerned adherence to Blavatsky’s
Theosophical teachings. Although many Theosophists, from the leaders on
down, believed they were reflecting her teachings, discrepancies were clearly
perceptible in their writings, if not to them certainly to the Blavatskyites. Dis-
approval of the new teachings was a long time in coming. The Back to Blavatsky
movement was first mentioned in 1917 by the editor of a Theosophical mag-
azine devoted to prison-related topics entitled the O. E. Library Critic, Henry
Newlin Stokes (1859–1942), and the movement developed thereafter through-
out the Theosophical world. This movement was in reaction to the neglect by
Theosophical Society leadership (referring primarily to Mrs. Besant, who be-
came president in 1907, and her colleague, C. W. Leadbeater) of Blavatsky’s
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works in favor of their own.68 For many years, both Besant and Leadbeater
engaged in activities that gradually shifted Theosophy from a study to a prac-
tice. Both collaborated in supraphysical phenomena, including gaining evi-
dence of reincarnation and participating in the astral plane. A number of books
followed from these studies, including Occult Chemistry (1908), Talks on the
Path of Occultism (1926), Thought Forms (1901), and The Lives of Alcyone
(1924).69 This collaborative work was halted because of charges of immoral
conduct perpetrated by Leadbeater on young boys, thereby presenting the spec-
ter of pederasty. The charges led to his resignation in 1906, once they were
made public. Within three years (1909), however, Mrs. Besant reinstated him
in the Theosophical Society and their work continued.

Within a short time of his reinstatement in the Theosophical Society, Lead-
beater, allegedly through his psychic powers, discovered a young Brahmin boy,
Jiddu Krishnamurti, whom he claimed would become the vehicle of a great
spiritual force, the World Teacher, the Lord Maitreya or the Christ to prepare
for the coming sixth subrace of humanity: the next stage in the evolution of
humanity. Such a claim was first made by Blavatsky, but Leadbeater and Besant
modified her teaching so that it became one associated more with their version
of Theosophy, called disparagingly Neo-Theosophy by F. T. Brooks.70 Over the
next twenty years, Mrs. Besant and the Theosophical Society leadership were
immersed in furthering this millenarian teaching by training and preparing
the young man for his eventual overshadowing by the World Teacher, and by
preparing the members of the society for his coming. The promotion of the
idea of the coming World Teacher was further enhanced by the formation of a
new organization—the Order of the Star in the East—which was established
in Benares in 1911 by George Arundale (1878–1945) for the express purpose
of preparing for the coming of the World Teacher. Over the next twenty years,
the movement looked promising, with reports of Krishnamurti showing evi-
dence of a personality other than his own.71 Yet there was some displeasure
with this attempt at creating and sustaining a millenarian movement, especially
with the increasing role of the Liberal Catholic Church in the society after 1914.
Even before the society’s alliance with the Liberal Catholic Church, a major
breach within the society took place in 1913 with the departure of the influential
general secretary of the German Section, Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925), who took
with him fifty-five of the sixty-nine German lodges under his leadership. Be-
cause of his antagonism to the teachings surrounding the World Teacher and
the establishment of the Order of the Star in the East, he created a new society
in early 1913, the Anthroposophical Society, after the charter of the German
Theosophical Society was revoked. From that point on, Steiner pursued his
own interests: esoteric Christianity, education (the Waldorf schools), agricul-
ture (biodynamics), and eurythmy (translating “the sounds, phrases, and
rhythms of speech or the dynamic elements of music into movement and
gesture”).72



280 james a. santucci

The increasing role of the Liberal Catholic Church in the Theosophical
Society would further separate Neo-Theosophical teachings from the Blavat-
skyite understanding of Theosophy. The church was part of the Old Catholic
Church movement that went back to the Catholic Church in Holland, a move-
ment that separated from Roman Catholicism in 1704. The church remained
in Holland until Arnold Harris Mathew (1852–1919) came to Great Britain
following his consecration in 1908 as the Old Catholic Bishop for Great Brit-
ain and Ireland. In the ensuing years, most of the clergy of the church in Britain
were Theosophists, including its future leader, Bishop James Ingall Wedgwood
(1883–1950). Wedgwood consecrated Leadbeater as bishop on July 22, 1916,
thus ensuring Theosophical leadership and a close alliance with the Theo-
sophical Society. Not only did Wedgwood introduce Theosophical teachings
into church doctrine he also allied the church with the World Teacher and
Krishnamurti. The involvement of the Liberal Catholic Church (so renamed in
1918) in the Theosophical Society carried no official or administrative connec-
tion; rather, the church served as a viable contributor to the society’s most
important work at hand, the World Teacher movement. In addition, the church
served as a source of ritualism that became part and parcel of Neo-Theosophical
teaching.

The great promise of the coming of the World Teacher abruptly came to
an end when Krishnamurti announced the dissolution of the Order of the Star
(the new name of the Order of the Star in the East) in 1929 and his own
resignation from the Theosophical Society. This created a significant blow to
the popularity of the society. Its membership, which had grown considerably
over the previous decade to well over 40,000 members, quickly pummeled to
a little over 20,000. The shock certainly affected Besant’s health, which de-
clined over the next four years, resulting in her death on September 20, 1933.
She was soon followed (in 1934) by her cohort, Leadbeater, leaving a group of
loyal followers who made every effort to follow their teachings. George Arun-
dale served as president of the Theosophical Society from 1934 to 1945 after
Besant’s death, and carried on a more Theosophically oriented activism rather
than the eclectic activism of Mrs. Besant. One immediate result was the estab-
lishment of the Besant Educational Trust and the Besant Memorial School in
Adyar, both in 1934, and the foundation of the International Academy of the
Arts (later known as Kalakshetra, “the field or holy place of arts”), in 1936 by
Dr. Arundale’s wife, Srimati Rukmini Devi (1904–1986).

Following Dr. Arundale’s death in 1945, a protégé of Leadbeater, C. Jina-
rajadasa (1875–1953), the Outer Head of the Eastern School of Theosophy, car-
ried on in that post after Leadbeater’s death, and became president in 1946.
Noted as a prolific author and lecturer, one notable contribution he made in
that office was to inaugurate the School of the Wisdom in 1949.

Succeeding Jinarajadasa were Nilakanta Sri Ram (1889–1973) who, during
his presidency of twenty years (commencing in 1953), was responsible for the
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construction of the new Adyar Library building; John S. Coats (1973–1979);
and the current president, Radha Burnier (1980–).

Quasi-Theosophical Organizations

A number of movements provided teachings that were partially based on The-
osophical concepts. These include the Anthroposophical Society of Rudolf
Steiner (mentioned above), the Arcane School of Alice Bailey (1880–1949), the
“I AM” Religious Activity of Guy Ballard (1878–1939), and the Church Uni-
versal and Triumphant (formerly the Summit Lighthouse), founded by Mark
Prophet (1918–1973). Aside from the Anthroposophical Society, which is based
on the esoteric Christianity of Rudolf Steiner, the other groups share the com-
mon feature of including Masters or Mahatmas to provide legitimacy to the
teachings propounded. Superior beings who guide humanity have been ac-
knowledged from earliest times: angels in the Judeo-Christian tradition, bod-
hisattvas in the Buddhist tradition, the initiated brotherhoods of Rosicrucian-
ism and later Rosicrucian organizations, the spirits in the spiritualist
movement, the Masters or Mahatmas of Theosophy, the Tibetan master
(Djwhal Khul) of Alice Bailey (1880–1949), Blavatsky’s Mahatma Morya, and
the Ascended Masters of both the “I AM” Religious Activity and the Church
Universal and Triumphant.

Alice Bailey became a member of the Theosophical Society in 1915 and
from that time on was very much under the influence of Blavatsky’s teachings,
especially those contained in The Secret Doctrine, and of the president of the
society, Annie Besant. A new Theosophical influence came into her life in 1919,
however: the Master Djwhal Khul or simply the Tibetan. This contact with a
Master was not totally unexpected, however, for twenty years earlier, at the age
of fifteen, Bailey claimed to have been visited by another Master of Wisdom,
Koot Hoomi, who declared that she would work in the world on his behalf.
This was to come to fruition with the publication of her first received book in
1922 in her role as amanuensis to her Master, followed by a series of books
that ended only with her death in 1949.73 In addition to her role as amanuensis,
she, with her husband Foster Bailey, established a correspondence school in
April 1923. This school, known as the Arcane School and modeled after the
Esoteric Section of the Theosophical Society, was set up to answer the questions
raised by readers of her publications.

The principal teachings of the Arcane School are described as follows: one,
that the Kingdom of God, the Spiritual Hierarchy of our planet, is already
invisibly present and will be materialized on earth; two, that there has been a
continuity of revelation down the ages and that from cycle to cycle God has
revealed himself to humanity; three, that God Transcendent is equally God
Immanent, and that through human beings, who are in truth the sons of God,



282 james a. santucci

the three divine aspects—knowledge, love, and will—can be expressed; four,
that there is only one divine Life, expressing itself through the multiplicity of
forms in all the kingdoms of nature, and that the sons of men are, therefore,
ONE; five, that within each human being there is a point of light, a spark of
the one flame—this is believed to be the soul, the second aspect of divinity,
“the demonstration of the divine livingness in each person which is our goal,
and discipleship is a step upon the way to that attainment”; six, that an ultimate
perfection is possible for the individual aspirant and for humanity as a whole
through the action of the evolutionary process (involving a “myriad of devel-
oping lives, each with its place within the scheme . . . [leading] to those exalted
spheres where the Lord of the World works out the divine Plan”); seven, that
there are certain immutable laws governing the universe, and man becomes
progressively aware of these as he evolves, these laws being expressions of the
will of God; and eight, that the basic law of our universe is to be seen in the
manifestation of God as Love.

The Arcane School remains an active organization, although a number of
other groups have developed from the Bailey-inspired teachings. Among these
groups are the Meditation Groups, Inc., and the School for Esoteric Studies.

Nine years following the foundation of the Arcane School arose another
group that claimed to have received teachings from a higher realm from As-
cended Masters. This group, known as the I AM Religious Activity, was
founded in 1931 by Guy W. Ballard (1878–1939) and his wife Edna Wheeler
Ballard (1886–1971) for the purpose of releasing the teachings of the Great
White Brotherhood or the Ascended Masters.74 The Messenger of the Ascended
Masters was at first Guy Ballard, who was allegedly chosen by the Ascended
Master Saint Germain on Mount Shasta in 1930. The purpose of the Masters,
in the words of Godfré Ray King [Guy Ballard], is to help us realize our own
divine nature (known as “The Mighty I AM Presence” or the Individualized
Presence of God) and to cause individuals to emanate Divine Love.75 In a
broader context, these teachings, known as the Great Law of Life, promulgated
by Saint Germain through his Messenger, Guy Ballard, were intended to ini-
tiate the Seventh Golden Age or the “I AM” age of eternal perfection.76

When Ballard died, he was declared to be an Ascended Master by his wife
and successor, Edna, who led the organization until her death in 1971. A highly
publicized trial was held in 1940, when charges of mail fraud were brought by
members of Ballard’s personal staff. One of the charges that deserves mention,
typical in the 1940 court case in the District Court of the United States (South-
ern District of California, Central Division, No. 14496), is as follows:

That the defendants falsely represented that Guy W. Ballard, now de-
ceased, alias Saint Germain, Jesus, George Washington, and Godfre
Ray King, had been selected and thereby designated by the alleged
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“ascended master,” Saint Germain, as a divine messenger; and that
the words of “ascended masters” and the words of the alleged divine
entity, Saint Germain, would be transmitted to mankind through the
medium of the said Guy W. Ballard; whereas in truth and in fact the
defendants well knew that the said Guy W. Ballard was not a “divine
messenger” and all of said representations so made were false and
fraudulent, and the defendants and each of them well knew that de-
fendant Guy W. Ballard had no such divine or supernatural power.

This charge, based upon the presupposition that the teachings were so bizarre
that no one could possibly accept them as true, led to the revocation of
the organization’s use of the mail. The conviction of Edna, her son Donald,
and others was appealed and overturned in the Supreme Court on April 24,
1944. This was a significant judgment because the court states that religious
belief cannot be made an issue in a court of law. In other words, the court
agreed with the ruling in Watson v. Jones (13 Wall. 679, 728): “The law knows
no heresy, and is committed to the support of no dogma, the establishment of
no sect.”77

The parent organization, the Saint Germain Foundation, has its world
headquarters at Schaumburg, Illinois, but Mount Shasta is still a major center
for the I AM Religious Activity. A board of directors is currently in charge of
the I AM Religious Activity. Perhaps its most publicized event at present is a
pageant on the life of Jesus. Known as the “I AM COME!” it is held on Mount
Shasta in the G. W. Ballard Amphitheater.78

The connection between the I AM Religious Activity and the Church Uni-
versal and Triumphant is through a splinter group that arose out of the former.
This group, the Bridge to Freedom (currently called The Bridge to Spiritual
Freedom, Inc.), was founded in 1952 by Geraldine Innocente (?–1961) and her
mother, Mary Innocente. Geraldine was recognized as a Messenger of the
Ascended Master El Morya, and brought forth many dictations from this Mas-
ter. Soon after the foundation of the Bridge to Freedom, other Messengers
appeared, one of whom was to become well known in the Bridge to Freedom
with the publication of dictations received from the Masters. These dictations
were publicized through the efforts of Frances Ekey, who, with this Messenger,
established a Philadelphia-based organization, Lighthouse of Freedom, in 1958.
In the same year, this Messenger, Mark L. Prophet, founded his own group in
Washington, D.C., the Summit Lighthouse, in order to disseminate the Mas-
ters’ teachings. By the early 1960s, Prophet assumed complete independence
from the Lighthouse of Freedom. In 1961, Mark met a recently married student
from Antioch College in Ohio, Elizabeth Clare Wulf Ytreberg (1939–), at a
Summit Lighthouse service.79 Soon after she became his disciple, they carried
on a love affair that led to their marriage in 1963 after they divorced their
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spouses. By 1964, Elizabeth became a Messenger, her position given legitimacy
since it is alleged that she was anointed by Saint Germain. Over the next few
years, Elizabeth and Mark Prophet oversaw a growing movement, due in large
part to Elizabeth’s marketing ability and Mark’s sermons.

In 1966, the headquarters of the Summit Lighthouse was moved to Col-
orado Springs, Colorado on a property known as La Tourelle. Two significant
events during this time were the founding of Summit University in 1971 and
the publication of one of the Prophets’ more important works, Climb the High-
est Mountain, in 1972.80

In 1973, Mark died of a massive stroke. The event was interpreted as an
ascension, with Mark now known as the Ascended Master Lanello. Lanello has
dictated a number of messages to Elizabeth that were published as Cosmic
Consciousness: The Putting On of the Garment of the Lord in 1976.

Two years previously (1974), the Church Universal and Triumphant was
established, with the Summit Lighthouse now identified as the publishing arm
of the church. In 1976, the headquarters was first moved to southern California
on the campus of the former Pasadena College and then to Malibu on the
former campus of Thomas Aquinas College, which it renamed Camelot in
1978. Four years later (1981), the church bought property in southwestern Mon-
tana on a 12,000-acre parcel of land known as the Royal Teton Ranch.81 It
formally moved its headquarters there in 1986, where it operated Summit
University, conducted retreats, and engaged in farming, ranching, publishing,
and education.82

The move to Montana seems to have been occasioned by Mrs. Prophet’s
fear of a coming nuclear holocaust. This was occasioned by predictions of a
nuclear war in March and April of 1990, as discussed in her 1991 Gnosis
interview with Jay Kinney and Richard Smoley, wherein she speaks of a power
elite in the U.S. government that is responsible for “heinous crimes” and the
failure of nuclear war with the Soviet Union to occur. Her response to the latter
was that “the danger of nuclear war was heightened” and that this danger would
not end until 2002.83 In expectation of this coming war, nuclear shelters were
constructed on the property and arms were purchased to prepare for post-
nuclear chaos.84 The possession of firearms led to the arrest of two officials in
1989 for illegally purchasing the same.85 Also, about two thousand church
members moved to the headquarters, fearing an imminent attack. The out-
come of this episode was the disillusionment of a number of church members,
their leaving the church, the resignation of a number of church officials, and
discussions within the larger community whether the Church Universal and
Triumphant was in fact a dangerous or destructive cult.86

In the mid-1990s, Elizabeth Clare Prophet turned over her administrative
duties to Gilbert Cleirbaut, a former director of human resources for Union
Carbide, British Petroleum, and the government of Alberta, who had to meet
the challenge of solving the financial difficulties of the church. Cleirbaut re-
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mained president until 1999, when duties were taken over by the Church’s
board of directors and management.87

For years there was the suspicion that Elizabeth Clare Prophet had been
suffering from memory lapses in addition to the diagnosis of epilepsy in
1998.88 It was then confirmed that Mrs. Prophet was suffering from Alzhei-
mer’s Disease, causing her to retire as spiritual leader.89

The teachings of the Church Universal and Triumphant have recently been
summarized in a publication titled Keys to the Kingdom and New Dimensions of
Being.90 A few of the more fundamental teachings are as follows:

(1) We humans have a Higher or Divine Self. There is a God Within or
the I AM Presence, the Christ Self or the Inner Teacher that mediates between
God and humans and who speaks within—our conscience so to speak, and
the soul evolving on earth. It is the soul that reincarnates and so evolves
through time and space, that determines your essence or character. It is also
the soul that returns to God. This return is known as the ascension or reunion
with God.

(2) Life is like a classroom. We are put on earth to learn lessons and to
move on. Free will allows us to make decisions and to undo decisions that we
learn are wrong. Whatever we do will have a consequence, and this we identify
as karma or “deed.” What is performed in the past affects us in the present.
What we do now will affect our future, including our future lives. Connected
to karma is reincarnation, or the passage of the soul from life to life. It is
looked upon as good because it allows us to experience our past actions and
to make amends for our past mistakes.

(3) Because of the human karma, the “astral effluvia” or the “misqualified
energy” of God’s lifestream that flows from our I AM Presence and the plan-
etary karma that we bear prevents us from being reunited with God until all
are counteracted with positive energy.

(4) As spiritual beings, our bodies contain seven energy centers or cakras,
the latter defined as “internal step-down transformers that regulate the flow of
God’s energy according to the needs of the four lower bodies.”91 The cakras are
located from the crown to the base of the spine: the crown cakra is the location
of thinking and cogitation; the third eye cakra is the location where we experi-
ence God as concentration and so see creation as God sees it; the throat cakra
refers to the power of speech; the heart cakra is the location of our experience
of God as love; the solar-plexus cakra is the location of peace; the seat-of-the-soul
cakra is the location where the soul is anchored in the body.

(5) Within the heart is a secret chamber containing a threefold flame, the
spark of life that projects from the Higher Self. The flame consists of three
colors: blue, yellow, and pink, referring respectively to power, wisdom, and love
(or faith, hope, and charity). This is the Trinity within: the power of the Father,
the wisdom of the Son, and the love of the Holy Spirit. The flame within the
human heart is the divine spark and potential of one’s divinity.
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(6) The third aspect of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, is the vehicle through
with all the teachings of Jesus, not preserved in the scriptures, will once again
be brought forth in the age of Aquarius, the age of the Holy Spirit. What the
Holy Spirit will bring is enlightenment specifically by transmuting hatred into
love, which is manifested by the dispensation of the violet flame.

(7) There is a heavenly hierarchy consisting of masters, angels, and cosmic
beings. Among these figures are members of the Great White Brotherhood
who have come forth to assist humanity in its spiritual evolution. Of special
importance is Saint Germain, the patron of the United States and the hierarch
of the Aquarian age. He is the founder of the keepers of the Flame Fraternity,
an organization of individuals who serve with members of the heavenly hier-
archy. Important also are the World Teachers, Jesus and Kuthumi, the holder
of the office of Cosmic Christ and Planetary Buddha, Lord Maitreya.

Taking the above into account, the overarching teaching centers on a separation
and return: the separation of sparks of the light—the I AM Presences—from
the Central Sun or God and the eventual return of the sparks through countless
reincarnations of steady progress. The Great White Brotherhood (or Ascended
Masters) aids in this progress by guiding humanity through its journey. The
ultimate goal is to return to the Divine Source through the ascension.
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The Solar Temple “Transits”:
Beyond the Millennialist
Hypothesis

James R. Lewis

[Various] problems, internal and external, are crucial in understand-
ing the OTS’s gradual distortion and disintegration. Di Mambro had
gathered around him a group that lent an appearance of reality to
the fictions he created. And now this imaginary universe began to
come under critical scrutiny. The head of the Solar Temple appar-
ently decided to respond by taking himself and his followers away
from the scene altogether.

—Jean-François Mayer, “Our Terrestrial Journey Is
Coming to an End”

In October 1994, fifty-three members of the Order of the Solar Tem-
ple (Ordre du Temple Solaire, or OTS) in Switzerland and Québec
were murdered or committed suicide. On October 4, a fire destroyed
the villa of Joseph Di Mambro (the group’s leader) in Morin
Heights, Canada. Police found five charred bodies in the ruins.
Three had been stabbed to death before the fire. At 1:00 a.m. on Oc-
tober 5, a fire started in Ferme des Rochettes, near Cheiry, in the
Canton of Fribourg, one of the centers of the Solar Temple in Swit-
zerland. Police found twenty-three bodies in a room that had been
converted into a temple. Some had been shot; many others were
found with their heads inside plastic bags. At 3:00 a.m. the same
day, three chalets inhabited by members of the Solar Temple caught
fire almost simultaneously at Les Granges sur Salvan, in the Valais
Canton. Police found twenty-five bodies, along with the remains of
the devices that had initiated the fires as well as the pistol that had
shot the people near Cheiry.
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For many months prior to this initial spate of murder-suicides, rumors of
financial mismanagement had been circulating among Solar Temple mem-
bers. On September 30, shortly before the group’s dramatic final “transit,” a
three-month-old infant was killed in Canada by a wooden stake driven through
its heart. The parents, who were ex-members of the Temple, were also brutally
murdered. Surviving members explained that Di Mambro had ordered the
killing because the baby was the Anti-Christ. Several days later, Di Mambro
and twelve followers convened a ritual Last Supper. The murder-suicides took
place not long after this meeting. Fifteen members of the inner circle—referred
to as the “awakened”—took poison. Thirty others—the “immortals”—were
shot or smothered to death. Eight others—termed “traitors”—were also mur-
dered.

The plan seems to have been for the fire to more or less completely destroy
everything in the Swiss centers. This would have compelled investigators to
focus on the group’s self-interpretation of their actions—a self-interpretation
embodied in four letters or “Testaments” sent to sixty journalists, scholars, and
government officials. However, because the incineration devices at the main
center in the Cheiry farmhouse failed to ignite, many documents and other
artifacts were left intact. One of the testaments, addressed “To All Those Who
Can Still Understand the Voice of Wisdom,” issued a call for other Solar Tem-
ple members and sympathizers to follow their example: “[F]rom the Planes
where we will work from now on and by a just law of magnetism, we will be
in the position of calling back the last Servants capable of hearing this last
message . . . may our Love and our Peace accompany you during the terrible
tests of the Apocalypse that await you. Know that from where we will be, we
will always hold our arms open to receive those who are worthy of joining us”
(Gnosis Magazine 1995: 90).

This invitation to join them in the beyond found a receptive audience. On
December 16, 1995, sixteen of the remaining European members disappeared
from their homes in France and Switzerland. Four left notes hinting at a second
mass suicide. Thirteen adults and three children were later found dead in a
remote forest in southeast France. Investigators concluded that at least four of
the sixteen did not die willingly. Most had been drugged. Two of the sixteen
shot the others, poured gasoline over their bodies, set them on fire, and then
shot themselves so they would fall into the flames.

Finally, five additional adult members and three teenage children tried to
commit suicide on the spring equinox of March 20, 1997, in Quebec, Canada.
The attempt initially failed due to faulty equipment. The teenage sons and
daughter of one of the couples convinced their parents that they wanted to live.
They were then allowed to leave, and the adults subsequently succeeded in
burning down the house with themselves in it. Four of the bodies were ar-
ranged to form a cross. The teens were found drugged and disoriented, but
otherwise safe, in a nearby building. A note was found that described the group
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belief that death on earth leads to a transit to a new planet where their lives
would continue.

More than a few serious observers have analyzed the OTS in detail, giving
particular attention to the factors that seem to have precipitated the murder-
suicides. Especially in studies comparing different alternative religions that
have been involved in violence, explanations tend to emphasize these groups’
millennialist belief systems—implicitly or explicitly portraying such beliefs as
the key to understanding their violence. In this chapter, I will present an over-
view of the Solar Temple; in the latter part I will argue against, among other
things, the primacy of millennialism as an explanatory factor for understand-
ing group suicide.

Neo-Templarism and Esotericism

Di Mambro had sampled a variety of different esoteric groups, including the
Ancient and Mystical Order Rosae Crucis (AMORC), which he joined in 1956,
and of which he was a member until at least 1968. He would later incorporate
some of this group’s ideas and vocabulary into the OTS; for instance, the term
“transit” comes directly from AMORC, which “uses the word ‘transition’ as an
equivalent for death” (Mayer 2001: 437, note 2). In the 1960s, he came into
contact with several persons who would later play a role in Solar Temple history,
including Jacques Breyer, who had initiated a “Templar resurgence” in France
in 1952. Several groups, including the Order of the Solar Temple, have their
roots in Breyer’s work.

“Templar” in this context refers to the Knights Templar, the medieval order
to which groups in the Neo-Templar tradition ultimately trace their lineage.
(This claimed lineage is almost certainly spurious; instead, Neo-Templar
groups are esoteric organizations in the theosophical tradition.) A wealthy,
powerful order, the Knights Templar had inspired envy among European rul-
ers. As a consequence, in 1307 the Templars were accused (probably falsely) of
heresy and arrested en masse. In 1310, fifty-four knights who had recanted
earlier confessions were burned alive at the stake. And four years later, the
Grand Master of the order and a provincial leader were similarly burned alive.
The fires set or attempted by Solar Temple members during all of the murder-
suicide incidents seem to have been inspired by the fiery deaths of the original
Templars. According to Introvigne (1995: 279), the fifty-three initial OTS
deaths also represented an attempt to mimic the fifty-four Templar deaths—
an attempt frustrated by the last-minute escape of Theirry Huguenin, a Swiss
dentist and ex-member who had “sensed trouble at the Granges sur Salvan
and fled” before he could be murdered (Harriss 1997).

Though a secretive organization, the original Knights Templar were almost
certainly orthodox Christians. Their secrecy, however, in combination with the
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charges of heresy leveled against them in the fourteenth century provided fer-
tile grounds for speculation, allowing later esotericists to construct a hypothesis
that the order was secretly an esoteric-magical group. This line of speculation—
bolstered by the unlikely claim that the order secretly survived into modern
times—underlies contemporary neo-Templarism.

Massimo Introvigne, a scholar of the Western magical milieu (Introvigne
1990), observes that most modern neo-Templar groups trace their origin to
the Order of the Temple founded in 1805 by Bernard-Raymond Fabré-Palaprat.
“This French physician and Freemason claimed to represent an uninterrupted
succession of Templar ‘Grand Masters’ operating secretly since the suppres-
sion of the medieval Order in the fourteenth century” (Introvigne 2000: 140).
It was this tradition that Breyer revived in the mid-twentieth century.1

The Cult Stereotype and “True Lies”

The Solar Temple tragedies played a pivotal role in inflaming the cult contro-
versy in Europe. Although European anticultists had been active for decades,
the spectacle of the murder-suicides influenced public opinion to support
harsher actions against new religious movements. Interestingly, this came
about at around the same time the North American anticult movement suf-
fered a severe setback as a consequence of the bankruptcy of the Cult Aware-
ness Network (Melton 1999: 229). The Solar Temple incidents were directly
responsible for prompting European governments to begin issuing official re-
ports on the dangers posed by nontraditional religions (Introvigne 2004: 207)
and, particularly in France and Belgium, a growing campaign to “combat”
alternative religions (Hervieu-Léger 2004: 49; Palmer 2004: 65; Lucas 2004:
346). The incidents also helped bolster the North American anticult movement,
which supplied consultants for European governments, as well as the mind-
control ideology that became a central element of European reports and sub-
sequent legislation (Shupe et al. 2004: 198).

Mind-control ideology and the tendency to lump all nontraditional relig-
ions into the same stereotype have been extensively critiqued by the present
writer and others (for example, Lewis 1998; Dawson 1998; Anthony and Rob-
bins 2004), and there is no need to repeat these arguments here. There is,
however, an aspect of the cult stereotype that seems to apply with particular
force to the Solar Temple and that merits attention in this case, namely, the
flawed character of the leadership (Mayer 2001: 448–449).

One of the standard accusations hurled again nontraditional religions is
that founder-leaders are egotistical, self-seeking charlatans who cynically con-
coct pseudo religions for the purposes of self-aggrandizement and the exploi-
tation of converts, both financially and sexually. “Cult leaders” are also often
portrayed as mentally imbalanced, paranoid, manipulative, and rigidly author-
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itarian (Dawson 2002: 80). This portrayal obviously represents a caricature—
so overstated as to be useless for analytical purposes—but even stereotypes
sometimes contain an element of truth. The founder of the Solar Temple fit
this stereotype more closely than most, but, despite his deceptions, even Joseph
Di Mambro was not totally insincere. We can gain a more nuanced understand-
ing of Di Mambro if we first discuss the more general pattern of certain new
religious movement leaders to dissimulate and to act from mixed motives.

Having interacted with more than a few leaders of nontraditional religions,
I have the strong impression that almost all are sincere (though a critic might
say they are sincerely deluded), whatever their personal foibles. Despite the
personal benefits—so obvious to outside observers—of being a spiritual leader,
the demands of running even a small religious group are simply too burden-
some and involve too many personal sacrifices to attract individuals intent on
fulfilling purely selfish goals.

However, I also have the impression that some of the leaders of such
groups frequently act from mixed motives, though they may convince them-
selves that they are acting from pure motives. The polygamous arrangement
David Koresh established at Mt. Carmel among his closest followers (Bradley
1994: 166–167) appears to be an example of this mixing of motives. In other
words, even assuming Koresh sincerely believed that God commanded him to
take additional wives, it is difficult to dismiss the impression that carnal mo-
tives (unconscious though they may have been) played a role in shaping this
particular revelation.

More problematic for assessing the ethics of new religious movements are
cases in which leaders consciously utilize deception. For example, a spiritual
leader can straightforwardly request a follower to make a hefty donation with-
out invoking divine sanction. Alternately, a leader might feel an inner prompt-
ing he interprets (correctly or incorrectly) as a prompting from a (typically
disembodied) spiritual personality to ask the follower to make a sizeable do-
nation—for example, “Master D. K. tells me that you should immediately do-
nate $5,000.” Yet another scenario would be a case in which the leader wants
the follower to make a big donation, but feels he needs to invoke divine sanc-
tion in order to realize his request. In this case, he might say “Master D. K.
tells me you should donate $5,000,” but in fact the request has nothing to do
with any spiritual prompting. Even this, however, need not be entirely cynical.

Perhaps the leader feels his disciple has plenty of money, the group needs
the donation to pay this month’s bills, and Master D. K.—assuming the leader
truly believes in the real existence of Master D. K. on the inner planes—obvi-
ously would not want the group to go into debt. Therefore, Master D. K. would
certainly approve of the leader’s request for a donation. Hence telling the dis-
ciple that “Master D. K. has told me you should donate $5,000” is, from the
leader’s perspective, a mostly true statement. Though I do not have empirical
evidence to support this (and it is frankly difficult to imagine how one would
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collect such evidence) beyond informal impressions from my fieldwork, my
sense is that some new religious movement leaders engage in these kinds of
“slippery” inferences on a regular basis.

Another related phenomenon is what I have elsewhere called the “true
lies” pattern. With respect to the legend of Jesus’ trip to India, I have argued
that a succession of otherwise honorable men verified the existence of a non-
existent manuscript, The Life of Saint Issa, because it expressed (or expressed
after some massaging of the text) what they felt were profound truths (Lewis
2003: 73–88). Some of the documents created by Gerald Gardner, the founder
of modern Wicca, exemplify the same phenomenon (Lewis 1999: 345–352). In
these cases, the motive behind the various deceptions is to add a degree of
legitimacy to the ideas expressed in fabricated documents. Before we judge
this legitimation strategy too harshly, we should remember that the history of
religion contains innumerable examples of forged scriptures—including doc-
uments in the scriptural canons of some of the major world religions. Many
of the principal scriptures of Mahayana Buddhism, for instance, claim to have
been authored by the historical Buddha, despite the fact that they did not appear
until many centuries after his death.

It is also generally accepted among mainstream biblical scholars that some
of the epistles supposedly authored by Paul were simply forged. In both of
these cases, the respective authors’ strategy was to draw on the prestige of a
great religious figure to legitimate particular doctrines and associated practices.
In The Gnostic Gospels, for example, Elaine Pagels notes that a number of the
pseudo-Pauline letters pick up on and amplify the antifeminist tenor of Paul’s
own views, presumably to legitimate the repression of uppity women in their
congregations; for example, I Timothy 2: 11–12: “Let a woman learn in silence
with all submissiveness. I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over
men; she is to keep silent” (Pagels 1989: 63). A variation on this strategy is to
forge a narrative in which an authoritative figure is reported as advocating a
particular ideology.

The true lies pattern may, however, be extended to nontextual examples.
In neo-Templarism, for example, different individuals claimed to have secretly
met, and to have been initiated by, representatives of the underground Knights
Templar. For instance, Jacques Breyer, the founder of the “Templar Renais-
sance” that ultimately inspired the OTS, claimed to have received such an
initiation on June 12, 1952, in the ruins of the Arginy Castle. Raymond Bernard,
founder of the Renewed Order of the Temple, made a similar claim about being
initiated in the “crypt” of the Abbey of St. Nilus in the 1960s. Thirty years
later, Bernard admitted that his account was fictional, though “based upon
deeply moving personal mystical experiences” (Introvigne 2000: 142). Again
this is a legitimation strategy—in these cases to legitimate the authority of
Breyer and Bernard as neo-Templar leaders.

Though we may judge the actions of these men harshly, the purpose be-
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hind the claims of Breyer, Bernard, and others is to amplify their authority so
they can be in a better position to propagate what they feel are profound truths.
In other words, in most cases of this sort, my impression is that such leaders
are otherwise sincere. As argued above, the demands of founding and leading
a religious community are such as to make the existence of a completely cynical
leader unlikely. Nevertheless, a lack of total cynicism does not mean that the
founder-leader of a religious group is thereby necessarily good.

Joseph Di Mambro

Joseph Di Mambro was born August 19, 1924, in Pont-Saint-Esprit, France.
From the age of sixteen, he was apprenticed as a watchmaker and jeweler and
seems to have pursued this profession during the first part of his life. Not
much is known about this period except that from a young age he was deeply
interested in esotericism, as previously noted.

We first catch a glimpse of the unsavory side of his character from a 1972
conviction on charges of fraud “for impersonating a psychologist and passing
bad checks” (Hall et al. 2000: 120). John R. Hall and Philip D. Schuyler spec-
ulate that a 1979 fire at La Pyramide, an early communal farm founded by Di
Mambro near Geneva, was possibly an insurance swindle. Hall and Schuyler
seem to imply that the insurance money from the fire enabled Di Mambro to
obtain a mansion in Geneva where he started the Golden Way Foundation
(ibid.: 120). The Golden Way was the immediate predecessor organization to
the Solar Temple.

The International Chivalric Order Solar Tradition (Solar Temple) was
founded in 1984. Solar Temple groups were organized in Quebec, as well as
in Australia, Switzerland, France, and other countries. The leadership saw
themselves as playing a pivotal role on the world stage. Partially as a conse-
quence of this view, they felt that the Solar Temple was being systematically
persecuted by the various governments with whom they were having relatively
minor problems. A grandiose self-image is not, of course, unique to the OTS;
many other small new religious movements perceive themselves as being at
the fulcrum of world history (Mayer 2003: 155–156). Nevertheless, this attitude
does not speak well for the Solar Temple’s sense of social reality.

On the one hand, Di Mambro was realistic enough about his own lack of
charisma that he brought Luc Jouret into the OTS to become the public face
of his organization. Intelligent and charismatic, Jouret had been trained as a
medical doctor and was an accomplished practitioner of homeopathy. He also
lectured on naturopathy and ecological topics and was active in the wider circuit
of the French-speaking New Age movement. He spoke in New Age bookstores
and to eclectic esoteric groups in France, Switzerland, Belgium, and Canada,
recruiting people for the Solar Temple.
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On the other hand, Di Mambro was far from humble and claimed to be
the reincarnation of Osiris, Akhnaton, Moses, and Cagliostro (Wessinger
2000a: 220–221). He identified various OTS members as having been such
famous individuals as Bernard de Clairvaux, Joseph of Arimathea, Queen Hap-
shetphout, and Rama (Palmer 1996: 308).2 He was also regarded by his fol-
lowers “as the only one on Earth who had access” to the Masters (Introvigne
and Mayer 2002: 183). Furthermore, Di Mambro saw the OTS as producing
“cosmic children” who would shape the future destiny of the planet. Chief
among these was his own daughter Emmanuelle, who was to be the messiah-
avatar of the New Age. Di Mambro required her to wear gloves and a helmet
to protect her purity, and she could only be touched by family members.

Although it is almost certain that Di Mambro believed most of what he
taught about Cosmic Masters and the like, he “pretended (since at least the
late 1970s) to represent the ‘Mother Lodge’ and to receive his orders from
mysterious ‘Masters’ ” (Mayer 2003: 160; also refer to Mayer 1999: 217). The
concept of Masters was codified within Theosophy in the 1880s, and from there
was passed on to various religious groups descended from the Theosophical
Society. The Masters, in turn, had been derived from the earlier notion of
“secret chiefs” (Hutton 1999: 58) to which a wide variety of different occult
lodges—including the well-known Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn—ap-
pealed as their primary “source of legitimation” (ibid.: 76). Many people in the
occult/metaphysical/New Age subculture believe that a “Great White Broth-
erhood” of such Masters guide the spiritual progress of the Earth.

Di Mambro deceived his followers into believing that these exalted spiritual
personages would deign to manifest themselves during Temple initiations.
These manifestations were accomplished by means of hidden technology: ho-
lographic projections of the Masters, “together with the robes, candles, incense,
and music, created a powerful sacred tableau” (Hall et al. 2000: 126):

Solar Temple ceremonies were held in darkened inner sanctums.
“During ceremonies we would hear sounds from the star Sirius, fol-
lowed by apparitions of chandeliers, swords and so on, leading up to
the appearance of the Masters,” recounts a former Canadian mem-
ber. Sometimes the Master held a sword and tapped the floor in a
coded message. Or it could be King Arthur’s sword, Excalibur, that
materialized before the members’ ecstatic eyes. Or the slow, hover-
ing appearance of the Holy Grail, the chalice Christ used at the Last
Supper. The apparitions were cleverly designed holograms. “Di
Mambro would tell us, ‘Do you realize that we are the only people
on the planet to see these things?’ ” (Harriss 1997 [an unpaginated
electronic work])

A Readers Digest reporter was able to examine some of the ritual stage
props confiscated by the Canadian police in the wake of the initial transits. He
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reports that “King Arthur’s Excalibur was a large, tinny broadsword crudely
painted with fluorescent green and red. In a dark room, black light made it
appear suspended in midair, blood dripping from its tip. Another sword had
a small nine-volt battery taped to its hilt. Electrical wires, masked with black
tape, led to a tiny read light at the tip” (ibid.). The effects of this technology
may also have been enhanced by having participants drink coffee that was
“laced with stimulants and hallucinogens” (Palmer 1996: 313).

The apparitions and gimmicks convinced members that Di Mambro really
held the special status he claimed. When his son Elie discovered the techno-
logical nature of these manifestations in 1990, he began to speak openly of
his father’s trickery. The Order’s chief “special effects” technician, Tony Dutoit,
also initiated rumors about the holograms. But Tony and his wife Nicki Dutoit
went further: They not only defied Di Mambro’s order that they not have a
child, they also provocatively named their son Christopher Emmanuel in what
seemed to be an implicit challenge to Emmanuelle’s messianic status. Enraged
both by the Dutoits’ disobedience and by their challenge to Emmanuelle, Di
Mambro ordered their baby son executed as the Anti-Christ shortly before the
group transit.

This incident provides us with yet another window into Di Mambro’s
flawed character: an authoritarian leader, he directed his followers’ personal
lives in ways that went far beyond the proper bounds of pastoral care. Of
particular note was the Temple’s practice of “cosmic coupling” that routinely
broke up married couples and paired them with other followers, often resulting
in pairs with significant age differences (Palmer 1996: 309). The authorization
for these intrusions into the personal lives of members was attributed to the
will of the Cosmic Masters, as indicated by Bruno Klaus’s announcement to
his wife that he was leaving her because, “The Masters have decided. I am
going to live with another woman” (cited in Hall et al. 2000: 128). Although
Di Mambro may have mistakenly imagined that his personal whims were ac-
tually spiritual promptings, it is difficult to avoid the impression that—espe-
cially in the later days of his career—he simply asserted that all of his decisions
were the will of the Masters, whether he believed so or not.

It should finally be noted that Di Mambro was defensive and paranoid—
someone who could never accept responsibility for any of the problems the
OTS experienced during the last few years before the transit. It was, for ex-
ample, his decision to “uncouple” Bruno Klaus from his wife that produced
the Temple’s most persistent critic. Rose-Marie Klaus doggedly sought to re-
venge herself against the OTS, an effort that eventually paid off after two Ca-
nadian members were arrested while attempting to buy silenced semiauto-
matic pistols (illegal in Canada). Although the court handed out only one year
of unsupervised probation and a token fine, Klaus made tabloid headlines a
few days following the arrests, in interviews in which she recounted the hidden
“horrors” of the OTS (Hall et al. 2000: 132).
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The news coverage in combination with the gun charges set in motion
police investigations that led Di Mambro to conclude the group was a target
of an international conspiracy. As his wife wrote at the time, “Our file is the
hottest on the planet, the most important of the last ten years, if not of the
century.” Additionally, she recorded a message on an audiotape in 1994 in
which she stated, “We are rejected by the whole world” (cited in Wessinger
2000a: 225). One of the testaments left behind after the transit even asserted
that the OTS had been the target of “systematic persecution” by authorities on
three continents.3 Di Mambro also bitterly accused Jouret of having brought
ruin on the OTS by his bungling. This exaggerated, paranoid attitude plus his
blaming of everyone else for the Solar Temple’s problems was, unfortunately,
typical of Di Mambro.

“Suicide Cults”

The Solar Temple murder-suicides are frequently compared with violent inci-
dents involving other alternative religions, especially the Jonestown murder-
suicides (1978), the ATF/FBI raid on the Mt. Carmel community (1993), the
Tokyo subway poison gas attack (1995), and the Heaven’s Gate suicides (1997).
The sensational violence associated with the murder of members of the Move-
ment for the Restoration of the Ten Commandments of God (2000) is often
not included in these comparisons, partly because it took place more recently
and partly because it seems to have been a somewhat different phenomenon.
(For a brief overview, refer to the discussion in the introduction to the present
volume.)

Two major monographs that appeared in 2000—John R. Hall et al., Apoc-
alypse Observed, and Catherine Wessinger, How the Millennium Comes Vio-
lently—developed analyses of new religious movement–related violence that
included thick descriptions of some of the more controversial groups, includ-
ing the People’s Temple, Branch Davidians, Solar Temple, AUM Shinrikyo,
and Heaven’s Gate. Many other observers have taken similar approaches (for
example, Robbins and Palmer 1997; Daniels 1999; Wessinger 2000b; Bromley
and Melton 2002). As reflected in such titles as How the Millennium Comes
Violently (Wessinger 2000a), Millennialism, Persecution, and Violence (Wessin-
ger 2000b), Millennium, Messiahs, and Mayhem (Robbins and Palmer 1997),
and numerous scholarly articles, millennialism has been central to these dis-
cussions—though it should immediately be noted that contemporary analysts
of new religious movements and violence are generally careful to “eschew
single-factor explanations” (Bromley 2004: 154). Other factors usually consid-
ered in attempts to construct a general model of high-demand organization
(meaning that participants do not have the option of being casual, part-time
members), charismatic leadership, isolation from the surrounding society, and
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the threatening role played by external forces such as hostile apostates and
intrusive governmental authorities. (For a comprehensive discussion, refer to
Bromley and Melton 2002.)

At the present juncture, the relatively mature state of this body of literature
makes it possible to ask different sorts of questions. Specifically, rather than a
straightforward comparison of the five principal groups, what if one focused
instead on the three groups that imploded in group suicides—People’s Temple,
Solar Temple, and Heaven’s Gate? Although it is true that both the People’s
Temple and the Solar Temple also engaged in acts of murder, it could be argued
that these violent acts were aspects of the suicide event. It is thus possible to
distinguish such suicide-related murders from the otherwise comparable vio-
lence initiated by the leadership of AUM Shinrikyo and other groups. The
balance of this chapter will examine the three “suicide cults.”4

It is often more illuminating to “complexify” rather than to simplify certain
phenomena, but for my purposes I will focus on distilling the details of these
three groups down to a common core of shared traits. Though this approach
is open to criticism—and would certainly never do for a comprehensive expla-
nation—it nevertheless bears fruit as an analytical strategy, as will be demon-
strated.

As a preliminary move, it should be noted that neither Shoko Asahara nor
David Koresh seriously contemplated suicide. When authorities finally located
Asahara in a secret room at AUM’s Mt. Fuji center, they also found him with
an abundant stash of money (not unlike Saddam Hussein) that he planned to
support himself with into the foreseeable future. And though Koresh seems
to have been willing to die a martyr’s death, it also appears he was ready to
embrace martyrdom only if all other options (or, perhaps more accurately, all
other reasonable options within the horizon of his religious ideology) were
closed. The fact that during the siege of Mt. Carmel Koresh retained a literary
attorney to handle his story (Lewis 1994: 117; Hall 2002: 166) should be
enough to indicate that he envisioned himself living into the post-siege fu-
ture—not to mention his explicit assertion to FBI negotiators a few days before
the final assault that “I never intended to die in here” (cited in Wessinger
2000a: 105). (Also refer to Palmer 1994 in this regard.)

Millennialism

To turn our attention to the People’s Temple, the Solar Temple, and Heaven’s
Gate, what happens when we ruthlessly cut away everything except the bare-
bones structure shared by the three “suicide cults”? Surprisingly, the first trait
to drop out is millennialism. Though it is quite possible to argue that Jim Jones
was millenarian (see, for example, Chidester 1988; Wessinger 2000a), in point
of fact he had no theology in the proper sense, much less a developed escha-
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tology. Well before the establishment of Jonestown, he had become little more
than a secular socialist in religious garb. Even as people lined up to drink a
mixture of cyanide and Kool-Aid during the final drama, Jones exhorted his
followers with the assertion that “This is a revolutionary suicide; this is not a
self-destructive suicide” (Hall et al. 2000: 37), rather than consoling them with
visions of the afterlife—though, as Jonathan Z. Smith notes (1982: 117), one
can also point to portions of the audiotape made during the event that intimate
they would be reunited in a postmortem state.5 Dismissing millennialism,
however, flies in the face of other scholarly approaches to the Jonestown sui-
cides. The point being made here thus calls for more discussion.

Millennial movements in the proper sense, to cite Norman Cohn’s classic
study, always picture the millennium as something “that is to be accomplished
by, or with the help of, supernatural agencies” (1970: 15). Even current defi-
nitions of millennialism typically mention such agencies. However, as in the
following excerpt from a recently published encyclopedia of new religious
movements, the People’s Temple is included as a example of a millenarian
group, despite Jim Jones’s nonbelief in divinities of any sort:

The terms “millenarianism” and “millennialism” are usually applied
to the study of apocalyptic beliefs. They refer to the expectation of
imminent world transformation, collective salvation, and the estab-
lishment of a perfect, new world of harmony and justice to be
brought about by otherworldly beings acting in accordance with a di-
vine or superhuman plan. . . . Millenarian ideas associated with new
religions often include the belief that the transformation of the pres-
ent world will be cataclysmic; the worldview (referred to variously as
catastrophic millennialism, apocalypticism or premillennialism), ex-
presses a pessimistic view of humanity, maintaining that the world
is fatally flawed and unredeemable by human effort, and that only a
divinely ordained world cataclysm can usher in a millennial age of
peace and prosperity. Groups such as the Branch Davidians, Aum
Shinrikyo and the People’s Temple exemplify catastrophic millenar-
ian views. (Wojcik 2004: 388)

One can, of course, redefine religion to encompass secular visions (as Wessin-
ger does via Tillich’s notion of “ultimate concern” [2000a: 15]), or redefine
millennialism to include secular phenomena [as the editors and some of the
contributors do in Robbins and Palmer 1997]). The problem with such ap-
proaches is that as soon as one expands millennialism to include nonreligious
phenomena, then one can legitimately ask, Why stop with survivalism, femi-
nism, and radical environmentalism (three movements examined in the Rob-
bins and Palmer collection)? Almost any group of people who look forward to
a better tomorrow—including educators and mainstream political parties—
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could conceivably be viewed as millennialist. At this level of generality, how-
ever, millennialism becomes almost meaningless as a category of analysis.

We should also note that millennialism in the primary sense described by
Norman Cohn involves a salvation that is “terrestrial, in the sense that it is to
be realized on this earth and not in some other-worldly heaven” (1970: 15). At
the time of their dramatic “exits,” however, not one of the three suicide groups
examined here envisioned returning to a paradisal era on this planet. For ex-
ample, as Mayer observes with respect to the OTS, describing “the Solar Tem-
ple as a ‘millennial group’ may be misleading if millennial salvation is seen
primarily in earthly terms” (2001: 441).

In spite of the line of argument I have been pursuing, I am not necessarily
opposed to redefining millennialism to encompass either secular phenomena
or extraterrestrial millennia. Rather, my purpose is simply to call into question
the axiomatic assumption of many analysts that millennial ideology is a core
characteristic of contemporary violent groups, essential for understanding their
violence (for example, Dawson 1998; Hall and Schuyler 1998; Wessinger
2000a; Robbins 2002).6 And though readers may be hesitant to restrict the
scope of millennialism, the issues raised in the present discussion should
nevertheless cast doubt on the adequacy of this concept as a primary category
for interpreting violence related to new religious movements—especially if we
are able to find other, more compelling factors that can explain group suicides
without invoking millennialism.7

External Provocation and Social Isolation

Shifting our attention from the People’s Temple to Heaven’s Gate, we encoun-
ter another surprise when we subject Marshall Applewhite and company’s
dramatic exit to the same kind of analysis: namely, pressing external threats,
whether real or imagined, are not one of the essential factors necessary for a
group suicide (Wright 2002: 104). In all four of the other new religions to be
engulfed by violence, hostile outsiders were a major factor precipitating each
tragedy—though none was quite as dramatic as the military assault on Mt.
Carmel. The press criticism and government scrutiny directed against the Solar
Temple and the People’s Temple were mild by comparison.

In the case of Heaven’s Gate, the group suicide was set in motion by the
seemingly innocuous speculation of UFO buffs that a large UFO was ap-
proaching earth in the wake of the Hale-Bopp comet. It seems that Applewhite
had already decided some years prior that he and his followers would make
their exit via a group suicide. Thus he was predisposed to interpret any indi-
cation that the space brothers were coming as a sign that it was time to leave
(Lewis 2003: 129). Although “The Two” (as Applewhite and his partner Bonnie
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Sue Nettles often referred to themselves) had received hostile media coverage
in their early years and even feared assassination—at one point they purchased
weapons for fear of being attacked (Hall 2000: 171)—these were not factors in
March 1997, when Applewhite decided they would exit the planet (Chryssides
2005). This is not, of course, to downplay the important role hostile external
forces play in the precipitation of most violence related to new religious move-
ments. Rather, the point here is that this kind of intrusion by the outside world
is not essential to all such violence.

To finally shift our attention to the Solar Temple, yet another trait seem-
ingly shared by all of the principal new religions involved in violence drops
out—namely, the group’s social isolation. It is the social dynamics of the seg-
regated (usually communal) worlds of certain alternative religions that allow
extreme actions to be contemplated, whether the internally directed violence
of Heaven’s Gate or the externally directed violence of AUM Shinrikyo. The
Solar Temple, in contrast, was only semi-segregated from the larger society.
Although Di Mambro established his early Pyramid group as a communal
organization, the Solar Temple tended to be only partially communal. Thus,
for instance, when the Temple was establishing a “survival farm” in Canada,
only a half-dozen members actually lived in the group’s headquarters. The rest
lived outside the house and took their meals there. Yet other members scattered
about Quebec traveled to the house once a month for a meeting that took place
on the full moon (Hall et al. 2000: 125). Perhaps more important, many Solar
Temple members were wealthy and socially established—belonging to “the
elite of the Francophone west” (Daniels 1999: 147)—people who could have
been only partially separated from the larger society without arousing suspi-
cion.8

Nevertheless, one could argue that the leader’s distance from the voices of
all but his closest followers was an essential factor contributing to his radical
actions. In fact, Di Mambro tended to stay behind the scenes surrounded by a
core of staunch loyalists, and even brought Jouret into the Temple for the
purpose of interacting with outsiders.9 This finally brings us to a core trait of
suicide cults, namely, a charismatic leader who surrounds himself with abso-
lutely loyal followers and who does not permit any overt disagreement with
the group’s ideology.

Here the analysis begins to sound rather like a cult stereotype. Focusing
on the personality of the leader—usually portrayed, as we have seen, as a
warped megalomaniac—is a staple in anticult discussions. In contrast, main-
stream scholars tend to include an analysis of the leadership as but one factor
among others, such as a given group’s social dynamics, ideology, and other
less personal factors. Of course the leadership must interact with the mem-
bership in order to have any kind of organization at all. But, in the new religious
movements we have been discussing, the leader is clearly the epicenter. And
the quest for commonalities among suicide groups has boiled down to com-
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monalities among their leaders. So though I am not unmindful of group dy-
namics, and would never downplay the importance of “exogenous” factors
(Robbins 2002: 58; Robbins and Anthony 1995), for the sake of simplifying
this analysis I will focus narrowly on the leadership.

Di Mambro, Jones, and Applewhite

What can we say about Jim Jones, Joseph Di Mambro, and Marshall Apple-
white? If we again try to eliminate everything except shared traits, Applewhite
undermines the stereotypical image of the cult leader because he neither de-
manded to live a better lifestyle than his followers nor did he attempt to seduce
any of them (even before he was castrated). It also seems that Applewhite did
not feel particularly bitter toward the people who left Heaven’s Gate. And he
apparently did not cultivate a distance between himself and his followers. In
all of these particulars, he was quite different from Jones and especially from
Di Mambro.

What all of these men did share was first, an intolerance of any perspective
other than their own; second, a need for total commitment—if not absolute
obedience—from their followers (all three seem to have been “control freaks”
to a greater or lesser extent); and third, a greater or lesser paranoia about
external forces threatening them or their group. And although, as we saw with
the Solar Temple, it is not essential that the entire group be segregated from
the larger society, self-destructive leaders typically surround themselves with
loyalists who effectively isolate them from external input. At this point, how-
ever, we are faced with the problem of finding what makes these men different
from other new religious movement leaders. Although, unlike the three suicide
group leaders, David Koresh seems to have regularly interacted with people
outside of his community, Shoko Asahara was every bit as isolated from ex-
ternal reality as Di Mambro, Applewhite, and Jones. Furthermore, Asahara
demanded total obedience, was extremely intolerant of other views, and was
paranoid about real and imagined enemies. Yet Asahara apparently never con-
templated suicide.

So where does that leave us? Though we have managed to identify some
essential common traits via comparison and contrast, a factor that sets the
Solar Temple, the People’s Temple, and Heaven’s Gate apart from AUM Shin-
rikyo and the Branch Davidians seems to have eluded us. Discovering this
additional factor requires that we shift our focus away from traits frequently
discussed in the literature and focus instead on less commonly discussed char-
acteristics. What did Di Mambro, Applewhite, and Jones share that distin-
guishes them from Koresh and Asahara?

Some years ago while researching Heaven’s Gate for an analysis of the
strategies by which Marshall Applewhite legitimated suicide, I came across
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several sources that mentioned that his health was failing (for example, Perkins
and Jackson 1997: 81). Although his autopsy demonstrated otherwise, he be-
lieved he was dying of cancer (Balch and Taylor 2002: 221). Also, Wessinger
points out that Applewhite never considered the option of appointing a suc-
cessor who could lead the group after his passing, which probably made the
group suicide option more attractive (2000a: 81). At the time these seemed
like minor factors in explaining the Heaven’s Gate tragedy, so they were men-
tioned only briefly in my study of legitimation strategies (Lewis 2003: 129).

In the context of the current discussion, however, these become major
factors because they are precisely the traits that set the suicide groups apart
from the others. In terms of health, Di Mambro was “suffering from kidney
failure and incontinence as well as severe diabetes, and he believed he had
cancer” (Wessinger 2000a: 221). And Jones—either because he was sedating
a genuine physical problem or because he had become a self-destructive ad-
dict—was gradually destroying himself with excessive prescription tranquiliz-
ers (Templer 1998: 8). Thomas Robbins emphasized the importance of a char-
ismatic leader’s health in a personal communication to Hall when the latter
was researching and writing Apocalypse Observed, though Hall quickly passes
over the subject after mentioning Robbins’s communication in the latter part
of his book (2000: 193).10 It is easy to understand how Hall, focused as he was
on other aspects of new religious movements, would have failed to perceive
the health of the charismatic leader as a major explanatory factor. In the context
of the current discussion, however, the observation that Applewhite, Di Mam-
bro, and Jones were in failing health, whereas Koresh and Asahara were not,
makes this factor suddenly stand out as important: If the three suicide leaders
all perceived themselves as dying, then the notion of bringing the whole
group—perceived narcissistically as an extension of themselves (Oakes 1998)—
along on their postmortem journeys might strike them as attractive. As Palmer
observes with respect to Di Mambro, “Perhaps he chose to stage a Pharaoh’s
funeral so that he could . . . take his retinue with him into the afterlife” (1996:
315).

In addition to their physical deaths, all three men knew their respective
groups had not only stopped growing but were also likely to decline precipi-
tously in the future. The Solar Temple, for instance, “was a group in decline,
which was losing members at an increasing rate” (Mayer 2001: 444). The
number of Heaven’s Gate followers had dropped to thirty-eight, and efforts to
spread the message “were hitting a dead end . . . the main response was ridi-
cule” (Balch and Taylor 2003: 233). Neither Applewhite (as noted) nor Jones
(apparently) had given serious thought to grooming a successor. Di Mambro,
on the other hand, seems for many years to have anticipated that his daughter
Emmanuelle would inherit his mantle. By twelve years of age, however, she
was already rebelling against the script her father had imagined her fulfilling
(Palmer 1996: 315), effectively frustrating whatever desire he might have had
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for a legacy. By the time of the Transit, he had also come to nurse an exagger-
ated hatred for the “barbarian, incompetent and aberrant” Jouret (Introvigne
and Mayer 2002: 177), an obvious person to take over should Di Mambro pass
from the scene.

To summarize the above discussion into a list of traits, we can say that,
based on an analysis of the People’s Temple, the Solar Temple, and Heaven’s
Gate, the essential characteristics of a suicide group are:

1. Absolute intolerance of dissenting views.
2. Members must be totally committed.
3. Exaggerated paranoia about external threats.
4. Leader isolates him/herself or the entire group from the nonbeliev-

ing world.
5. Leader’s health is failing—in a major way, not just a transitory sick-

ness; or, alternately, the leader believes he or she is dying.
6. There is no successor and no steps are being taken to provide a suc-

cessor; or, alternately, succession plans have been frustrated.
7. The group is either stagnant or declining, with no realistic hopes for

future expansion.

As noted earlier, there are numerous points of overlap with AUM Shinrikyo
and the Branch Davidians. However, despite major areas of overlap, both of
these groups lack several essential traits. Specifically, David Koresh did not
segregate himself from unbelievers (Dawson 2002: 86–87) and was in good
health immediately prior to the ATF raid on Mt. Carmel. Koresh had also
fathered a number of children he believed would eventually rule the earth—
in effect, his successors. Asahara seems to have been in reasonably good health
as well, and he had already indicated to followers that his children would be
his spiritual successors (though it should be noted that this successorship was
rather vague at the time of the subway attack and only clarified later). Finally,
though neither AUM in 1995 and nor the Davidians in 1993 were experiencing
rapid growth, they were also not stagnant; both could have reasonably antici-
pated future growth.11 In other words, the Davidians lacked traits 4, 5, 6, and
7, whereas AUM lacked 5, 6, and 7.

In contrast to recent theorizing focused on the relational and processual
aspects of violence (for example, Bromley and Melton 2002), the approach of
distilling a list of traits will probably strike some observers as static and re-
gressive. Also, confining the discussion to specific internal factors seems to
reproduce the flaws of anticult theorizing about cults (Hall 2002: 167), espe-
cially when that theorizing focuses on charismatic cult leaders (Melton and
Bromley 2002: 46–47). So, to make certain my analysis is not misinterpreted,
let me explicitly restate that my goal here was a very narrow one, not intended
to constitute anything like a general theory—either of violence related to new
religious movements or of suicide cults. Producing a truly comprehensive ac-
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count of religious groups that have committed acts of mass suicide would
necessarily go beyond the factors discussed above.

Another potential criticism is that the Movement for the Restoration of the
Ten Commandments (MRTC), the Ugandan group murdered by its leaders in
2000, refutes my analysis. Although the remains of leaders have never been
identified, some observers have concluded that they committed suicide after
murdering their followers (Bromley and Melton 2002: 238). If this is the case,
then the MRTC—which does not seem to have had an ailing leader—consti-
tutes an exception to the pattern outlined above. However, given how little we
really know about the group, it is difficult to even begin to respond to this
hypothetical critique. On the one hand, it is quite possible that one or more of
the group’s leaders survived, and are in hiding somewhere living off the do-
nations of murdered followers. On the other hand, it may be that the primary
leader was suffering from a terminal illness, though we will probably never
know for certain. We should finally consider that the African cultural context
places the MRTC in a somewhat different category from that of the other
groups analyzed here, making comparisons problematic. In any case, too little
information is currently available to bring the MRTC to bear on this discussion
in a meaningful way.

One last point that needs to be addressed is the problem raised by the
suicides of other Solar Temple members in the years following the original
transit. As Introvigne and Mayer argue, “After the second and third tragedies
of 1995 and 1997, it became even more apparent that Di Mambro’s manipu-
lative behavior could not have been the only explanation for the OTS process
of self-destruction” (2002: 178). There were also several Heaven’s Gate mem-
bers who took their own lives in the years following the mass suicide of that
group.

These later suicides could be marshaled to support a position that the role
of the leadership is less central for interpreting the original group suicides
than I have been arguing here. However, this hypothetical position ignores the
fact that a number of new influences come into play that are more important
for understanding the actions of members who survived the initial suicide
event. Perhaps most important, participants who had been deeply involved in
the Solar Temple or Heaven’s Gate would have felt that a vital part of their
lives had been lost in the wake of the departure of the group. They would also
have felt that their group “was entirely misunderstood and vilified by the rest
of the world” (Mayer 2001: 447, note 49), and would have had to have endured
the stigma of being “survivors” (Palmer 1996: 304).12 Finally, in the exit videos
left behind by Heaven’s Gate and in the Solar Temple testaments, survivors
were explicitly invited to follow the group into the beyond—as we noted in the
OTS testament cited in the introductory section of this chapter. In other words,
surviving members were acting under a new constellation of influences that
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make their suicides highly problematic as a basis for interpreting the original
suicides.

Conclusion

I have focused this chapter on the founder of the OTS because his idiosyncra-
cies provide keys for understanding the Solar Temple’s final “transit.” Leaders
of many religions (not excluding traditional religions) have utilized question-
able legitimation strategies, such as fabricating documents that claim special
authority for the teachings they contain. The Solar Temple’s holographic fab-
rications, however, put Di Mambro in a class by himself. Nevertheless, though
he “acted at times like a common swindler . . . he very likely remained con-
vinced of his message and mission until the end” (Mayer 2003: 174). A deeply
flawed character, Di Mambro had founded a fatally flawed organization. And
although the murder-suicides were probably not inevitable, it seems that the
Solar Temple was early set on a collision course that would eventually have led
to an unhappy outcome of some sort.

The focus on Di Mambro feeds into a broader analysis of the three primary
suicide cults examined by contemporary scholars of alternative religions: the
People’s Temple, the Solar Temple, and Heaven’s Gate. The final sections of
the chapter argued that some of the factors normally given pride of place in
discussions of violence associated with new religious movements—especially
millennialism and external provocation—were not as central for understand-
ing mass suicides as previous analysts have suggested. Instead we found that
a leader with failing health, in combination with certain other characteristics
of intensive religions, are more important factors for predicting which groups
are predisposed to suicide.

notes

1. There is a good summary of neo-Templarism in Introvigne 1995, and a short
but illuminating discussion of the magical milieu, its relation to the alternative spiri-
tual subculture, and the immediate precursors to the Solar Temple in the first section
of Introvigne 2000. The OTS appropriation of this tradition is reflected in The Tem-
plar Tradition in the Age of Aquarius (Delaforge 1987), a publication that, it was hoped,
would bring English-speaking North Americans into the Solar Temple. This effort to
attract non-Francophones failed miserably.

2. Past-life claims as a strategy for legitimating charismatic authority appears to
be widespread, as noted by Dawson (2002: 82–83).

3. In this regard, refer to the discussion under the section heading “A Persecu-
tion Mania” in Mayer (2003: 167–170).

4. Introvigne and Mayer (2002) compare these same three movements in the
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concluding section of their analysis, though they do not explicitly note group suicide
as the principal shared trait.

5. Also refer to Chidester’s (1988: 106) application of Lifton’s (1968) notion of
“revolutionary immortality” to Jonestown.

6. For a critique of this view, refer to Bromley and Melton (2002: 47–48).
7. Though in the case of certain nonsuicidal new religious movements such as

AUM Shinrikyo, millennialism may be a significant factor for understanding their vi-
olence (Mullins 1997).

8. In this regard, also refer to the discussion in Introvigne and Mayer (2002:
176).

9. Mayer observes that by the time of the transits, Di Mambro was mentally im-
balanced and “had lost touch with reality” (Mayer 2001: 448).

10. Robbins has elsewhere called attention to the poor health of the leader as a
factor in violence related to new religious movements. In a recent publication, for ex-
ample, Robbins observes that, among other factors, the “personal deterioration of the
prophet, set the stage for a gigantic tragedy of mass suicide and homicide” at Jones-
town (2002: 64–65).

11. Though not growing—or growing only very slowly—in Japan, AUM Shin-
rikyo had been expanding in Russia (Reader 2002: 195).

12. Though these two references are specifically referring to Solar Temple survi-
vors, it is reasonable to extend their observations to Heavens Gate survivors as well.

works cited

Anthony, Dick, and Thomas Robbins. 2004. “Conversion and ‘Brainwashing’ in New
Religious Movements.” In The Oxford Handbook of New Religious Movements, ed-
ited by James R. Lewis, 243–297. New York: Oxford University Press.

Balch, Robert W., and David Taylor. 2002. “Making Sense of the Heaven’s Gate Sui-
cides.” In Cults, Religion, and Violence, edited by David G. Bromley and J. Gordon
Melton, 209–228. New York: Cambridge University Press.

———. 2003. “Heaven’s Gate: Implications for the Study of Commitment to New
Religions.” In The Encyclopedic Sourcebook of UFO Religions, edited by James R.
Lewis, 211–237. Amherst, N.Y.: Prometheus Books.

Bradley, Martha Sontag. 1994. “A More Righteous Seed: A Comparison of Polygamy
among the Branch Davidians and the Fundamentalist Mormons.” In From the
Ashes: Making Sense of Waco, edited by James R. Lewis, 165–168. Lanham, Md.:
Rowman and Littlefield.

Bromley, David G. 2004. “Violence and New Religious Movements.” In The Oxford
Handbook of New Religious Movements, edited by James R. Lewis, 143–162. New
York: Oxford University Press.

Bromley, David G., and J. Gordon Melton, eds. 2002. Cults, Religion, and Violence.
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Campiche, Roland. 1995. “Quand les sects affolent: Ordre du Temple Solaire, médias
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From Atlantis to America:
JZ Knight Encounters Ramtha

Gail M. Harley

For the past century and a half, there have been remarkable trans-
formations in our images of the Divine. Women have been the cata-
lysts for several major shifts that challenge the parameters of tradi-
tional thinking. JZ Knight (b. 1946) shares an enigmatic
relationship with her knight in shining armor—Ramtha—who
dwells in the invisible realm. Knight was one of the first channelers
to find public success in this arena. Jane Roberts, who claimed to be
channeling an entity called Seth, developed her channeled teachings
in 1974, slightly ahead of the emergence of Ramtha in 1977. The
channeling sessions of Roberts (who was somewhat reclusive) were
conducted at home, and the transcribed communications dissemi-
nated primarily through books. Knight and Ramtha went public in
1978 after one year of working together under the mentorship of a
spiritualist medium.1 They conduct classes and seminars not only in
Yelm, Washington, where they are headquartered, but also in the in-
ternational arena, attracting students from all over the world.

Certain nineteenth-century women religious leaders provide in-
teresting contrasts to Knight. Helena Blavatsky (1837–1891), cofoun-
der of Theosophy, claimed to be sending messages back and forth to
a celestial hierarchy she referred to as the White Brotherhood. Her
shift from the Spiritualist tradition of talking to the mundane dead
to communicating with celestial dieties and spiritual masters helped
focus the idea that communication between spheres was possible
through the revelations of invisible masters who chose to speak
through living people. Another avant garde woman religious leader,
Mary Baker Eddy (1821–1910), claimed that God had miraculously
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healed her in 1876 while she was reading the Bible. She thought that she was
specially selected and that she alone had been chosen by God to deliver a special
message about spiritual healing. She founded the Christian Science Church
based on her unique revelations. According to Catherine Wessinger, Eddy fits
the paradigm of “extraordinary charisma.”2 This means that direct revelation
from the Holy is available to the leader and not the other members of the
group. Madame Blavatsky also established herself as the primary person to
manifest “extraordinary charisma” in the Theosophical Society when she was
the paramount channeler of spiritual messages from the mahatmas of the
spiritual realm.

These two religious entrepreneurs projected extraordinary charisma. In
contrast, Emma Curtis Hopkins (1849–1925), founder of New Thought, did
not publicly claim for herself any special revelation from God that others could
not access. Wessinger asserts that a leader who makes no special claims and
operates through “ordinary or democratic charisma” makes it permissible for
other members of the group to receive direct revelations. Hopkins is an ex-
ample of a powerful figure demonstrating “democratic charisma,” while her
students, her followers, and disciples thought that this saintly woman who
believed she was married to God possessed “extraordinary charisma.”3 All of
these women believed they held a divine charter from the Holy and devoted
their lives to the teachings of their perceptions of the Divine.

JZ Knight of the Ramtha School of Enlightenment expresses extraordinary
charisma. Knight adds a distinct facet to her being the chosen one reflecting
extraordinary charisma. In fact, Knight reveals in her autobiography, A State
of Mind: My Story, that she was especially chosen by Ramtha because she was
not able to go to college. Academic and worldly innocence are factors believed
to make one a better, clearer conduit for spiritual communiqué.4

Knight believes her revelations from Ramtha are unique and that she has
a divine charter to teach others who seek spiritual success. All prophets, if they
are going to be successful, must survive in the cultural milieu of their times.
Religious entrepreneurs operating outside of or marginally within mainstream
denominations receive little legitimation and are frequently ostracized by con-
gregations and the clergy of traditional churches.

The industrial revolution, concomitant with the advent of more sophisti-
cated technology, impacted religious ideas. Innovative prophets, seizing upon
the zeitgeist, quickly appropriated scientific terminology to explain their reve-
lations. The science in Christian Science, Divine Science, and Religious Sci-
ence designates certain religious groupings within the metaphysical family of
religion. They insisted that the newer made-in-America religions warranted
empirical endorsements. This tradition of wedding religion to science contin-
ues down to the present. Knight advances this notion. Hers is among those
whose conception of religion includes a religious technology.5 More than a cen-
tury later than Christian Science and New Thought, the wedding drums syn-



jz knight encounters ramtha 321

thesizing religion and science are beating out a similar yet staccato rhythm for
the Ramtha School of Enlightenment.

Knight is a modern-day benefactor of this urge toward technological ar-
mament for her religious vision. Scientists such as Amit Goswami offer a new
paradigm for understanding the invisible world and the method by which it
can operate in tandem with what is conceived of as the finite world. Goswami
argues that what changes ideas about what is possible into reality is the con-
sciousness of the individual. If consciousness is assumed to be the pivotal point
around which human life revolves, then a new science evolves that is “per-
missionary,” taking into consideration paranormal phenomenon such as chan-
neling and telepathy.6

Ancient Gnosticism and the New Sciences

Ancient gnosticism resonates with concepts uniting human and divine na-
tures. In this system of unification, God is immanent (within the individual),
whereas God as the transcendent Other who operates outside of and apart from
humanity is emphasized in the traditional monotheistic faiths. The notion of
the unity of god and humanity is quite old. For instance, Plato and his teachings
received a gnostic interpretation under the tutelage of Plotinus (295–270 bce).
From that time onward, threads of gnosticism have run through Western the-
ology.

Although gnosticism has been largely rejected by the mainstream, the
ideas continue to be revisited by new religious movements, particularly by the
New Age. The gnostic idea underwrites Christian Science, New Thought, and
a number of Asian religions. Ramtha clearly advocates gnostic ideals. Today’s
religious entrepreneurs are reviving ancient ideas of the divine in order to join
religious thought with cutting-edge postulations such as quantum physics.
They believe that at some point down the theological turnpike, science will
become a decisive voice for explaining the consciousness of spiritual whole-
ness. As Goswami has noted, permissionary ideas of consciousness give these
movements room to grow.

Ramtha’s teachings represent the new science of the new millennium as
well as the gnostic thread of antiquity. The conventional scientific establish-
ment might assert that quantum mechanics remains at the experimental stage,
attempting to establish sanction within mainstream scientific circles. Other
writers and scholars such as Ken Wilber already unify various approaches to
spiritual consciousness. His particular model of consciousness “unites mys-
ticism, Eastern and Western psychologies in general [and] also clarifies Western
approaches to psychotherapy.”7

Ramtha selectively appropriates some of the theories from perennial phi-
losophers and synthesizers such as Wilber. He weaves quantum physics and
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cutting-edge psychology and utilizes them engagingly in his dialogues as sci-
entific paradigms for personal transformation. Ramtha’s message is about
transformation of the little self into the larger Self through mastery of the
world-at-large. Spiritual competence allows one to play an active part in one’s
own personal fulfillment and change behavior patterns that have been destruc-
tive, unrewarding, or otherwise disadvantageous.

This eclectic, unified approach combining science with spirituality propels
religious technology forward, advancing innovative developments. Pioneers
who changed paradigms interfacing science and religion served to promote a
foundational infrastructure that has found acceptance by a public who believes
that science and religion are not mutually exclusive. These tenets support con-
temporary spirituality, undergird the New Age movement, and become per-
missionary for channeling as a method of communication between worlds.8

Different from the older spiritualist mediums who seanced and spoke to
the ordinary or not-so-ordinary deceased, this elevated idea of talking to the
major players of the spirit world developed anew in the 1970s. Those consid-
ered holy enough emerged as human conduits for the prophecies of exalted
deities. This shift in focus changed the face of mediumship. Mediums comfort
with messages of deceased loved ones perceived to be in the spirit world. How-
ever, it is the channelers of the divine who are receiving the most acclaim today.

Religion in America has been shaped by women who spoke before
modern-day channelers appeared on the scene. At the end of the twentieth
century, Mary Farrell Bednarowski wrote that women were becoming more
assertive about their theological needs, and are definitely moving on with their
ideas about immanence, community, and the spirituality of the earth as Divine
Mother.9

A Troubled Past

JZ Knight, was born Judith Darlene Hampton in Roswell, New Mexico, a
younger child in a large family of poverty-stricken farm workers. She suffered
emotional and sexual abuse as a child: She was abandoned by her father and
suffered with her stepfather. Knight became a victim. Robbed of her innocence
and without a male authority who was kind and supportive, she dreamed of
finding a loving, caring man. After she graduated from high school, she at-
tempted to attend college. However, through no fault of her own, she failed
due to severe health issues, partially brought about by trying to support herself
and earn enough money to obtain a higher education.

She married shortly after her aborted attempt to go to college. Her husband
was reported to have been emotionally abusive and exploited her as a person
and woman. She eventually divorced him, and sought a way to create a more
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prosperous and harmonious life for herself and her two sons. She found suc-
cess in California with the early cable franchise networks. Working hard and
fast, she earned enough money to have a housekeeper help with the children.
Knight married again to Jeremy Wilder, a dentist who settled down with her
and her children to an upper-middle-class life in Tacoma, Washington. In the
mid-1970s, intrigued with ideas of pyramid power, she experimented by plac-
ing pyramids throughout her house. Ramtha then appeared to her.

Ramtha was a larger-than-life spiritual being visible only to Knight. Ram-
tha told her he was a 35,000-year-old warrior, a survivor of a cataclysmic de-
struction on Lemuria who fled to Atlantis for safety. Knight’s husband Wilder
became entranced with Ramtha and with the transformation of Knight that
took place when she allowed Ramtha to control her body and speak through
her. Wilder, once galvanized by the beauty of his wife, now became enamored
with Ramtha and promoted him as an enigmatic figure from another world.
Knight had become number two in his life.

Knight lost again as her personhood and integrity were no longer valued.
She had become a commodity for her spouse. Deprived of her sanctity as a
child, she became an object for her second husband, which dehumanized her
even more. Ramtha had enthralled him more than she had. She subsequently
divorced Wilder.

Knight married again; she thought Jeffery Knight was her soul mate. By
this time she had achieved celebrity status as the channel for Ramtha. Jeffery
was a homosexual whose basic romantic interests were with other men, and
he did not appreciate the extraordinary charisma of JZ. Traumatized again by
the oversights and violation from men in her life, she again lost. Her needs
for a marital partner committed to her as a soul mate led to their separation
and eventual divorce. Jeffery eventually died of AIDS. Both Wilder and Jeffery
Knight had taken advantage of her celebrity status to enrich themselves. She
and Ramtha were reified in the process.

Despite the distress in her personal life, she continued her relationship
with Ramtha. He emerged as a powerbroker in her life. He was a larger-than-
life, spiritually energized warrior, a male protector who never abused or left
her. He was there to advise her and coach her in esoteric lessons about life,
and through the years he had shared these lessons or “Dialogues” with her
burgeoning community of disciples. What became successful for her was dis-
seminated to her followers.

Extraordinary Charisma

According to Robert Ellwood and Catherine Wessinger, women with extraor-
dinary charisma had “innate gifts of spiritual leadership or theological articu-
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lation” that were not accepted or respected by mainline theological institutions
in part because of their gender.10 The creativity of women explorers of the
spiritual realms side-stepped the conventional for the nonconventional. The
oratorical power awarded to the sacred speaker found a home in channeling,
while the status of theological articulation was raised to heightened levels with
the advent of the New Age. Looking for ways to create innovative pathways of
power through divinity with their emerging spiritual proclivities became the
focal point for gifted women. The union of science and technology—at least
in the mind of the believer—was a unique aspect of this development. These
religious entrepreneurs initiated and orchestrated new religious movements
that became the focal point for their extraordinary talents. Such ventures into
the world of religion were controversial not only because they were women but
also because they seized the theological authority normally accorded only to
men.11

Eddy, Hopkins, and Blavatsky claimed that God was immanent—meaning
that God dwelled within each person, male or female. This foundational theme
of immanent deity seems to many to have been a way of proving that women
were not separate from but identical with the divine. In line with the historical
precedents set by women such as Hopkins and Blavatsky, Knight claimed direct
power linkages to a divine entity—in Knight’s case, to the former warrior of
Lemuria, Ramtha, who in a prior lifetime was the Hindu god Rama. Knight
seized divine sanction and empowered herself through her channeling of Ram-
tha’s teaching.

J. Gordon Melton has suggested that the emergence of Hopkins and
Blavatsky and other women who founded significant religious movements in
the late nineteenth century cannot be understood without recognizing the
new space created for women in the religious community by the earlier reviv-
alists and the holiness movement.12 Hopkins, Eddy, and Blavatsky were the
late-nineteenth-century recipients of this new idea of seizing divine author-
ity. However, it would be Hopkins who heralded the new ideas by assuming
the role of bishop and ordaining twenty women and two men to the New
Thought ministry in the 1880s.13 The trail had been blazed and those riding
point claimed it.14 Today, Knight and her contemporaries benefit from their
boldness. Knight, of course, has developed her own version of a religion of
synthesis.

These new religious movements, including the Ramtha School of Enlight-
ment, proselytized for women’s empowerment through mastery of one’s own
lifestyle through harmony, prosperity, and spiritual serenity. Divine sanction
and religious technology provided women with the metaphysical tools to create
their reality and short-circuit the social construction of deity established by
mainline churches. In other words, they seized the power to reconstruct deity
to include them.
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Ramtha and JZ Tell His Story

In his past life as a warlord, Ramtha was victimized and orphaned. Through
violence and bloodshed, he eventually learned he was divine. According to his
teachings, he has a unique history and a noteworthy heritage. His Hindu line-
age—he claims to have been incarnated as Rama, the Hindu avatar—legiti-
mates him by connecting him with one of the oldest religious traditions in the
world. He has evolved through many lifetimes, acquiring credentials in the
spiritual world partly through the complexity of traumatic experiences that
allowed him to ascend into the ethereal realms. He transcended a world filled
with horror and war after the fall of Atlantis. He escaped after earning his self-
taught freedom to the divine realms of pure spirit. Later he emerged as a
member of the Great White Brotherhood of Theosophy and its esoteric off-
shoots. Ramtha, wanderer of many worlds, remains eclectic.

The Experimental Quest

In late 1978, Knight forged a public persona combining New Age concepts
with her extraordinary charisma and began to do public sessions channeling
Ramtha. This led to private appointments with individuals, which were even-
tually discontinued in favor of more structured group teachings and organized
fieldwork classes through the American Gnostic School.

Knight organized the Church I Am in the mid-1980s and then dissolved
it. Through trial and error, much like Eddy and Hopkins, she disbanded her
initial ventures in favor of other highly structured models. This initial orga-
nization may be a necessary experimental stage for fledging new religious
movements. For instance, Eddy reorganized her first Christian Science Asso-
ciation in 1882 and Hopkins her college in Chicago in 1886. Both developed
their organizations into more sophisticated, ecclesiastically oriented forms. As
these women grew into their new leadership roles, they naturally wanted the
expression of what they were doing to reflect the values they supported and
the divine avenue they would embrace. Experimentation with structures and
systems proved advantageous for them.

The Oneness of All

Hopkins as perennial philosopher was a significant forerunner of the contem-
porary evolution of psychological thought that postulates that humans are at
one with or identical with Holy Spirit. Although this was not a new idea in
human history, she masterfully made it work in her New Thought religion.
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Hopkins and Eddy, as well as many other Christian Science and New Thought
writers, wrote extensively about this premise and affirmed that “All is one, All
is God.” Hopkins took this a step farther and verbally decreed the at-one-ment.
Today Knight has reached a pinnacle of success throughout the New Age move-
ment that in part springboards from the religious ideas of her theological moth-
ers. Her innovative evolution and the eclectic mix of Hinduism and gnosticism
as well as creative visualization add a new twist to the old. Esoteric traditions
as well as her own developments, such as the highly structured disciplines
contained in the Consciousness and Enlightenment portions of her curricu-
lum, have demonstrated that her students find something meaningful in the
exercises that lead them to positive-oriented growth in their personal life.

The religion taught by Ramtha is inclusive of both genders and all races
and ethnic groups. Ramtha claims to have a scientifically based methodology,
integrated with age-old wisdom for students to learn to be the maestro of their
lives by taking charge and making changes. Ramtha calls the students “master,”
buttressing their self-esteem, and implying they, too, are on the road to adept-
ship and are his equals. This attempt to empower the students through spiri-
tuality gives them an anchor replete with esoteric tools to grapple with an ever-
changing and demanding world that speaks of the values and ethics of religion
but operates primarily in a secular fashion.

Nature Religions and Ramtha

The neopaganism integrated into the Ramtha School of Enlightenment seems
to reflect the desire to return to primordial times, when nature was the basis
of religion and animism was the cultural and religious norm. This component
of the Ramtha School supports Wessinger’s theory that the metaphysical move-
ments furnish a monistic worldview that presents “animism packaged for in-
dustrialized consumption by people tired of western theism and scientific ma-
terialism.”15

This religious position has become a focal point for some new religious
movements. Seizing the idea based on immanence from the New Thought
movement and Native American religions as well as others allows God into
the human through immanence. Hence, all life is holy. Knight in this case
becomes the channeler of the Great Holy and expresses her extraordinary cha-
risma through this avenue of divinity.

Pagan Elements: The Earth Counts

Pagan dancing (honoring life forms connected to nature) has been creatively
appropriated at the Ramtha School of Enlightment as a celebratory energy-
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release dynamic and central fusion point. After flying high with Ramtha, the
students then come down to earth to embrace their kinship with the earth
mother. Members of the School can choose to create costumes reflecting crea-
tures of the sky, earth, or water. Some of the costumes are artfully and inno-
vatively put together. A colorful painting depicting Shiva is prominently dis-
played upon one wall of the arena hosting Ramtha School events. He is often
understood as the destroyer deity of the Hindu trinity. Hinduism is noted for
the female consorts or goddesses who accompany each male deity. In his por-
trayal at the Ramtha School of Enlightment, Shiva underwrites new birth—the
ultimate symbol of the destructive forces that destroy the old and decadent to
make way for the new rejuvenation that changes life from one dimension to
another. The mythological concept that he is sometimes half male and half
female provides a role model for the integration of masculine and feminine
energies in each person. Androgyny has found a home here.

Women and their achievements and accomplishments find acceptance in
the Ramtha School of Enlightment. The senior students, business office per-
sonnel, and musicians are clearly visible, having attained positions of some
responsibility and authority within the School. Pagan elements subtly associate
women with the earth mother while Ramtha reigns as sky father. When Ram-
tha is not present, advanced students exert bits of autonomous control over
the daily curriculum and student body. Knight seems to be comfortable with
their on-site decisive abilities.

Conclusion

The quest for women’s equality in mainstream religion has been an ongoing
struggle. However, the women addressed in this analysis—Knight, Hopkins,
Eddy, and Blatvastsky—show some adjustments to the male power structure
while seizing individual power based on their special charismatic roles as rev-
elatory prophets of the divine. Blavatsky’s invisible spiritual hierarchy is male.
Ramtha is male, and through Shiva—understood as the hermaphrodite god of
the Hindu pantheon—validates women.

Even in the atmosphere of today’s advanced ideas about gender rights,
channelers must still work through the male voice. Women have seized the
authority to communicate with Deity, though images of divinity tend to remain
male. It is only very recently that popular religious culture has begun to accept
female images of the divine, such as neo-pagan goddesses. The Ramtha School
promotes women’s rights as well as beauty of attainment and creativity. Would
channeling a female deity disempower the channel? Would it be thought in-
appropriate? It will be interesting as the new century continues to see exactly
when the paradigm shift occurs at which channeling female deities becomes
the norm, if it ever does.
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Channelers, being human, are reflections of a society, mirroring not only
the religious ideals of a population but the unconscious conflicts within a
culture—in this case, a culture ambivalent about giving women too much
power. Channeling activity allows them to become empowered in a universe
that does not promote women as religious authorities. So success still tends
to come through male validation.

Perhaps the best of what is available to women and to female prophets is
to dictate their personal and professional life on their own terms as much as
possible. Hopkins, Eddy, and Blavatsky certainly were examples of women who
carved innovative domains within the larger social structure of the Victorian
era. Knight has created a large ranch, her personal domain in which to teach
her channeled material. Surrounded by high walls, security guards, and watch
dogs, she attempts to serenely order her universe close to her own personal
standards and the need for privacy. Enthusiastic students clamor for more of
Ramtha, and the townspeople, eager to catch a glimpse of Knight, sometimes
gather outside the fence. Her controversial religion has not been fully accepted
by the mainstream religions in her area. Success for her has had a downside.
Yet her domain bears witness that her lifestyle is in many ways orchestrated
on her own terms.

As a trailblazer for technological gnosticism, Knight has fought for the
acceptance and legitimation of her particular school of enlightenment. She is
a multifaceted personality unique in several respects. She has challenged the
frontiers, synthesizing the age-old wisdoms with New Age science and psy-
chology. The religious technology of New Thought has found a home in New
Age communities. Ideas about what is permissible yield a metaphysical frame-
work interfacing the visible and invisible that is a workable paradigm for her
followers.

Democratic charisma advances the goals of the group and the individuals
who wish to share spiritual empowerment. The fascination with the phenom-
enon of prophets and channelers rivets the attention of searchers and seekers.
Knight has earned her place in religious history at the forefront of innovative
religious activity, and has left a legacy of spiritual entrepreneurship for those
who will march on behind them to the beat of a different drummer.

notes

1. See Ann Braude and her insights about the “Perils of Passivity: Womens Lead-
ership in Spiritualism and Christian Science” found in Wessinger, Women’s Leadership,
55–67. Braude’s salient comments about women providing the vessel for the divine
are stimulating and provocative.

2. See Wessinger in Women’s Leadership. I am particularly indebted to Catherine
Wessinger for her coinage of the terms “extraordinary charisma” and “democratic
charisma.”
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3. See Harley in Emma Curtis Hopkins.
4. Braude in Wessinger, Women’s Leadership, 57.
5. See Dell de Chant, “New Thought and the New Age,” in Melton, New Age En-

cyclopedia, 326–331.
6. Amit Goswami, “Channeling the Ramtha Phenomena and Esoteric Teachings:

A Quantum View from a New Science” paper presented at the “In Search of Self
Conference,” Yelm, Washington, February 8–9, 1997.

7. Wilber, Spectrum of Consciousness, 198.
8. See Tishken, “Metaphysical Paradigms in Contemporary Channeled Litera-

ture.”
9. For a thoughtful discussion that is groundbreaking for understanding how

women express religion, see Mary Farrell Bednarowski in “Outside the Mainstream:
Womens Religion and Women Leaders in Nineteenth-Century America,” Journal of
the American Academy of Religion 48 (June 1980): 207–231. Women of the twentieth
century were provided an infrastructure by women of the nineteenth century. Those
intrepid advocates of women’s empowerment rocked the proverbial boat so that para-
digm shifts propelling women forward could be parlayed into today’s religious arena.

10. See Catherine Wessinger and Robert Ellwood, “The Feminism of Universal
Brotherhood: Women in the Theosophical Movement,” in Wessinger, Womens Leader-
ship, 68–87.

11. See The Alphabet and the Goddess for a compelling look at how the Goddess
and priestess religions lost power as the alphabet emerged to fortify and advance logi-
cal linear left-brain function. Author Leonard Schlain is a neurosurgeon offering
thought-provoking evidence (not in technical jargon) about what is masculine and
feminine thinking and how it shapes society, education, and culture.

12. See J. Gordon Melton’s position in “Emma Curtis Hopkins: A Feminist of
the 1880s and Mother of New Thought” in Wessinger, Women’s Leadership, 88–101.

13. Ibid., 90.
14. See the Journal for the Society of the Study of Metaphysical Religion, edited by

Dell deChant. Of particular interest is the thought-provoking article by John Sim-
mons, “The Eddy-Hopkins Paradigm: A Metaphysical Look at Their Historic Relation-
ship,” vol. 8.2: 129–151. This particular edition is devoted to thought-provoking com-
mentary about Emma Curtis Hopkins: Forgotten Founder of New Thought, by Gail M.
Harley.

15. See Wessinger, “Introduction,” Women’s Leadership, 8.
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Heart and Soul: A Qualitative
Look at the Ethos of the
Movement of Spiritual Inner
Awareness

Diana G. Tumminia

This descriptive study of the Movement of Spiritual Inner Aware-
ness (MSIA) centers on the cultural ethos of the group. Information
presented here was gathered by participant observation, interviews,
examination of MSIA literature, and statistics provided by the orga-
nization. The main emphasis of this chapter involves a qualitative
look at the ways MSIA members use their meaning system in their
lives. Earlier studies (Ellwood 1999; Jones 1999; Lewis 1994, 1998a,
1998b; Zonta 1997; Introvigne 1998) have provided some informa-
tion about this relatively new religion’s practice and its history.1

Since so little is known about the group other than these earlier
works and very public criticisms (Lane 1994), this description may
add to the knowledge about its cultural practices and everyday un-
derstanding of how the reality works within this worldview.

In addition to giving background information on MSIA, this
chapter seeks to delineate the interpretive frameworks of the organi-
zation and its members. Frame-alignment theory derived from the
work of Erving Goffman (Benford and Snow 2000) stresses the nor-
mative nature of meaning as a vehicle for group action. Each group
creates an ethos comprising characteristic cognitive and emotional
accommodation to cultural expectations through socialization. Rely-
ing on presumptions that an invisible spiritual world orchestrates
the meaning of the visibly mundane reality, followers of any religion
enact their participation based on relevancy constructed through
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social interaction. But cultural meaning plays an even more important part
in new religions because members are rarely born into these belief system.
Rather they choose the group based upon its appeal, that is to say, how well
the belief system makes sense to them and serves their cognitive and emotional
needs.

The Movement

The former high school teacher John-Roger Hinkins (called J-R) founded MSIA
in 1968 and incorporated it as a church in 1971 as a vehicle to teach spiritual
love and soul travel. A pivotal portion of the MSIA worldview proposes that
the loving energy of the soul can become an attainable experience in life. Pur-
portedly aided by divine forces, John-Roger based his authority upon his per-
sonification of the Mystical Traveler Consciousness.2 In 1988, he passed the
“keys” to that consciousness to John Morton, a former park ranger and prom-
inent minister in MSIA, who now heads the church and continues to work
alongside his mentor (Anonymous 1999). As an educational arm of MSIA,
Peace Theological Seminary and College of Philosophy offers various courses
in MSIA theology in addition to a master’s and doctoral program in spiritual
science. Two charitable organizations, the Institute for Individual and World
Peace and the Heartfelt Foundation, implement the group’s compassionate
service orientation.3 Based in Los Angeles, MSIA functions alongside relatively
more secular sister organizations, the University of Santa Monica and Insight
Training Seminars, which teach holistic psychology.

MSIA requests that members daily perform at least fifteen minutes or
ideally two hours of meditation, called simran or spiritual exercises (John-Roger
1997). Typical members attend talks given by John-Roger and John Morton
(called seminars); in the absence of “live” seminars, adherents listen to audio
and videotapes of past talks. Commonly MSIA members call in the Light, then
they meditate (“do spiritual exercises”) on the Sound of God. Participants chant
“Hu” (an ancient name for God) and “Ani Hu” (empathy for God’s people) in
public gatherings. After initiations, adherents silently chant secret “tones”
(spiritually charged words given to them during the initiation process). At
home, they do not normally set up altars, as some groups do, although they
often display pictures of their spiritual teachers. Some followers fashion spe-
cialized spots for meditation at home, while others do not put much effort into
this. Movement participants are encouraged to live from their hearts and to
express loving feelings believed to be the true expressions of their souls. They
frequently engage in charitable service projects as part of their spiritual prac-
tice. The group highlights the significance of compassionate service and love
as part of a higher calling.

MSIA practices present a blend of Eastern mysticism with Western prag-
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figure 15.1. MSIA Spiritual Director John Morton sharing with students at
the Master of Spiritual Science class in Santa Monica, California.

matism, called “practical spirituality.” The organization does not require any
special clothing or dietary restrictions, such as vegetarianism. However, those
people physically closest to John-Roger (such as the MSIA staff ) do not eat
onions or garlic because he is allergic to those foods and the smell of those
foods. The church suggests that its supporters not eat pork due to its “low”
energy, although there are no real restrictions against it. MSIA also asks its
members not to use illicit drugs, including marijuana. The group retains a
modernized Western orientation toward gender and women’s rights, and it
makes no pronouncements about sexual orientation or lifestyle. MSIA ordains
women and gays as ministers without fanfare or discussion, in line with its
notion of universality and its commitment to minister to “all regardless of
circumstance.” According to Lewis (1998b), about two-thirds of MSIA mem-
bers are women, and approximately 74 percent are baby-boomers.

The church professes a belief in karma and reincarnation within a modi-
fied Westernized context unbound by the Eastern implications of caste and
gender inferiority (John-Roger 1975). Despite its emphasis on karma, MSIA
also promotes a philosophy of life choices and self-accountability, saying in
effect “it is not what happens to you, but how you handle it that is important.”
References to the existence of karma come up frequently as a topic in conver-
sations, although MSIA’s view of it may differ somewhat from that of other
groups. Their concept connotes a karmic debt held within a multidimensional
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concept of the self, as well as in the positive or negative events that happen in
one’s life.

Members refer to MSIA as the “Movement” and to themselves as “people
in the Movement” or students of the Traveler. MSIA identifies itself as an
ecumenical church, referring to its use of eclectic metaphysical narratives; how-
ever, some members bristle at the term “church,” preferring to define it dif-
ferently, for example as a mystery school, a spiritual journey, or an inner ex-
perience. Some of this discomfort with the definition comes from members
who were raised Jewish or rigidly Christian, and also from believers who prefer
a New Age approach that would break with former conceptions of spirituality.
As one minister wrote me in an e-mail, he did not think of MSIA as a religion
but rather as way to experience “God as a living presence.” Many members
convey dissatisfaction with conventional religion; as one member put it, he
wanted an “un-religion,” if possible. Although MSIA members recognize the
necessity of the legal status of the church, many find the term too constraining
for their “experience” in the organization. Various followers say they joined
because of “the loving” expressed in the Movement, evidenced in part by the
typical MSIA greeting—the hug.

Generally in line with its emphasis on tolerance and flexibility, MSIA
makes suggestions and guidelines as opposed to rules and restrictions. Ac-
cording to the church, the central teachings (Peace Theological Seminary
2000) are:

• God loves all of its creation.
• Not one Soul will be lost.
• Don’t hurt yourself, and don’t hurt others.
• Take care of yourself, so you might take care of others.
• Use everything for your upliftment.

The Movement’s teachings also involve a complicated mix of esoteric topics
(Santucci 1999) that can include discussions of auras, chakras, Masters of the
Color Rays of light, and Lords of the Realms, to name a few subjects. Before
the 1980s, when the Movement started to expand and to take on a more main-
stream look, it was more likely to emphasize the esoteric. As one long-time
member said, “The Movement used to be a lot more funky, full of flower
children and nonconformists, but we changed with the times.” This roughly
correlates with the development of Insight Seminars and the University of
Santa Monica, which concentrate on broadly accessible life philosophies and
practical self-help spiritualities. This change reflected some of the modification
in thematic direction as MSIA became more internally focused, drawing upon
its own established identity. John A. Saliba (1998) observed a historical shift
in the contents of the Movement’s official newspaper, which used to print
interviews with other spiritual teachers like Rajaneesh and Sathya Sai Baba
and a column on astrology during the 1970s. Saliba contends that the historical
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MSIA gradually changed its focus from the broadest context of spirituality to
a focus on its own organizational accomplishments. James R. Lewis (1998b:
128) also cited this discernible transition: “In line with this maturation process,
the focus of the learning that is the essence of the MSIA path has gradually
shifted from esoteric education to an emphasis on self-understanding and per-
sonal growth.”

I would argue that MSIA has never really shifted away from the esoteric,
except in a cosmetic sense. As members aged, they may have become more
concerned with social integration and material comfort, which could account
for the historical change in appearance, as does the influence of the Reagan
years on American culture in general. According to MSIA folk wisdom, John-
Roger created the self-help focus to “assist” people with their “10 percent levels”
(their physical lives in contrast with their spiritual lives) because it was an
important need among his followers.

A Pastiche of Theology and Philosophy

MSIA combines Christian imagery with Indian Sant Mat practices (Jurgens-
meyer 1991) in addition to its emphasis on the “practical spirituality” of self-
help psychology. David Lane (1992) and Andrea Diem (1995) categorize MSIA
as one of the newer offshoots of the Sant Mat religion, like Eckankar or Divine
Light Mission that are also based on the Radhasoami tradition of India. Some-
what like these other Surat Shabd Yoga groups, the Movement teaches “soul
transcendence” through soul travel in the “Light and Sound” of God. James R.
Lewis (1998b) and John A. Saliba (1998) both noticed a marked tolerance
toward other religions by MSIA, despite its generalized cautions toward overtly
occult practices such as black magic (John-Roger 1976b). Saliba (1998) stresses
the decidedly Christian theology of the Movement, while also noting the in-
corporation of Buddhist and Taoist philosophy, for example, John-Roger’s book
The Tao of Spirit (1994) and Peace Theological Seminary retreats in Japanese
Zen temples. MSIA asserts that Christ serves as the head of their church, and
that they as a group work with the Holy Spirit (usually referred to as the
“Spirit”). Using Christian terminology, members aspire to live in “grace,” and
they often tell stories about the “miracles” happening in the their lives. Many
followers talk about angels, and in accordance with Christian teachings they
practice forgiveness of self and others (John-Roger 2000). Absent from their
Christian-like orientation is the notion of original sin; to the contrary, MSIA
claims that no one is ever separate from God. Rather than seeking the Light
(Lewis 1998b), the teachings remind members that they are the Light, en-
couraging them to use the Light in their daily process of living.

A central theme utilized within the Movement pertains to the existence of
alternative ways of knowing. As a general assumption, MSIAers can tap into
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their higher selves for a greater access to self-knowledge and information about
what is happening around them. This type of experiential knowledge is con-
sidered a sacred gift of reawakening to the guidance provided by the soul and
the Spirit. As a generalized pattern, MSIAers entertain interpretations based
on dreams, visions, paranormal phenomena, and intuition as legitimate sup-
plements to rationalized Western forms of knowledge. Some believers mistrust
traditional forms of education, science, religion, and politics and presume that
Spirit is manifesting newer and higher forms of these institutions to allow for
more freedom, love, and spontaneity.

Saliba (1998) notes that MSIA people honor the Holy Bible in the same
vein as The Aquarian Gospel of Jesus Christ, a very unofficial Christian book
circulated in New Age circles. But true to its eclectic nature, MSIA also draws
“life lessons” from Hollywood movie plots or television shows along with fre-
quent references to personal experience and folk wisdom. In everyday practice,
followers pick and choose their own readings and influences in a philosophy
that the individual has free rein. Privileging personal experience over doctrine,
members are encouraged to explore to “see what works for them.”

From my own observations, typical MSIA members show histories of ex-
perimentation with and tolerance toward alternative spiritual practices. They
are so likely to see alternative healers or body workers, like homeopaths and
holistic chiropractors, that many Movement people themselves joke about the
plethora of alternative diet plans or therapies they follow. Unlike Saliba (1998),
I have observed individuals working with crystal pendulums and astrology
when a fad moved through a local community. Since many MSIA local com-
munities are tightly knit, news of any sort moves swiftly; this may account for
the minifads that wash through the population (such as angel pins, the blood-
type diet, special meditation chairs, vitamin supplements, red velvet hearts,
and so on). Although I must agree with Saliba that such practices are not the
focal point of MSIA, members are free to experiment, and they are frequently
networked to other members with entrepreneurial enterprises that involve var-
ious holistic therapies and products for sale.

The Movement’s theological eclecticism reflects a postmodern sensibility
that evades the totalistic absolutism of established world religions in favor of
a nonscriptural pastiche of various philosophies. Thus, MSIA subject matter
can touch on any number of topics from nature spirits (devas and trolls) to
the Christ Consciousness or out-of-the-body experiences to how to deal with
your mother-in-law. True to its adaptive syncretism, MSIA has been known to
organize a mass meeting for their version of the Jewish Seder (Passover) fol-
lowed by an Easter celebration the next day. This distinctive process of refash-
ioning and combining spiritual themes is a hallmark of their activities and
teachings.
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Social Organization

In 2003, MSIA had about five thousand active members who subscribe to
monthly teachings called Soul Awareness Discourses or tapes called Soul
Awareness Tapes. Deferring to the charismatic authority of John-Roger and
John Morton, typical organizational bureaucracies with officers and depart-
ments run the church and its aligned groups. Moreover, large numbers of
volunteers carry out specific tasks on all levels of involvement. MSIA has rep-
resentatives in about thirty-two countries, with its largest following in the
United States, Australia, Colombia, Brazil, and Nigeria, respectively. The Move-
ment translates a significant amount of its literature into Spanish, and it main-
tains translators at most public events.

Its principal vehicle for organizing and carrying out projects rests with its
ministers, who number about 2,600. Most ministers do not receive any pay
from MSIA unless they have a staff job with the organization, only a tiny
fraction of the whole. Meeting monthly to chant, ministers play a special role
as a volunteer labor force that organizes and staffs MSIA events centrally and
locally. Although nonministers also volunteer, ministers make up the bulk of
this type of service.

The church ordains a minister on the basis of an approved application that
is accompanied by recommendations from others. Other requirements include
initiation, at least two years of study in MSIA, good character including eco-
nomic self-sufficiency, and no use of drugs. In this process the applicant artic-
ulates a spiritual calling, the content of which is open and flexible. A typical
ministry can be broadly based (such as serving one’s family and community)
and can also be specific (such as teaching or counseling). Most ministers hold
jobs outside the church, because ministry does not fit the model of a salaried
preacher. Rather the ministry is viewed as an individualized calling to act from
the heart with loving service. As a case in point, noted MSIA minister and
actress Sally Kirkland gives yoga classes while she also directs her ministry
toward women who have had breast implants removed.

The informal organization of MSIA lies imbedded in its webs of social
networks that are formed through seminar and class attendance. Such social
networks influence members to attend MSIA events and to take “trainings”
around the same time, establishing plausibility structures (Snow and Machalek
1982) of interpretive reference and physical exchange. Local members com-
municate through meetings, phone trees, and e-mail, in addition to established
friendship connections. MSIA social networks serve as a primary community
of interaction, although those networks closer to Los Angeles provide more
intense integration with central church activities.

Massimo Introvigne (1998) equates MSIA with Paul Heelas’s concept of
a New Age seminar religion (1996), a type of spirituality that focuses on per-
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sonal experience and psychological exercises aimed at self-knowledge and self-
improvement. At the grass-roots level, local MSIA groups hold meetings (called
seminars) and classes in spiritual and personal awareness. In addition to live
sessions, seminars are also available on cassettes, video, and through the In-
ternet. In a postmodern sensibility, Movement people regard the electronic
connection as the same as the physical presence of their teacher.4 By supple-
menting the transmission of its ideas with the use of an up-to-date electronic
means, MSIA gets its message out by means of monthly Internet broadcasts,
as well as sales of tapes, books, and videos. Although social interaction remains
primarily facilitated through local seminars, workshops, and community ser-
vice projects, such electronic media (Internet, tapes, and video) provide con-
nection even at a distance from the main social activities.

The Norm of Positive Focus

The Movement exhorts its followers to be loving in their expressions, and it
deems joy an indication of the presence of the Spirit and the true manifestation
of God’s energy. “Positive” emotions and speech wax normative in the group’s
worldview, which also cultivates spontaneous humor and expressive elation.
Movement people eschew “negativity.” As part of its norm for a positive focus,
MSIA asserts that thought creates action in the world, a belief characteristic of
several influences. It owes some of its belief system to the New Thought Move-
ment and religions like Unity or Science of the Mind, which have influenced
so many self-help modernists in the Human Potential Movement and New
Age healing arts (DeChant 1999). If stripped of its metaphysical assumptions
about karmic cause and effect, this philosophy also coincides with the psycho-
logical paradigm of Rational Emotive Therapy. From the Movement’s point of
view, positive thoughts and words create positive experiences, thus forming a
normative verbal goal for members.

In keeping with its normative ethos, followers often correct themselves
when they talk in a less than “positive” fashion, saying “deflect” if they have
uttered a negative statement. For instance, one woman complained to me about
another member in the group, but caught herself in mid-sentence. She said,
“Oh, I can’t take it anymore. He’s a jerk. I can’t stand it. Deflect. Ok, deflect
on that!” After she composed herself she began again, “I am handling this with
ease and grace. There, that’s better.”

Like many newer religions, especially those with New Age influences,
MSIA interprets the earth as a teaching school that facilitates the learning of
life lessons. In this vein, every life experience holds key lessons in spiritual
living, from trivial traffic tickets to the tragedy of terminal cancer, and for that
matter any emotional turmoil like anxiety or anger offers “opportunity” for
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growth. This is what is meant in terms of the MSIA teaching, “Use everything
for your upliftment.” Movement people pride themselves on being adaptive
and living their lives without “limitations.” By taking so-called negative expe-
riences and cognitively redefining them as “learning experiences,” they are able
to get “above” their karma and reconstruct these events into positively viewed
occurrences. They realign their perceptions away from “negativity,” which is
the normative frame-alignment in MSIA.

For example, I listened to a local member talk about her illness, a spinal
injury requiring surgery, which eventually put her on disability payments. She
explained to me how the pain she suffered, which now includes periodic mi-
graines, led to her divorce. Since she now lives alone and experiences loneli-
ness, she did not want to focus on her loneliness. This is also in line with a
Movement aphorism, “Focus on what you want, not what you do not want.”
Putting emphasis on a positive interpretation, she said, “This has all been an
incredible learning experience for me. Since I am by myself now, I can spend
more time in my spiritual practice. A definite plus! My pain helps me have
compassion for other people. This has all been a wonderful blessing taking
me to a higher level.”

Another example can be found in the perceptions of one follower about
being a member of MSIA. Hardships are normally restated as blessings in
disguise. I was privy to a conversation between two members who were talking
about their lives after joining the group. When one asked if his life was better
after joining, the other laughingly replied, “I wouldn’t put it that way. My life
has been a lot harder since I joined, but that is because I am working out my
karma. I wouldn’t want to think of what it would be like if I didn’t have the
Traveler. When I think of it that way, I feel really blessed.”

The Movement states its guidelines for living within a “positive” linguistic
framework. They avoid thou-shall-not statements, because that would be a
“negative” way of putting things. True accomplishment of membership shows
up in the way people frame their speech. Side-stepping the baser emotions of
fear, envy, hate, and anger, members endeavor to speak in “loving ways” in
order to be true to the Movement maxim, “Always use love, always.” MSIA
explains that this stance ought not be confused with the power of positive
thinking that other groups use; rather they state that they practice a positive
focus for their own spiritual advancement.

As part of its general cultural tenor, the Movement encourages humor and
laughter. One initiate sent me an e-mail description of a live seminar she
attended in which people broke out into a typical MSIA laugh fest: “The meet-
ing was totally awesome. John Morton got up to speak, and he had serious
things to communicate. But the crowd went wild with laughter every time he
tried to talk. It was like Spirit was just dancing across the room causing
giggles.”
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Prayer

People in the Movement pray by invoking the Light. All Movement events
begin by “calling in the Light,” as do many mundane activities like driving a
car or finding a parking space. The act of calling in the Light for mundane
purposes varies, of course, from member to member, but “putting things in
the Light” remains as a consistent theme. The Light serves as a member’s
constant spiritual companion and protector, as well as the conduit for wishing
others well. For example, “I place my husband in the Light for the Highest
Good.” Or one might say, “I place the situation in the Middle East in the Light
for the Highest Good.” Members pray in terms of putting any and all situations
(such as illness or job searches) in the Light and asking for the highest good
of all concerned. MSIAers frequently qualify sentences by saying, “for the high-
est good” because of the caution that “you might just get what you pray for.”
In their view, “for the highest good” provides a spiritual protection for any
prayer or wish.5

As many people around the world do, MSIAers turn to prayer in order to
solve personal problems or troubling issues. The church cautions against try-
ing to control things and other people in the world, but encourages members
to “put the Light on” situations using the highest good proviso, part of the
reasoning being that few people understand the “karma involved.” Members
frequently pray for healing of physical conditions. Although the group makes
no medical claims, members often expect healings and miracles, an expecta-
tion found in many other religions. Other frequently voiced prayers are for
prosperity—“health, wealth, and happiness.” Money is considered a “mirror
of consciousness” or a feedback mechanism for how one is doing to support
oneself inwardly. Besides more material concerns, members often express the
desire to return home to God or other related spiritual intentions; for instance,
“Light, bless me on all levels of my consciousness, awareness, and existence.
And, Light, please help me to do better with my s.e.’s [spiritual exercises].”

The Relationship with the Spiritual Teacher

Like other Eastern religions organized around surrender to the guru, the Move-
ment offers a spiritual master as the teacher of the sacred path, called the
Traveler. Westerners and anticult sympathizers can confuse this concept with
slavish obedience to a mortal man, who from their perspective lacks rational
authority or personal integrity. In contrast, those amenable to this form of
Eastern religiosity find the spiritual master a great source of comfort, some-
times described as “shelter” from the illusions of the material world. For some
he becomes a father figure, even a divine loved one. According to MSIA (Peace
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Theological Seminary 2000: 1), the Traveler serves as a spiritual friend: “Imag-
ine that you had a perfect friend and guide to help you navigate a journey into
unchartered territory—territory unlike anything you have experienced in your
time on Earth.”

Some participant observers of religious phenomena concern themselves
with how participants recognize charisma in spiritual leaders. According to
Lucy DuPertuis (1986), who studied Radhasoami and the Divine Light Mis-
sion, the power of the guru could be found in the perceptions of the students.
To paraphrase DuPertuis’s Weberian analysis, charisma is found in the eyes
of beholders. Typically, followers presume special spiritual communication and
power that flows from the presence of the master or image of the teacher.

Although there are exceptions, most MSIA members develop a strong
relationship with their spiritual teacher as they endeavor to be released from
karma in order to go home to God. Those members initiated before 1988
generally come under the auspices of John-Roger, and those initiated later come
under the authority of John Morton. They are both called the Traveler. Essen-
tially MSIA draws on older customs involving gurus and living masters coming
from the Sant Mat tradition, but it does not impose any absolute deference.
True to its penchant for innovation, it has created a new synthesis that defines
the teacher as a Wayshower rather than a god. According to Mark Lurie, an
MSIA minister who researched Movement transcripts on the subject, John-
Roger very rarely used the Indian terms guru and chela (devotee); if at all, it
was when he referred to someone other than himself. Sri is an honorific Indian
title given to gurus. Initially members called him Sri John-Roger before he
asked them to stop, early in the Movement’s history.

In league with their mixture of approaches, MSIA members usually accord
remarkable deference toward their teachers, tempered by casual familiarity. On
the one hand, an initiate may entrust his or her total spiritual welfare to the
teacher, and on the other hand, approach him informally to tell a joke or receive
a hug. Followers exhibit no bowing or scraping to the spiritual master, but they
do listen attentively and express delight at the sight of their teachers. Receiving
a hug is a prized event evidenced by the fact that members usually report it
with glee, saying something like, “I got a hug from the Traveler.” Also antici-
pated and valued is the twaji, the gaze of the spiritual master. For instance, one
member said, “When he looked at me, I thought he was looking right into my
soul.”

Members write “tone reports” once after each initiation, in which they
describe their experiences in meditation and in any pertinent dreams. Expe-
riences acquired through meditation and dreams comprise part of the process
of knowledge acquisition. Followers also convey questions about their spiritual
practice and include queries about their personal lives in tone reports or gen-
eral letters. In what some students of the Movement consider the shedding of
the ego, they unburden themselves about the most intimate details of their
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lives in the hope of receiving guidance and releasing their karma. Although
not all letters receive “physical” answers due to the great volume of mail, mem-
bers usually find the process of letter writing therapeutic. Sometimes members
burn the letters without ever sending them, because they “know” the answers
will be received spiritually.

MSIA members are said to be able sometimes to see the Traveler during
their meditations (spiritual exercises). As an “inner master,” their teacher may
appear as a purple light or in a form they could recognize, like the face of
Buddha among other appearances. In that vein, members also receive visita-
tions from their spiritual teacher during the dream state, a notable event in
the MSIA experience, which may motivate a person to write a letter about the
dream. Although adherents rarely talk about what they encounter during spir-
itual exercises, they may speak about their dreams. Said one initiate about her
vivid dream, “I opened a door and there stood Jesus, only I couldn’t see his
face, because it was just an outline. But within the outline shone all this light.
After that dream I wrote MSIA to see if I could get an initiation.”

From a Weberian perspective (Gerth and Mills 1946, Eisenstadt 1968),
outsiders rarely understand what insiders “see” because followers, in contrast
to nonbelievers, endow the charismatic leader with perceived gifts of grace.
Adherents often attribute supernatural qualities to the teachers; as a minister
disclosed to me, “When I first saw J-R, I didn’t know who he was, but he had
this big purple light around his head. So I thought, wow, I gotta find out who
this guy is!”

Religion scholar James R. Lewis (1998b) found John-Roger remarkably
uncharismatic, but reported a dream experience that allowed him to empathize
with the ways MSIAers interpreted their connection to their teacher. MSIA
offers a course on dreams, and it sells Dream Voyages by John-Roger that ex-
plains the meanings of dreams. According to the teachings, flying dreams may
represent soul travel, a high level of consciousness. A member who took the
dream course said, “Yeah, the Traveler took my hand and we flew through the
stars. Just me and the Traveler—that’s bliss.”

Subjectivity and Self

All religions idiosyncratically define the self within their own worldviews (Pan-
dian 1991). In what might at first sound contradictory in view of a follower’s
devotion to the spiritual teacher, MSIA places great importance on the individ-
ual and the self. From the worldview of Eastern mysticism, the spiritual master
reflects the divine for the student; what the student sees is his/her own spark
of divinity, a connotation that can also be construed as yet another interpreta-
tion of MSIA’s Traveler. As one follower put it, “I just saw his picture, and it
pulled me right in like an irresistible force. Then I saw my face in his face,
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and we were one thing. I’ll never forget that, and that is why I joined the
Movement.”

MSIA emphasizes the exploration of one’s relationship with the self and
the process of interpreting personal experience as a path for spiritual enrich-
ment, as do many groups with a New Age inclination (Heelas 1996). The very
name of the organization, Movement of Spiritual Inner Awareness, refers to
the implied sovereignty of subjective experience within the group’s under-
standing of reality. Members seek an inner awareness and experience of what
they believe in, hence the saying, “Go inside and check it out.” Since MSIA
considers the soul or the true self as divine, they exhort students of Traveler to
reconnect with their higher natures (John-Roger 1984). Nevertheless, it teaches
that experience may involve the awareness of three selves: the High Self, the
Conscious Self, and the Basic Self (roughly equivalent to a lower self ). MSIA
warns against the delusions of the False Self, and promotes the experience of
the True Self. Self and consciousness are considered to be multilayered and
multidimensional, providing transcendent mystical knowledge in addition to
mundane perception.

Since individual choice and perception are so strongly encouraged, mem-
bers often talk in tentative ways suggesting the primacy of free will in all
interactions. In normal everyday interaction, little formal sanctioning occurs,
because MSIAers prefer to place common disputes in the Light (“I put this
situation in the Light”) in a hope of finding peaceful solutions. They utter
phrases like, “You might find this helpful.” Then there is the oft-spoken, “You
might want to look into this.” They avoid saying the word “should,” as that
would be controlling and oppressive to the consciousness. In line with this
reasoning, members rarely if ever proselytize or preach in the traditional sense
of these words, preferring rather to “share” their experiences. As a norm,
MSIAers do a lot of “sharing.”

As previously mentioned, MSIA provides countless books on self-
improvement and psychological exploration of dealing with “issues.” Many
MSIAers write and repeat affirmations about having positive self-images or
creating wealth and success.6 The journaling of personal experiences serves as
a very popular preoccupation in the Movement, indicating the emphasis placed
upon internal dialogue and self-examination (John-Roger 1998). Because ad-
herents spend a great deal of time examining their individual perspectives,
they sometimes indulge themselves with lengthy stories about their inner pro-
cesses. In response to this time-consuming interactional problem, they can be
asked to “laser it,” meaning cut the story short and get to the point. They often
begin sentences with the qualifier, “In my experience, —————.” In an
attempt to avoid judgments of other people, a follower might say, “I experience
you as ————— [fill in the blank],” in an attempt to take full responsibility
for one’s perception.

Another spiritual motivation for self-help comes from Movement teach-
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ings about self and karma. Members learn they do not have karma with other
people, but rather have karma with themselves. Since presumably much karma
stems from judging oneself (and others), a typical member may state self-
forgiveness by saying, “I forgive myself for judging myself.”

Another aspect of self and experience that MSIAers often articulate is their
interpretation of synchronicity, the analysis of meaningful coincidence. In their
minds, “there are no accidents,” and everything happens for the spiritual rea-
son of learning. The stories about these learning experiences account for much
of the “sharing” that goes on. MSIAers attribute the causal factor of synchron-
icity to the orchestration of events that happen in their daily lives.7 Chance
meetings, job acquisitions, marriages, and divorces are often explained as the
divine machinations of personal lives, as are other events like receiving money
at a certain time or moving to a new location. In the recounting of these
incidences, they often say, “I can see now that everything had been set up by
Spirit.” For instance, one initiate explained the synchronicity involved in choos-
ing MSIA instead of another group: “I lived with my mother who was and still
is very controlling. MSIA was the only group where you didn’t have to dress
differently or just eat vegetables. I could sneak out and go to the seminars
without her knowing. So you see her being uptight just helped Spirit lead me
to the right group after all.”

Conclusion

Qualitative sociology endeavors to convey the ways that members of groups
see their reality. Through participant observation, I studied the cultural ethos
and uses of meaning in the Movement of Spiritual Inner Awareness, a rela-
tively new religion that displays a syncretistic postmodern assortment of reli-
gious traditions and spiritual innovations. Although MSIA departs from con-
ventional religions in some ways, it also shares a great deal with established
traditions. In many ways, Movement members do what other people around
the world do. They pray, and they worry about their families and finances,
looking to spiritual intervention for comfort and relief. They yearn for miracles
and healing, and relate to the mystical promise of supernatural contact. They
hope to feel more peace and to go to a better place when they die.

Any religion erects boundaries of beliefs not shared with outsiders; within
every religion meaning systems create differentiated worlds of experience. In
the cultural atmosphere of MSIA, followers value love and spiritual energy
believed to be emanating from the soul. As an extension of this value system
and imagery, norms aimed at fostering positive expression frame the way
members communicate and order their thinking. As in any utopian vision, the
results may be less than perfect, but Movement people hold to the normative
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structure in order to “experience the loving.” In visions of self or of the spiritual
teacher, the notions of unconditional love extend to the others and take prec-
edent in internal dialogues. Because of the human difficulty of maintaining
such expression, MSIAers take classes aimed at psychological introspection
and self-improvement, which is believed to be fueled by spiritual energy.

Although considered controversial by some because of its unconventional
approach, MSIA endures because members still relate to its philosophy that
utilizes many types of alternative knowledge and experiential interpretation
heretofore rejected by the Western mind-set. Its amalgamation of previously
disparate themes, such as Christianity, folk animism, Eastern religion, and
New Age thought, exemplifies a postmodern acclimatization facilitated tech-
nologically by electronic means and interactionally by communal engagement.
This adaptive process of reformulating and synthesizing ancient spiritual
themes into contemporary approaches characterizes MSIA activities, and it
remains a key factor in its appeal to those who choose it as a spiritual practice.
Moreover, this type of synthesis may indicate an embryonic evolutionary trend
in twenty-first-century religion. Despite public criticism, Movement members
continue to find its philosophy salvational at the most and pragmatic at the
least. MSIA appears to be in a period of stability, without any significant growth
in the number of members in the last five years. When and if MSIA will be
shifted from the category of new religions into an accepted religious sect is
still unknown. Other questions remain. Will children born into the Movement
stay in the group when they come of age? What will happen after the death of
their founder? Will the MSIA prove adaptive and resilient to future trends in
religion?

notes

1. The categorization of MSIA as a controversial religion stems from the nature
of the polarized debate about the labeling of incipient groups as cults. Before the
emergence of the anticult movement (Needleman 1972; Glock and Bellah 1976;
Stoner and Parke 1979; Shupe and Bromley 1980; Bromley and Shupe 1981; Lewis
1994), new religions mushroomed within a sense of experimentation and amid an
atmosphere of searching for new meaning. California played a strong role in the de-
velopment of new religious movements because of its proximity to Asia and its popu-
lation that had broken with many established traditions by means of extended migra-
tion. Upstart religions influenced by Eastern traditions found audiences especially
among disenchanted youth. Public sentiment shifted somewhat by the mid-1970s,
when abuses from some organizations became known and suspicions toward all new
groups began to grow. While the anticult movement (Lewis 1994; Dawson 1998; Za-
blocki and Robbins 2001) highlighted important public issues, it also orchestrated the
development of the cult stereotype by virtually erasing the notion of religious innova-
tion and by substituting an absolutist label synonymous with social pathology. Stereo-
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typically, internal disputes within organizations became redefined as automatically in-
dicative of cultic misconduct. Today the dialogue and research seems to be polarized
between anticult crusaders and cultural relativists who are more likely to use the
term, “new religious movements” (Saliba 1995).

Historically, MSIA flew low on the anticult movement’s radar until about 1988,
when a series of Los Angeles Times articles focused on John-Roger and the allegations
of disaffected members, some of whom were prominent ministers (Lewis 1994). Mas-
simo Introvigne (1998) attributes much of the literary interpretation of MSIA as a
cult to sociologist David Lane, who conferred with several authors, from the Los Ange-
les Times writers to the now-deceased Peter McWilliams. Popular author and former
minister in MSIA, McWilliams (1994) launched an informational campaign against
John-Roger with the book Life 102: What to Do When Your Guru Sues You, which in-
volved legal battles and settlements. Lewis (1994) and Introvigne (1998) detail the
waves of controversy. Introvigne (1998; CESNUR no date) further contends that Lane
maintains anti-MSIA Web sites, some of which have been successfully legally chal-
lenged. How much such activities affected MSIA’s membership is not known by this
researcher. However in 1998, I did observe one woman at a local seminar who tear-
fully reported that her husband would not allow her to attend MSIA functions any-
more because of what he had read on the Internet about the group.

When I talked to and e-mailed several long-time members who had stayed with
the organization despite the charges, they generally said that they had thought about
and considered the allegations, but found in them no compelling reason to leave. All
cited their “experience” with MSIA as the motivation for staying. These experiences
usually defy definition and include what MSIA calls multidimensional awareness, al-
though people often ventured that the feelings of love for self, others, and God were
part of what they perceived. One minister wrote in an e-mail that at the time he con-
fided his misgivings to a friend who was also in the group, “As he spoke of his expe-
riences, my own experience of the truth I knew came alive inside of me. . . . I found
myself free of emotional speculations of disaster and standing solidly on a foundation
of my experience.”

2. The Mystical Traveler Consciousness and the Traveler are terms used in MSIA
in a number of ways. In its spiritual essence, the Traveler serves as the “Wayshower”
who guides the initiated through the other realms of existence so they may return to
the “soul realm” and ultimately may become one with God. This consciousness, the
Mystical Traveler, “anchors” itself with John-Roger and John Morton, who play the
role of intermediaries with the divine. In its metaphysical sense, the Traveler refers to
the true spiritual teacher who works through them and ultimately through all people.
Sometimes the Traveler means an inner master seen in meditations or dreams; for
example, “I had dream last night where I saw the Traveler.” MSIA (Peace Theological
Seminary Web site 2000: 1) describes the term as, “Traveler refers to mobility of con-
sciousness. The Traveler is a consciousness that is present and available to all people.”
The term Mystical Traveler implies that this movement happens in “mysterious”
ways. Sometimes people use the word to mean either John-Roger or John Morton, as
when someone says, “I just saw the Traveler and asked him for a hug.” The Mystical
Traveler Preceptor Consciousness is a special dispensation associated with John-
Roger.
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3. The Institute for Individual and World Peace, the Heartfelt Foundation, Uni-
versity of Santa Monica (private accredited graduate school in counseling) and its divi-
sion Insight Seminars are not legal subsidiaries of MSIA. However, John-Roger estab-
lished them, and they are socially networked together as part of the MSIA culture.
They also afford venues for educational and charitable events outside MSIA proper.

4. In this context of the seminar, the spiritual teacher holds satsang, a gathering
of souls in the form of students around the master. During seminars, the Traveler is
believed to communicate to each soul present, whether he is physically present or
speaking through a tape recording. A typical member might attend a local taped sem-
inar about once a week or at least at regular intervals, and privately listen to tapes at
his or her leisure. An average member owns a large number of MSIA tapes. Those
interested can attend an annual conference in Los Angeles with “live” seminars, and
they might possibly sign up for classes at various cities in the United States and in
certain other countries where MSIA has followers. Although John Morton and John-
Roger may physically preside at only a portion of these events, the energy of the Trav-
eler is believed to be present.

5. The Movement teaches a distinction between the Light, the spiritual energy,
and magnetic light, a lower form of energy (John-Roger 1976a). The energy below the
soul realm consists of the psychic-material worlds that utilize magnetic light. This
magnetic light is part of the emotional or imaginative energy of a person. Magnetic
light as controlling energy toward other people can cause harm. This negative state is
avoided by placing people and things in the spiritual Light without attachment to the
results, called “letting the Light work.”

6. People say they “do” affirmations. For example, “I do affirmations. She does
affirmations.” An affirmation is a self-statement such as, “I am strong, rich, and suc-
cessful. I am loving you and loving me.”

7. Believers say they “attract” situations for learning. For example, “She attracted
a boyfriend. She attracts success. He attracts disappointment.”

works cited

Anonymous. 1999. Interviews with John-Morton and John-Roger: Religious Scholars In-
terview the Travelers. Los Angeles: Mandeville Press.

Benford, Robert D., and David A. Snow. 2000. “Framing Processes And Social Move-
ments: An Overview And Assessment.” Annual Review of Sociology 26: 611–39.

Bromley, David G., and Anson D. Shupe. 1981. Strange Gods: The Great American Cult
Scare. Boston: Beacon Press.

CESNUR (Center for Studies on New Religions) Web site. No date. “MSIA v David
Christopher Lane—Opinion of August 19, 1998, and Judgment of September 1,
1998.” http://www.cesnur.org/testi/msia_lane.htm.

Dawson, Lorne L. 1998. Comprehending Cults: The Sociology of New Religious Move-
ments. Toronto: Oxford University Press Canada.

DeChant, Dell. 1999. “New Thought and the Movement of Spiritual Inner Aware-
ness.” Paper presented at the meeting of CESNUR (Center for Studies on New
Religions) in Bryn Athyn, Pa. June 2–4, 1999.

Diem, Andrea Grace. 1995. “Shabdism in North America: The Influence of Radha-

http://www.cesnur.org/testi/msia_lane.htm


348 diana g. tumminia

soami on Guru Movements.” Ph.D. dissertation, University of California at Santa
Barbara.

DuPertuis, Lucy. 1986. “How People Recognize Charisma: The Case of Darshan in
Radhasoami and Divine Light Mission.” Sociological Analysis. 47(2): 111–124.

Eisenstadt, S. N. 1968. Max Weber: On Charisma and Institution Building. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Ellwood, Robert. 1999. “The Americanization of Asian Religion: The Case of MSIA.”
Paper presented at the meeting of CESNUR (Center for Studies on New Relig-
ions) in Bryn Athyn, Pa. June 2–4, 1999.

Gerth, H. H., and C. Wright Mills, eds. 1946. From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology.
Translated by H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills. New York: Oxford University
Press.

Glock, Charles Y., and Robert N. Bellah, eds. 1976. The New Religious Consciousness.
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Heelas, Paul. 1996. The Celebration of the Self and the Sacralization of Modernity. Ox-
ford: Blackwell.

Introvigne, Massimo. 1998. “The Origins of the Movement of Spiritual Inner Aware-
ness (MSIA),” www.cesnur.org/testi/msia.htm.

John-Roger. 1975. The Journey of a Soul. Los Angeles: Mandeville Press.
———. 1976a. Awakening Into the Light. Los Angeles: Mandeville Press.
———. 1976b. Psychic Protection. Los Angeles: Mandeville Press.
———. 1984. The Power within You. Los Angeles: Mandeville Press.
———. 1994. Tao of Spirit. Los Angeles: Mandeville Press.
———. 1997. Inner Worlds of Meditation. Rev. ed. Los Angeles: Mandeville Press.
———. 1998. Spiritual Warrior: The Art of Spiritual Living. Los Angeles: Mandeville

Press.
———. 2000. Answers to Life’s Questions. Los Angeles: Mandeville Press.
John-Roger, and Peter McWilliams. 1988. You Can’t Afford the Luxury of a Negative

Thought. Santa Monica: Prelude Press.
Jones, Constance. 1999. “The Americanization of Asian Religion: The Case of MSIA.”

Paper presented at the meeting of CESNUR (Center for Studies on New Relig-
ions) in Bryn Athyn, Pa. June 2–4, 1999.

Jurgensmeyer, Mark. 1991. Radhasoami Reality. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Lane, David C. 1992. The Radhasaomi Tradition. New York: Garland.
———. 1994. Exposing Cults: When the Skeptical Mind Confronts the Mystical. New

York: Garland.
Lewis, James R. 1994. “The Cult Stereotype as an Ideological Resource in Social Con-

flicts: A Case Study of the Movement of Spiritual Inner Awareness.” Syzygy 3(1–
4): 23–37.

———. 1998a. The Encyclopedia of Cults, Sects, and New Religions. New York: Prome-
theus.

———. 1998b. Seeking the Light: Uncovering the Truth about the Movement of Spiritual
Inner Awareness and Its Founder John-Roger. Los Angeles: Mandeville Press.

McWilliams, Peter. 1994. Life 102: What to Do When Your Guru Sues You. Los Angeles:
Prelude Press.

www.cesnur.org/testi/msia.htm


movement of spiritual inner awareness 349

Needleman, Jacob. 1972. The New Religions: The Teachings of the East—Their Special
Meaning for Young Americans. New York: Pocket Books.

Pandian, Jacob. 1991. Culture, Religion, and the Sacred Self: A Critical Introduction to
the Anthropology of Religion. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall.

Peace Theological Seminary Web site. 2000. “Key Teachings of MSIA and Terms of
Reference,” www.pts.org/keyteachings.html.

Saliba, John. 1998. “The Movement of Spiritual Inner Awareness and Other Relig-
ions.” Paper presented at the annual Meeting of the Society for the Scientific
Study of Religions in Montreal.

Santucci, James. 1999. “Esoteric Themes in MSIA Thought.” Paper presented at the
Meeting of CESNUR (Center for Studies on New Religions) in Bryn Athyn, Pa.
June 2–4, 1999.

Shupe, Anson D., and David G. Bromley. 1980. The New Vigilantes: Deprogrammers,
Anti-Cultists, and the New Religions. Beverly Hills: Sage.

Snow, David A., and Richard Machalek. 1982. “On the Presumed Fragility of Uncon-
ventional Beliefs.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 21(1): 15–26.

Stoner, Carroll, and Jo Anne Parke. 1979. All God’s Children: The Cult Experience—
Salvation or Slavery? New York: Penguin.

Zablocki, Benjamin, and Thomas Robbins, eds. 2001. Misunderstanding Cults: Search-
ing for Objectivity in a Controversial Field. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Zonta, Micela. 1997. “The Church of the Movement of Spiritual Inner Awareness: A
Demographic Profile.” Syzygy 6(1): 7–32.

www.pts.org/keyteachings.html


This page intentionally left blank 



part iv

Other Groups
and Movements



This page intentionally left blank 



16

“Come On Up, and I Will
Show Thee”: Heaven’s Gate
as a Postmodern Group

George D. Chryssides

And I will give power to my two witnesses, and they shall prophesy
. . . clothed in sackcloth. . . . And when they have finished their testi-
mony, the beast that ascendeth out of the bottomless pit shall make
war against them and shall overcome them and kill them. And their
dead bodies shall lie in the street of the great city. . . . And the people
. . . shall see their dead bodies three days and an half. . . . And after
three days and an half the spirit of life from God entered them and
they stood upon their feet and great fear fell upon them which saw
them. And they heard a great voice from heaven saying unto them,
Come up hither. And they ascended up to heaven in a cloud; and
their enemies beheld them. And the same hour there was a great
earthquake, and the tenth part of the city fell . . . and the remnant were
affrighted and gave glory to the God in heaven. (Revelation: 11:3–13)

The enigmatic nature of the Book of Revelation has enabled a variety
of improbable interpretations. Most people, and certainly all serious
academic interpreters of the book, would agree that St. John the Di-
vine was not talking about spaceships, the Hale-Bopp comet, the
Heaven’s Gate leaders Marshall Applewhite and Bonnie Nettles, or
how to gain transition from the realm of human existence to “the
next level above human.” Why, then, should an iconoclastic interpre-
tation of the book by two leaders, both devoid of any formal qualifica-
tions that enabled them to pronounce authoritatively on its meaning,
not only gain credence by their followers, but persuade them to
commit collective suicide, in the certainty that this interpretation
was true?
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Mass suicide can be difficult to comprehend, particularly in a group like
Heaven’s Gate, which was under no immediate threat—unlike the Peoples
Temple or the Branch Davidians at Waco. Those of us who are in positions of
authority know only too well how difficult it can be to secure compliance, even
on small matters; how, then, could Applewhite apparently gain such a hold
over his followers as to make such a supreme sacrifice? This essay explores
the question by considering the worldview of Heaven’s Gate, and how Apple-
white’s interpretation, strange as it might seem to those outside the organi-
zation, succeeded in gaining credence.

In what follows I do not intend to take up such issues as brainwashing or
charismatic leadership. Although I acknowledge that many religious groups
exercise psychological pressure on their members, “brainwashing” is an im-
precise and emotive term, lacking a clear or agreed definition, and brainwash-
ing theories were largely discredited in Eileen Barker’s important study The
Making of a Moonie. Robert Balch, who covertly joined Heaven’s Gate in 1975,
together with his collaborator David Taylor, concluded that seekers were more
inclined to come into the movement through a process of “social drift,” while
retention within the movement was a result of “social influence” (Balch, 1995).
Likewise, charismatic leadership is a problematic concept. I have argued else-
where that there are important different types of charismatic leader, and that
charisma is better regarded not an inherent quality of a leader but as something
that is generated by a group as much as by the supposedly charismatic leader
(Chryssides, 2001). I know of no one, apart from the members of Heaven’s
Gate, who regarded Applewhite as remotely charismatic, and the members of
the fated community were not impressionable young people; in fact, only two
members were in their twenties, and the average age was forty-seven.

If we want to understand Heaven’s Gate, we must examine the group’s
worldview, and I shall do this by arguing that the group exhibited a number
of features associated with postmodernity. Postmodernity, of course, differs
from postmodernism: the former is the set of characteristics that are suppos-
edly attributable to humanity’s present condition, whereas the latter consists
of the ideas of various thinkers such as Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault,
Jacques Lacan, Jacques Derrida, and Jean François Lyotard. The present study
will draw on the features of postmodernity rather than endorse the ideas of
any of the postmodernist writers.

Regarding methodology, I intend to outline the key ideas from the Bible,
principally—but not exclusively—the Book of Revelation, on which the group
drew. I shall sketch out some of the issues arising from these passages that
would typically elicit comment by present-day biblical scholars, contrasting
these with Applewhite’s interpretation. The Heaven’s Gate group is, of course,
no longer in existence to corroborate or comment on interpretations; the one
survivor, Chuck Humphrey (known as Rkkody, pronounced “Ricody”) com-
mitted suicide a year later, in an attempt to join the rest of the “crew.” Sources
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that remain are twofold: the Heaven’s Gate Web site, which has been mirrored
and is still accessible on the Internet, and some early accounts of the organi-
zation in the 1970s, written by Balch and Taylor.

The History of Heaven’s Gate

A brief outline of the history of Heaven’s Gate, leading up to the tragic events
of 1997, may be useful at this juncture. The organization was founded by
Marshall Herff Applewhite (1931–1997) and Bonnie Nettles (1927–1985). Ap-
plewhite was the son of a Presbyterian minister, and decided to study philos-
ophy, gaining his degree in 1952. Intending to follow in his father’s footsteps,
he embarked on a theology course at Union Theological Seminary and Pres-
byterian School of Christian Education, at Richmond, Virginia. He soon aban-
doned his studies, deciding to embark on a musical career, and completed a
master’s degree in Music at the University of Colorado. He held two university
posts: first at the University of Alabama, and subsequently at St. Thomas Uni-
versity, Houston, from which he was dismissed in 1970. Applewhite had ex-
perienced problems regarding his sexual orientation; he was married, but had
a number of homosexual affairs. In 1965 he left his wife, and the couple were
divorced in 1968. His father’s death in 1971 compounded Applewhite’s emo-
tional problems, and it was in a state of confusion and depression that he met
Bonnie Nettles in 1972.

Nettles was born a Baptist, but was little interested in mainstream Chris-
tianity. A member of the Houston Theosophical Society, she believed in the
existence of the Masters, and attended a meditation group that claimed to
channel discarnate spirits. The circumstances of her meeting Applewhite are
unclear. According to most accounts, Nettles was a pediatric nurse who was
filling in at a hospital where Applewhite was seeking a “cure” for his homo-
sexuality. Other accounts state that Applewhite had a heart condition, and had
a near death experience in the course of his treatment. One source suggests
he was simply a visitor to the hospital, while another suggests that he suffered
the more mundane ailment of hemorrhoids. I do not propose to adjudicate
these competing explanations for the meeting. Whatever happened, Apple-
white and Nettles established a rapport. Both had recently experienced personal
traumas, and regarded their meeting as divinely ordained. Their subsequent
relationship was not a sexual one; they believed that it was somehow connected
with fulfilling biblical prophecy, and providing some new understanding of the
world and human destiny. They came to attribute their personal traumas to
the possession of their bodies by “Next Level” minds.

After spending some six weeks at a Texas ranch, the two decided to take
their message “on the road.” After a brief encounter with Ananda Marga, a
Hindu yoga group, which did not appeal to them, they reached the conclusion
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that they were the “two witnesses” mentioned in the Book of Revelation (Rev-
elation 11:1–2), and announced their identity on 11 August 1973. They hired a
car, and traveled through Canada, buying their necessities with a credit card,
which Nettles had “borrowed.” Their technique of propagating their message
appears to have consisted largely of leaving notes in churches announcing that
the “two witnesses” had arrived. At one point, the two alighted at a New Age
center, only to discover two members of the community already claimed to be
the “The Two.” When Applewhite failed to return the car, and the police dis-
covered Nettles’s credit card fraud, the two were arrested and served prison
sentences. It was during his six-month period in prison that Applewhite ap-
peared to shape his theology. From this point onward, there was little reference
to the occult, but more on UFOs and the Next Level Above Human. Applewhite
taught that there would soon be a “demonstration”—empirical proof of the
existence of extraterrestrials, who would arrive to collect their crew.

Having been released from prison, the two met up again, and, having
convinced themselves that their mission was somehow connected with extra-
terrestrials and space travel, they attempted to select a “crew.” This time, they
decided to organize a series of public meetings, producing advertisements, the
first of which read as follows:

UFO’S

Why they are here.

Who they have come for.

When they will leave.

NOT a discussion of UFO sightings or phenomena

Two individuals say they were sent from the level above human, and
are about to leave the human level and literally (physically) return to
that next evolutionary level in a spacecraft (UFO) within months!
“The Two” will discuss how the transition from the human level to
the next level is accomplished, and when this may be done.

This is not a religious or philosophical organization recruiting mem-
bership. However, the information has already prompted many indi-
viduals to devote their total energy to the transitional process. If you
have ever entertained the idea that there may be a real, PHYSICAL
level beyond the Earth’s confines, you will want to attend this meet-
ing. (Cited in Chryssides, 1999, p. 69)

The group assumed various names. Applewhite called it the Anony-
mous Sexaholics Celibate Church, but perhaps unsurprisingly this name was
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dropped after a very short period. The press gave it the name Human Individ-
ual Metamorphosis, which was Applewhite’s jargon for the evolutionary pro-
cess that their crew were expected to undergo in order to arrive at the Next
Level. “The Two” initially assumed the names of Guinea and Pig—an allusion
to their belief that they were participants in a cosmic experiment, designed by
the inhabitants of the Next Level. The Two invariably abandoned conventional
human names, in order to emphasize their “Next Level” identity and, being
“The Two,” their names—which changed through time—were invariably those
of matching pairs, such as Bo and Peep, Do and Ti (or Te), and even Nincom
and Poop.

Nettles and Applewhite organized a total of 130 such meetings in various
locations in the United States and Canada. At one meeting—at Waldport, near
Eugene, Oregon, in September 1975—two hundred people turned up to hear
Bo and Peep, and thirty-three joined, giving up their attachments to the human
world. At the group’s height some two hundred followers accepted The Two’s
message.

In 1975, however, Applewhite and Nettles split the group up into small
cells, assigning each member a partner, and sending them to various locations
throughout the United States while Applewhite and Nettles withdrew from
public view. It was during this period that the really stringent membership
requirements were imposed. Members were not allowed contact with family
or friends; reading newspapers and watching television were forbidden; mem-
bers had to renounce drugs and alcohol; men had to shave off their beards and
women had to give up wearing jewelry; sex was prohibited; and friendships
and conventional forms of socializing were to be given up. Members were
required to assume new names, all of which had to end in “-ody.” This austere
period, which lasted until February 1976, resulted in mass apostasy, and the
organization lost approximately half its members.

In February 1976, Applewhite and Nettles reappeared, now known as Ti
and Do, and that summer the group moved to a remote camp near Laramie,
Wyoming. Nettles at first informed the group that they would receive a “dem-
onstration” of the events The Two had predicted—by which she meant a firm
sighting of a spacecraft—but the group was later told that this “demonstration”
was cancelled. (Nettles seems to have made a practice of tantalizing the group
with such prospects, which did not materialize.) The group was then divided
into small units, or “star clusters,” each named after a stellar constellation. It
was at this time that “uniforms” began to be worn, consisting of a nylon anorak
and hood, making members appear rather like Christian monks. In 1978 the
group’s finances took a dramatic turn for the better. The exact details are un-
clear. An ex-member informant of Balch’s mentioned a legacy of $300,000
that the leaders inherited; John R. Hall, on the other hand, attributes the
group’s financial success to external jobs that were taken up by members,
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principally in auto repair, technical writing, and computing. (It is an agreed
fact that members had been undertaking external work immediately before
they communal suicide; some of the group had expertise in Web design.)

The progress of the Heaven’s Gate group from 1979 onward is not so well
documented. Balch and Taylor left the group in 1975, and Balch stopped col-
lecting information in the early 1980s. However, we know of two events that
were of key significance. Nettles was diagnosed as having cancer in the early
1980s, and in 1983 had to undergo surgery, in which one of her eyes was
removed. She died in 1985. Applewhite’s interpretation of this event was that
she had abandoned her earthly body in order to return to the Next Level to
await the rest of the group. Applewhite remained to lead the group single-
handedly.

The second event of import was in 1992, when the group resurfaced pub-
licly, this time with the name Total Overcomers Anonymous. Despite their
previous claim that the crew was complete, they made a “final offer” the fol-
lowing year, putting out a satellite broadcast, and taking out a full-page adver-
tisement in USA Today, part of which read: “The Earth’s present ‘civilization’
is about to be recycled—‘spaded under.’ Its inhabitants are refusing to evolve.
The ‘weeds’ have taken over the garden and disturbed its usefulness beyond
repair.” (USA Today, 27 May 1993; quoted in Balch, 1995, p. 163). This final
call was essentially for the “lost sheep” to reestablish contact with the group.
About twenty of them did, and were readmitted.

This final period of the group’s life was characterized by renewed vigor.
There were renewed attempts to curb sensual desire, and when some male
members found this unduly difficult, they discussed the possibility of castra-
tion. Seven members, and Applewhite himself, underwent surgery. The group
continued to proclaim that the Earth was about to be “spaded under,” and that
humanity had a “last chance to advance beyond human,” but this time with a
much greater urgency than ever before. Balch comments that one of their
advertisements “had an apocalyptic tone that was much more dramatic than
anything I had heard in 1975” (Balch, 1995, p. 163; cited in Hall et al., 2000,
p. 170).

The final incidents are well known. Applewhite and his followers rented
Rancho Santa Fe, a mansion situated some thirty miles to the north of San
Diego. Members of the group continued with their computer consultancy
work, under the name “Higher Source,” and led a highly regimented quasi-
monastic life. Reports about the Hale-Bopp comet began in November 1996,
and rumors of another object behind it were propagated by Courtney Brown,
a university professor who had written the book Cosmic Voyage. Brown claimed
to have communicated with psychics who affirmed that this object was a large
alien spacecraft. Brown averred that it was arriving not for the purpose of
invading Earth but to facilitate “galactic evolution.” Members of Heaven’s Gate
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took a keen interest, studying the skies and listening to reports of the comet’s
progress.

The third week in March was Holy Week in the Christian calendar, and
the group requested that there be no visitors. The week was spent recording
farewell videos and preparing for the transition. They packed suitcases, put
money and identification in their pockets, and committed suicide, as planned.

The Book of Revelation

The Book of Revelation, as well as a few other biblical passages, featured sig-
nificantly in Applewhite’s teachings. Although seemingly scientific, UFO-
religions are remarkably biblical in their teachings. Some, like Unarius (the
first UFO-religion to gain attention, founded in 1954 by Ernest L. Norman)
and the Aetherius Society (founded by George King in 1955) place biblical
teachings in a wider world-ecumenical religious context, as did Erich von Dän-
iken, in his well-known and influential Chariots of the Gods? (1969). Others
have focused more exclusively on the Bible, for example the Raëlian Chuch
(founded by Claude Vorilhon in 1974) and Heaven’s Gate. In what follows, I
propose to examine the interpretations of the “Two Witnesses” passage in Rev-
elation that are generally found in mainstream Christian academic writing,
and then to compare them with the meanings that members of Heaven’s Gate
ascribed to it.

Unsurprisingly, there are significant differences among mainstream schol-
arly interpretations of the Revelation passage. The book’s historical context,
and hence its dating, are contested, some scholars favoring a date around 68
ce, when the Roman emperor Nero was persecuting the Jewish and Christian
communities, while others favor a later date, between 92 and 96 ce, during
Domitian’s rule. Although much used by fundamentalist Christian apocalyp-
tists, it is not at all certain that the bulk of the text was written with a Christian
readership in mind. It may have been originally a Jewish and not a Chris-
tian apocalyptic work, lightly edited, with the insertion of a few specifically
Christian interpolations. One example is found in the passage under discus-
sion (Revelation 11:8), in which the clause “where also their Lord was crucified”
follows the phrase “the great city” (the passage is omitted from the opening
quotation here): this could easily be a Christian insertion into a text that reads
very adequately without the expression. The central spiritual figure in the book
is “the Lamb,” whom Christians popularly assume to be Jesus. This is never
explicitly stated, however, and there is only one identification of Jesus as “the
lamb of God” by John (almost certainly not the same author as that of Reve-
lation) in his gospel: “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the
world!” (John 1:29).
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Although the author makes it sound like a personal vision in which John
gains access to heaven and sees God’s throne, this is more likely a literary
device, serving as a framework for the book’s message. Revelation is certainly
a composite work, not something revealed in one single moment, when the
author was “in the Spirit on the Lord’s Day” (Revelation 1:10), since much of
it is drawn—not to say plagiarized—from Hebrew scripture and Jewish apo-
caplytic writings of the intertestamental period. Indeed, the composite nature
of the work may well be the cause of apparent discrepancies that relate to
dating.

The passage under discussion is situated in the center of the book, and is
a pivotal chapter. The main substance of the book up to this point has been a
vision given to John of a door opening up into heaven, through which he was
taken and afforded a view of God’s throne. He sees a scroll, which has seven
seals firmly protecting it. The “Lamb” sits on God’s right hand: he is unusual
in having seven horns and seven eyes, and he looked “as if he had been slain”
(Revelation 5:4). The ensuing chapters describe the progressive opening of the
seals, and this is followed by seven angels successively blasting their trumpets.
By the end of the ninth chapter, the seventh angel is expected, but the text
breaks off with a parenthetical chapter and a half (Revelation 10:1–11:14). Al-
though it is probably an interpolation, it serves to increase the suspense before
the seventh trumpet and the final opening of the scroll.

In this hiatus, a “mighty angel,” who has a face like the sun, and legs like
fiery pillars, presents John with a “little scroll.” John is asked to eat the scroll;
this seemingly strange injunction is reminiscent of the prophet Ezekiel, who
was given a similar command (Ezekiel 2:9–3:3). The importance of this seem-
ingly strange instruction is that it heralds a prophetic message, which the
prophet has quite literally had to “read, mark, learn and inwardly digest.” John
is then asked to measure God’s temple and altar; again, this harks back to
Ezekiel, who has a vision of “a man whose appearance was like bronze” mea-
suring the Temple area (Ezekiel 40). John is instructed not to measure the
Court of the Gentiles, since they are excluded from God’s dwelling; we are to
understand that they are either the Roman persecutors or else the heretics that
John has condemned earlier in this writing (Revelation 2:6, 14). The New Je-
rusalem will be designed without a Gentile court, thus ensuring their exclu-
sion.

“Two witnesses” will prophesy, reminding their hearers of the impending
doom. The identity of “the two” is crucial for understanding the passage (and
of course Heaven’s Gate). Two witnesses were needed in order to accord with
Jewish law, which required at least two witnesses in order to convict someone
of a crime (Deuteronomy 19:15). This passage predicts judgment either on
Rome for its persecution or on the Jews for their disobedience. The vast ma-
jority of commentators agree that the “two witnesses” are Moses and Elijah,
being the personification of the Law and the Prophets, respectively. At the scene
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of Jesus’ transfiguration (Mark 9: 2–13), Moses and Elijah appear as witnesses
to attest God’s designation of Jesus as his Son. Both confronted the Israelites’
idolatry, as evidenced by Moses’ anger at the golden calf incident (Exodus 32)
and Elijah’s admonition of Queen Jezebel (1 Kings 21:23–24). The reference to
fire coming from their mouths to devour enemies is more obscure; the allusion
may be to Elijah’s miraculous kindling of fire on Mount Carmel (1 Kings 18:
16–39), although it is more difficult to find an incident relating to Moses. Some
commentators suggest the allusion metaphorically relates to the plagues of
Egypt, but it may refer to Moses’ fiery serpent (Numbers 21:8).

The numerology in the chapter is not easy to decode. The passage refers
to 42 months (11:2), 1,260 days (11:3) three and a half days (11:9, 11) and seven
thousand people who are killed in the ensuing earthquake. The first three
numbers are inherently connected: 42 months and 1,260 days are both three
and a half years. Whatever the explanation, the numbers are derived from
Daniel 12:7, an equally obscure passage in which Daniel asks the question,
“How long will it be before these astonishing things are fulfilled?” and is told
by “a man clothed in linen,” “It will be for a time, times and half a time”
(Daniel 12:6). As Preston and Hanson point out, the significance of three and
half may derive from its being half of the perfect number (seven), and hence
appropriate to designate a period of duration of evil power. Certainly, both
Daniel and John are speaking of a period of tribulation—John in fact calls it
the “Great Tribulation” (Revelation 7:14)—and Daniel is probably alluding to
the persecution of the Jews under Antiochus some two centuries previously.
The period designated by the number three and a half is, however, a period in
which good will triumph over evil, and John speaks of the resurrection of the
two witnesses and their ascension into heaven, having been taken up into a
cloud (Revelation 11:12) at the final end, followed by the ascent of God’s chosen
ones, leaving the rest of humanity behind amid total chaos and disaster.

Heaven’s Gate’s Exegesis

Scholarly interpretation of Revelation did not interest Nettles and Applewhite
or their followers. Applewhite’s message lacked any formal theological vocab-
ulary; the metaphors he used were of two main types. The first are essentially
derived from science fiction, especially TV series and films such as “Star Trek,”
Star Wars, and E.T. Applewhite frequently refers to an “away team”—a concept
used by the crew of the Starship Enterprise in “Star Trek” to refer to those who
had temporarily left their spaceship to embark on a special mission. Applewhite
used this term to refer to the space aliens who had left their home planet, and
who were engaged in the mission of “tagging” designated individuals, with a
view to enabling the transition from Earth to the Next Level Above Human.

The second type of metaphor that Applewhite employed was horticultural.
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He spoke of the Earth as a “garden” which was now so smothered with weeds
that it had to be “spaded under.” In order to be transported to the Next Level,
“grafting” was needed: the members of Heaven’s Gate had to be “grafted” onto
the two leaders, Nettles and Applewhite. Horticultural metaphors derive prin-
cipally from the Bible, where Jesus speaks of himself as the “real vine” whose
gardener was his father and whose branches were his disciples, deriving their
power from Christ, the principal stem (John 15:1). Engrafting is a metaphor
used by Paul to indicate how the Gentiles can become part of God’s covenant,
which was originally given to the Jews (Romans 11:11–24). Parables of sowing
seed, harvesting crops, uprooting weeds, and working in vineyards feature
prominently in Jesus’ teaching.

Some commentators have suggested that Applewhite used other sources,
notably Hinduism and “Gnosticism.” Writing on behalf of the Dialog Center,
Helle Meldgaard states, “The mythology of ‘Heaven’s Gate’ has echoes of both
classical Hinduism, Christian ideas, and not least clear Gnostic traits” (Meld-
gaard, n.d.). It is unlikely that either of The Two had read any Hindu texts, and
the suggestion of a Hindu connection has angered several Hindu teachers
(Brahmavidyananda, 1997; Atmarupananda, et al., n.d.). Catherine Wessinger
suggests that their idea that the body was a suit of clothes that the soul casts
off upon death comes from the Bhagavad Gita, possibly through Helena P.
Blavatsky’s The Secret Doctrine. Even this is doubtful; the idea of the body as a
suit of clothes is to be found in Plato’s Phaedo, which Applewhite would be
likely to have encountered as a philosophy student.

The influence of Gnosticism can be readily dismissed, too. Again, there is
no evidence of ideas from either ancient Gnostics or modern revivalist groups
that use the name. If “Gnosticism” is used in a generic sense to indicate that
the Heaven’s Gate group believed in a higher level of existence to which only
initiates could gain access, then any claim that the group is Gnostic is merely
descriptive, and gives no clue to any real or supposed influence. The group
never used the term, and the notion of a Next Level Above Human can be
easily accounted for by reference to UFOlogy and science fiction; there is no
need to look to Gnosticism for any explanation. Applewhite’s ideas can largely
be accounted for in terms of his idiosyncratic understanding of the Bible.

Applewhite’s reading of Revelation has some common elements with
mainstream Christianity. There is an acknowledgment of two classes of people:
those who are chosen to ascend, and those who are left behind on the earth.
He perceived those destined for the Next Level as being confronted by forces
of evil—the Luciferians, in his terminology—who had misled humanity and
created evil on the Earth, to the extent that it was now beyond any redemption.
He acknowledged a period of tribulation that would anticipate the final cul-
mination in which good would triumph over evil for those destined to proceed
to the Next Level.
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His own distinctive interpretation of the passage is fairly evident. First,
there is the identity of The Two, which, as I have already mentioned, was none
other than the two leaders Nettles and Applewhite. Importantly, the interpre-
tation of the passage is physicalistic rather than spiritual. “Come up here”
means literal ascent; as Applewhite taught, heaven is not a metaphysical realm
but rather the Next Level is located within physical space, to be reached by the
spacecraft that was coming to collect its crew. The reference to overpowering
and killing (11:7) again is literal; the only way to gain access to the spacecraft
is through death, three and a half days after which a resurrection and ascension
would follow. As events turned out, the picture of the rest of humanity gazing
on the dead bodies was fulfilled in the enormous media coverage that the group
received. Mention of earthquakes, particularly in the San Diego area, could
understandably be taken as literal, since San Diego County is located amid a
number of earthquake faults, and the whole area of California is particularly
prone to seismic disturbance. Indeed, this is sometimes adduced as an expla-
nation for the popularity of apocalyptic sects in that region.

The reference to the three and a half days is nonetheless associated with
Jesus. Applewhite taught that there were several windows of opportunity for
human beings to ascend to the Next Level, and that such windows appeared
approximately every two thousand years. It is not without significance that the
year 1997 was two thousand years on from the year 4 bce, a date commonly
given for the birth of Jesus of Nazareth. As well as being a reference to Apple-
white’s “crew,” the verse also refers to Jesus’ death and resurrection. Apple-
white taught that Jesus was a “tagged” human individual, born of a human
mother but conceived by an extraterrestrial. The purpose of his appearance on
earth was to show how it was possible to change one’s physical body “into a
body of the kingdom of heaven through a natural process” (Steiger and Hewes,
1997, p. 179; their italics). This new body had remarkable properties; for ex-
ample it appeared to be capable of suddenly appearing and vanishing, and was
able to pass through closed doors. However, it was still a body of flesh and
blood, as evidenced by Jesus’ ability to eat and drink, and his invitation to
Thomas to feel his wounded side (Steiger and Hewes, 1997, p. 180). The final
incident in Jesus’ life was his ascension, in which it is recounted that a cloud
took him back up into heaven; predictably, Applewhite took “cloud” to mean
“spaceship,” and hence Jesus’ ascension was his reclamation by the space crew
from the Next Level.

Just as Jesus obtained his kingdom of heaven through death and resurrec-
tion, and forty days later was taken back up into the Next Level, so Applewhite’s
“crew” could expect to receive their new bodies by their own death and sub-
sequent resurrection, after which their new “kingdom of heaven” bodies would
be taken up into the spacecraft that awaited them.
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Postmodern Analysis

Although such an interpretation of the Bible would be laughed out of court by
mainstream scholars, Applewhite was not theologically illiterate, having ex-
perienced some formal training in theology, albeit briefly, as we have seen. It
is unlikely that he formally studied the Book of Revelation, but at least he would
be aware of the kind of approach that was characteristic of mainstream Chris-
tian scholarship. Why, then, did he offer an interpretation of parts of the Bible
to which no reputable scholar would give the slightest credence?

What follows is somewhat more exploratory than what has gone before. I
intend to analyze the reasons for Heaven’s Gate’s distinctive interpretations of
the Book of Revelation by using the concept of postmodernity. It is important
not to confuse postmodernity with postmodernism. The latter is a school of
thought, or—more accurately—a number of related currents of thinking. Post-
modernity is the condition that is attributed to society in the late twentieth
century and early twenty-first century.

James Beckford identifies four key features of postmodernity:

1. A refusal to regard positivistic, rationalistic, instrumental criteria as
the sole or exclusive standard of worthwhile knowledge.

2. A willingness to combine symbols from disparate codes or frame-
works of meaning, even at the cost of disjunctions and eclecticism.

3. A celebration of spontaneity, fragmentation, superficiality, irony, and
playfulness.

4. A willingness to abandon the search for overarching or triumphalist
myths, narratives, or frameworks of knowledge. (Beckford, 1992, p.
19; cited in Woodhead and Heelas, 2000, p. 4)

Beckford’s first set of criteria are plainly evident in the Heaven’s Gate world-
view. Like the vast majority of new religions, its worldview had an internal
coherence, and hence, it might be argued, a rationality of its own. Nonetheless,
Applewhite’s methods of biblical interpretation were such as would be totally
rejected by any serious student of the Bible. For a start, he seems to pay no
regard to the quality of the English translation. At times he uses the King James
Version (1611), which is now seldom used in mainstream churches, and which
would be judged totally inappropriate for providing an accurate rendering of
the original texts. At other times, and more usually, he uses the Amplified
Bible, sometimes including its amplified glosses on the translation, and at
other times omitting them for no obvious reason.

Although Heaven’s Gate may appear to be an empirical religion, having
dispensed with supernatural entities such as gods, the idea of a “demonstra-
tion” is something from which Nettles in particular held back. Members never
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became party to a sighting of the alien spacecraft, and even in the scenario of
the communal suicide, belief in the existence of a craft hiding behind the Hale-
Bopp comet was only accepted on Applewhite’s authority. Followers were
therefore not allowed to be wholly empirical in their reception of The Two’s
message, and firm verification was discouraged.

The group’s synthesis of different frameworks of meaning is interesting.
Heaven’s Gate was not the first group to have combined UFOlogy with the
Bible. As I have said, this had already been done by several UFO-religions.
Unlike organizations such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses, who have sought to
expound the Book of Revelation systematically, and indeed to harmonize its
ideas with the entirety of all the other books of Judaeo-Christian scripture,
Applewhite made no attempt to explain the book systematically, to discuss its
relationship with other parts of scriptures, or indeed to study it as a whole.
The totality of his exegesis consisted of using a very small number of verses
of Revelation for his own purposes, and combining them with his other cos-
mological ideas about spacecraft and beings from the Next Level.

In line with the second feature of postmodernity—eclecticism—Apple-
white pieced together fragments of information from a variety of disparate
sources. The idea of combining biblical exegesis with belief in space aliens is,
of course, not new, and has its pedigree in organizations like Unarius and the
Aetherius Society, and, more popularly, in the writings of Erich von Däniken.
Applewhite showed no interest in making his ideas part of a school of thought,
however, or in developing a philosophical or theological system to legitimate
them. Unlike certain new religious movement, such as the Unification Church
or ISKCON (International Society for Krishna Consciousness), the group was
uninterested in developing a way of thinking that was capable of being de-
fended in academic circles. Consistent with postmodernity, there were no
grand theories to explain or legitimate, or inherent connections between the
disparate ideas, only fragments blended together. The phenomenon is some-
what reminiscent of the well-known advertisement that associates a man smok-
ing a cigar with Bach’s Air on a G-String: there is no intrinsic connection, but
they are drawn together for the advertiser’s own immediate purpose.

The third feature of postmodernity (celebration of spontaneity, fragmen-
tation, superficiality, irony, and playfulness) may initially seem inappropriate
on account of the tragic events that brought Heaven’s Gate to its end. Although
the members themselves were subject to a highly structured existence within
the organization, however, and exercised no originality or spontaneity of their
own but thoroughly complied with Ti and Do’s instructions, Ti and Do were
themselves unpredictable and spontaneous, changing the group’s structure as
it progressed, issuing sudden instructions for members to convene at Wyo-
ming, and teaching a message from Judaeo-Christian scripture that was largely
Applewhite’s own creation. A degree of playfulness and frivolity can be per-
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ceived, too, in the adoption of the various silly names by the leaders, and their
notion that affairs on the planet Earth are not intrinsically valuable but are the
results of a failed experiment by extraterrestrials.

The final notion—the abandonment of triumphalist and overarching
myths—can be demonstrated in a number of ways. First, Applewhite was not
seeking a form of scriptural exegesis that was valid for all time but only for the
here and now. It is not an exegesis that looks for the original meaning of a set
of doctrines or a sacred text, traces its meaning through time, and perceives
itself as standing within a continuous unbroken tradition.

A feature of “modernism” is the attempt to analyze narratives diachroni-
cally rather than synchronically. For example, students of Christianity are typ-
ically taught to understand the Nicene Creed by examining the early debates
between Arius and Athanasius; the early “ecumenical” councils of Nicaea, Con-
stantinople, Ephesus, and Chalcedon; the meaning of Greek philosophical con-
cepts such as ousia (being or substance), homoousia (of the same being), and
homoiousia (of like substance), and so on. The scholar is meant to look at the
origins in order to ascertain the meaning. This activity is not confined to Chris-
tian theology, but belongs also to a variety of academic disciplines. For example,
in music the subject of musicology has been employed to ascertain what an
“authentic” performance of a piece of music ought to be like—“authentic”
meaning a definitive performance in the way the composer originally intended.
Close examination has therefore been given to the musical conventions of the
composer’s time, establishing the true text, free from editorial interpolations,
and often ensuring that the original instruments (or at least replicas) were
employed in the performance.

The underlying rationale of this thinking was that there were components
of meaning: the author’s meaning and the user’s meaning. Ideally, one should
prise off the latter, leaving the former behind in its “pure” form. This way of
thought underlies the phenomenological method in religious studies, in which
early proponents such as Gerard van der Leeuw advocated epochē—the holding
back or bracketing of one’s assumptions in order to achieve “eidetic vision,”
or the perception of the pure form of the phenomenon, unclouded by one’s
own prejudices and preconceptions.

Subsequent thinking has indicated that such a quest is an impossibility.
As Bakhtin and others have suggested, the knower is inextricably in the known.
This is all the more true of religious communities than of scholars; the latter
professedly aim to approach texts diachronically as well as synchronically, but
in the case of religious communities, a diachronic approach to texts can often
be positively unhelpful. The Heaven’s Gate group was not a community of
scholars examining the Book of Revelation against the history of early Jewish
and Christian persecution, but a community that used selected texts to rein-
force their own particular worldview. Given the presuppositions of Heaven’s
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Gate, the Book of Revelation appropriately reinforced the ideas of two leaders
having been specially selected for the important mission of bringing together
the “tagged” individuals—their “crew”—and enabling them to find the space-
craft that supposedly awaited them. The injunction to “Come on up” could
therefore be interpreted as entailing physical ascension rather than meta-
physical transformation.

The practice of reinterpreting texts to suit one’s particular set of doctrines
is not, of course, unprecedented. Arguably, early Christian thinkers did sub-
stantially the same with Jewish texts, construing many as cryptic prophecies
foretelling their newly announced messiah. Understandably, present-day Jew-
ish writers such as Michael Hilton, Hyam Maccoby, and others protest that
such interpretations often wrench the text out of its context, doing violence to
its original meaning. No doubt they are right, but meanings are adapted within
religious communities, who put their own key doctrines into the texts, rather
than bracket them and try to ascertain the author’s original meaning. To take
an analogy, there is a difference between buying a historical building that one
must preserve, museumlike, in its authentic form, and buying a home in which
one intends to reside, making the necessary adaptations for one’s personal
convenience and comfort. Traditionally the scholar is more like the museum
curator, attempting to preserve the authentic original form, whereas the fol-
lower of a religion is more like a homeowner, who adapts and makes changes
as necessary.

It therefore follows that understanding a religious community involves
more than an understanding of its texts, as traditionally understood. As Witt-
genstein argued, “the meaning of a word is its use in language” ([1953] 1963,
I: 43), and to understand the meaning of any discourse one must understand
the language game that is being played, and the “form of life” that is associated
with the discourse. It is the community that ultimately decides what its reli-
gious texts mean, even if such texts are borrowed (as is often the case) from a
different community that existed at a previous time and place in human history.
Biblical scholars are now increasingly emphasizing the notion of reader criti-
cism as a tool for understanding the meaning of a text, contending that in
previous periods there has been somewhat too much emphasis on the back-
ground of the original author and his or her community, to exclusion of those
who have used the texts. In some cases, such as Jewish scripture, there can be
more than one category of user; hence interpreting Jewish prophetic writing
can involve ascertaining how Jewish and Christian communities alike have
regarded a particular passage.

Similar considerations pertain to new religious movements such as
Heaven’s Gate. Like the early Christians, they devised their own distinctive
meanings of sacred texts. There is therefore limited force in countercult cri-
tiques that seek to demonstrate the ways in which such movements do violence
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to the meaning of scripture. The meaning of scripture is the meaning for them,
and whether this is congruent with the text’s original meaning is often a matter
of little concern.

Finally, what is to be gained by analyzing Heaven’s Gate’s teachings in
terms of postmodernity? Most obviously, any theoretical model facilitates ex-
planation of a set of ideas and events rather than simply “telling the story.”
More specifically, such analysis helps us to identify a number of societal factors
that were at work in the Heaven’s Gate phenomenon: apocalyptic ideas, at-
tempted separation from the world, and fragmentary knowledge of philosophy,
religion, and space science. To the vast majority of people who remained out-
side the Heaven’s Gate movement, it is not obvious how significant numbers
of people could be persuaded to follow two leaders who used silly names, who
claimed to be the unique fulfilments of biblical prophecy, and who had super-
ficial knowledge of the subject areas relevant to their teachings. The analysis I
have offered, I hope, helps to demonstrate how an intellectual climate of su-
perficiality and fragmentary knowledge helps to make this possible, and how
a group’s attempt to find life’s purpose entails seeking a “meaning for them”
in a religious text, rather than a more overarching comprehensive historical
meaning of the kind found within academia, from which Applewhite had long
since been excluded.
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The Raëlian Movement:
Concocting Controversy,
Seeking Social Legitimacy

Susan Palmer

The Raëlian movement appears to be the largest and fastest-growing
UFO religion of the decade, reaching up to sixty thousand members—
according to their own statistics released in January 2003—after the
“baby Eve” cloning controversy had subsided. And it is controversial,
like many other successful, evangelistic, apocalyptic new religions.
But on closer examination, the source of the notoriety appears to be
in their policies regarding the media. Since the early 1990s, the
Raëlians have launched a series of publicity campaigns that were de-
signed to shock, titillate, and capture the media’s imagination.

What are the characteristics of new religions that tend to pro-
voke conflict and controversy? The most common complaints
against “cults” are that they split up families, they are closed com-
munities, they drain members’ financial resources, they deprive
members of medical care and chidren of a broad education, and, fi-
nally, they sexually maniplate and exploit their members.

Many new religions invite conflict with members’ families, al-
most inevitably, as a by-product of their “defamilialization” processes
(Bromley and Shupe 1981). But the Raëlian Movement (unlike the
early Children of God, Unification movement, and ISKCON) is not
“world rejecting” (Wallis 1984) and does not offer a communal way
of life. It even offers courses to assist members to plan their careers,
higher education, and worldly success. Raëlian membership fees are
minimal ($150 in Canada), their two-week summer camp is inex-
pensive, and the 11 percent tithing is suggested rather than en-
forced. Many new religious movements provoke controversy through



372 susan palmer

refusing medicine or surgery (like Christian Scientists), but the Raëlians opt
for modern medicine—indeed they might appear overly enthusiastic in prais-
ing science’s utopian potential and the promise of human immortality through
cloning. Raëlians do not set up parochial schools or practice homeschool-
ing; indeed, parenthood is not encouraged, and the children of Raëlians are
encouraged to explore other religious traditions before making their own
choice.

Although the Raëlians’ stance on “free love” and public nudity have gen-
erated some excitement in the press, this cannot compare with the punitive
backlash against other new religious movements that espouse open sexuality.
The Children of God/the Family were the target of a series of raids on their
international colonies in the 1970s and 1980s, partly due to their missionary
strategy of “flirty fishing” that was often mistaken for a prostitution racket, and
partly as the result of their prophet, Father David’s antinomian stance on chil-
dren’s sexuality (Melton 1994). Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh (dubbed the “sex
guru”) presided over an ashram in Poona, India, where avant-garde cathartic
therapy groups encouraged group sex and cathartic self expression of erotic
and aggressive impulses that led to broken bones and allegations of public
orgies and rape (Belfrage 1981). The Raëlians’ free sexual expression has, thus
far, evoked a public reaction of amused tolerance rather than outrage—except
in France, where many of “les sectes” have become the targets of rumors and
unfounded allegations of pedophilia since the 1996 Guyard Report (Introvigne
2001).

The Raëlians’ strategy for gaining social acceptance and free publicity
might be compared to that of the infamous Church of Satan, which rose rapidly
to prominence by the early 1970s, as their prophet, Anton Szandor LaVey,
“seized opportunities for publicity” (Lewis 2002: 214)—publicity that relied on
his theatrical sense (wearing devil costumes) and shock value (preaching an-
tinomian values). The result of this was that Anton LaVey became an American
icon, a pop culture hero, who appeared in the film Rosemary’s Baby, and whose
photograph still appears in tabloid stories on devil worship.

Paradoxically, it is through stirring up, then carefully monitoring a mild
level of cultural conflict that the Raëlian movement has won a measure of
public tolerance and acceptance. Raël, with his samurai topknot and white
padded suit, is well on his way to becoming an international celebrity due to
his controversial stance on cloning.

Raël’s climb from charismatic prophet toward pop idol was achieved
through periodic press conferences, where the Raëlian stance on a public is-
sues such as deforestation, vote for minors, condom machines in Catholic
High schools, anticlericalism, genetically modified foods, and nuclear testing
would be voiced. After the controversy died down, spin-off articles would ap-
pear on Raël’s clothes, Raëlian women’s sexy Raëlian fashion, and on Raël’s
futuristic theme park, UFOland.
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figure 17.1. Publicity shot of Raël,
founder of the Raëlian movement.

This chapter will demonstrate how the Raëlian movement (in my view, a
harmless new religious movement with “deviant” beliefs that are no more or
less irrational than those of mainstream religions) “inoculates” the public by
feeding them selective doses of entertaining weirdness and mild controversy,
in order to promote a greater familiarity with and tolerance of Raëlian beliefs—
and, it is so hoped, to win a place in the public realm. In this way, the Raëlians
are prudently working to forestall the kind of massive allergic reaction against
unconventional religions that is currently sweeping through France, China,
and Eastern Europe (Baubérot 2001).

Brief Overview of the Raëlian Movement

Raël, born Claude Vorilhon in 1946 in Vichy, France, was a race-car driver and
journalist before founding the Raëlian movement in 1973. The movement be-
gan after Raël’s encounter with extraterrestrials during a walking tour of the
Clermont-Ferrand volcanic mountains in France. These beings, whom Raël
describes in his book Space Aliens Took Me to Their Planet, entrusted him with
a message for humanity. This message concerns our true identity: we were
“implanted” on earth by a team of extraterrestrial scientists, the “Elohim,” who
created us from their own DNA in laboratories. Raël’s mission is to warn
humankind that since 1945 and Hiroshima, we have entered the Age of Apoc-
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alypse, in which we have the choice of destroying ourselves with nuclear weap-
ons or making the leap into planetary consciousness.

Denying the existence of God and the soul, Raël presents as the only hope
of immortality a regeneration through science, and to this end members par-
ticipate in four annual festivals so that the Elohim can fly overhead and register
the Raëlians’ DNA codes on their machines. This initiation ritual, called “the
transmission of the cellular plan,” promises a kind of immortality through
cloning. New initiates sign a contract that permits a mortician to cut out a piece
of bone in their forehead (the “third eye”) after they die, and mail it packed in
ice to Raël, who in turn relays it to the Elohim.

Members are encouraged through summer courses to achieve worldly suc-
cess in their careers, to have better health through avoiding all recreational
drugs and stimulants, and to enlarge their capacity to experience pleasure,
which, Raël claims, will strengthen their immune system and enhance their
intelligence and telepathic abilities. Raël advises Raëlians not to marry or ex-
acerbate the planetary overpopulation problem, but to commune with the won-
der of the universe by exploring their sexuality. To this end, Raëlians participate
annually in the Sensual Meditation Seminar in a rural setting that features
fasting, nudity, and sensory deprivation/awareness exercises and sexual exper-
imentation, the ultimate goal being to experience “cosmic orgasm.”

Getting Attention

A study of Raëlian history reveals a pageant of colorful controversies. These
include the Masturbation Conference, their funeral practice of “lifting the fron-
tal bone,” “Operation Condom,” and the Jews’ response to their swastika me-
dallion.

Most of these controversies seem to be deliberately provoked, and might
be analyzed as practice drills in the Raëlians’ twenty-five-year apprenticeship
in riding the media. They have succeeded to a remarkable degree in reeling in
journalists to attend their provocative press conferences, and in shaping the
substance of news reports concerning the “UFO cult.” With their Boxing Day
2002 announcement of Clonaid’s (the Raëlians’ cloning company) successful
production of a cloned baby, they demonstrated their ability to coopt the organs
of the international mass media to broadcast their own, quintessentially reli-
gious message.

Raël’s taste for media attention is no mere narcissistic indulgence. It is
simply the most efficient way to spread the “Message” given to him by an
extraterrestrial named YAHWH, that fateful day in 1973 when he was climbing
the volcanic mountain range of Clermont-Ferrand in central France. On De-
cember 13, 1973, a twenty-seven-year-old sports journalist, Claude Vorilhlon,
claimed he was dubbed Raël by the Elohim, and was given a mandate as the
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extraterrestrials’ chosen prophet to inform humanity about its origins and the
loving presence of “Our Creators.”

Raël commenced to establish his movement by publicizing his book, Le
livre qui dit la verité (1974), in which he describes his first encounter of the
third kind, and offers a “scientific” interpretation of the Bible, with an urgent
warning concerning humanity’s potential to destroy life on this planet through
the misuse of science by building nuclear weapons. He was interviewed by
Jacque Chancel on his popular talk show, and after that Raël was besieged by
journalists. Raël gave his first lecture at the Salle de Pleyel in September 1974,
then in November rented a larger hall to seat one thousand. Raël first set up
what Saliba (1995) terms a “platform society” called MADECH. Its stated mis-
sion was to demystify and demythologize the world’s religions and to “spiri-
tualize” science—without lapsing into “occultism or the pseudo-sciences” (Ter-
russe and Richard 1994: 39–40). By 1976, Raël had dissolved MADECH, and
from its ashes a new religious movement arose. The International Raëlian
Movement depended upon the authority of Raël, the “the Guide of Guides,”
who presided over a six-level pyramid of Guides. The Bishop and Priest Guides
were empowered to perform initiations and publically represent the Raëlian
movement, and under them were the Animators, Assistant Animators, and
Propationers, who worked on a voluntary basis to set up meetings, organize
lectures and social events, to sell Raël’s books, and generally promote the “mes-
sage.”

The first deliberate strategy to manipulate the media was Planetary Week,
held for the first time in April 1992. As a Guide explained to me, “we are
planning a global action calculated to attract media attention, and demonstrate
to the public what Raëlians believe and stand for.” One of their first actions
elicited strong media support—Operation Condom. This project was launched
in December 1992 to protest against the Montreal Catholic School Commis-
sion’s decision to veto the proposal to install condom machines in their high
schools. A pink van dubbed the “condom-mobile,” painted with UFOs, swas-
tikas, and condoms toured Quebec and Ontario, stopping outside Catholic high
schools during their lunch recess (Casgrain 1992). White-garbed, long-haired
Guides, wearing their medallions of a swastika inside the star of David, leaped
out and handed out free condoms; they distributed ten thousand condoms and
pink buttons with the slogan, “Oui aux condoms a l’école” to the bemused
high school students. “The Elohim don’t want you to die!” the Guides told
them. “They want you to live for ever! They created us to have pleasure!” The
project was directed by a transexual Raëlian Guide who explained to the press
that he/she was protesting the “ostrich-like stance” of the Montreal Catholic
School Commission, and quoted daunting statistics concerning teenage preg-
nancies and sexually transmitted diseases in Quebec.

The next media blitz was in response to the July 7, 1993, Masturbation
Conference. This event was the brain child of Raëlian bishop Daniel Chabot,
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Ph.D., a psychology professor at a Montreal college. “Oui à la masturbation”
buttons were handed out during the Montreal Jazz Festival to attract an audi-
ence, and the keynote speaker was the famous California feminist postmod-
ernist pornographer-photographer Betty Dobson, who gave a lecture titled “Sex
for One” and showed her film of overweight ladies masturbating therapeuti-
cally in a circle. Raël gave a rousing speech on the importance of self-love, and
Chabot spoke about the psychological and health benefits of masturbation,
expounding a neurophysiological theory about how pleasure stimulates the
growth of new brain cells, leading to increased intelligence and spiritual aware-
ness. The religious subtext of this event was that the Elohim created humans
to enjoy pleasure without guilt. (One Guide, in reponse to my query, “why
masturbation?” claimed that even Jesus himself preached masturbation. When
I asked, “where . . . in the Bible?” he quoted Jesus’s commandment, “Love thy
neighbor as thyself.”)

This conference sparked some negative news reports criticizing the Raë-
lians for luring innocent youth into their “esotique-erotiqur” sect, and Dr. Dan-
iel Chabot became embroiled in a long-drawn-out lawsuit with the Corporation
Professionnelle des Psychologues du Quebec who held a deontologie enquiry
to determine whether Chabot was using his professional status to attract con-
verts to his “secte” (La Presse, July 9, 1993: 4). Chabot retaliated by suing the
corporation, and sent out a letter to all the psychologists in Quebec protesting
the director’s statement to the press that “Chabot was contaminated by his
religious beliefs” (La Presse September 7, 1993: A4). Chabot lost his case, but
proceeded to charge the corporation with violation of human rights.

Antisect Persecution in France

The Canadian and U.S. media have consistently tended to portray the Raëlians
as harmless, good-looking eccentrics—or, at worst, as gullible nitwits. Raël,
who recently only grants interviews to journalists who address him as “His
Holiness,” has become a media star, a celebrity, although he has been the target
of the usual aspersions cast against “cult leaders.” In France, however, the
Raëlians have experienced serious opposition. Their playful experiments have
been met with draconian responses of social control, including police raids,
arrests, and lawsuits.

The first rumbling of controversy was over the “geniocracy.” In Raël’s 1977
book, La geniocratie, he lays out the political system on which the Elohim’s
utopia is based, which he observed on October 7, 1975. He claims the Elohim
invited him aboard their spaceship and flew him to their planet for a brief tour.
There he was introduced to a “geniocracy” of intelligent scientists and creative
artists, who were awarded political leadership on the basis of intelligence test
results.
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This was more than a mere utopian fantasy; it became an urgent political
movement. When Raël returned to earth, he called for support from his fol-
lowers to “participate in the creation of a worldwide political party advocating
humanitarianism and geniocracy, as they are described in the first message of
the Elohim, and you will support its candidates. Only via geniocracy can hu-
manity move forward into the golden age” (1998: 85–104).

In 1978, the Raëlians held a press conference to announce the creation of
a new political party, “le mouvement pour la geniocratie mondiale.” Three
candidates were presented for the legislature, and in March 1978 they managed
to vote in a Raëlian named Marcel Terrusse as city councillor in the town of
Sarlat. While Raël was on tour in December 1977, the gendarmes searched his
house and seized his files. Some of the top Guides’ homes were also raided,
and several Raëlian Guides were arrested and held for questioning (Terrusse
and Richard 1994: 53). It seems that the combination of a swastika symbol
(which by error was printed backward, thus conforming to the Nazi symbol on
one of their posters) and the geniocracy, interpreted as a “fascist” political
platform, evoked this extreme reaction from law enforcement.

Raël’s reaction to society’s hostile overreaction was both rational and pru-
dent. He ordered his followers to abandon the pursuit of geniocracy, explaining
that “we must chose between spreading the message and the Geniocracy. We
are not ready to fight on two fronts. . . . [At any rate] thus far we lack a tool to
measure the intelligence of an individual” (Terrusse and Richard 1994: 56).

In 1992 Raël and his Guides responded to the mounting anticult pressure
in France, headed by the powerful anticult organization l’Association de De-
fense de la Famille et de l’Individu (ADFI), by adopting a defensive course.
This involved suing the media for libel, public protest marches, and finally, the
founding of FIREPHIM (Federation Internationale des Religions et Philoso-
phies Minoritaires). FIREPHIM’s aim was to protect the rights of religious,
philosophical, sexual, and racial minorities (Vorilhon 1992).

FIREPHIM was the direct outcome of the assassination of a fellow French
contactee named Jean Migueres. Migueres was the author of several popular
books on extraterrestrials and near death experiences (NDEs), and had been
brutally gunned down in the street by his father-in-law (Auque 2001). Raël,
although he disagreed with Migueres’s ideas on extraterrestrials, upheld his
freedom of speech, and urged his followers to sign a form protesting the French
government’s granting of financial support to anticult groups that promote
hatred toward religious minorities. He wrote a book denouncing the French
government’s support of anticult organizations, Le racisme religieux financé par
le gouvernement socialiste (1992), and simultaneously founded FIREPHIM.

On March 29, 1992, FIREPHIM staged a week-long demonstration
against the Montreal anticult center Info-Cult, carrying placards proclaiming
“NO TO (anti-secte) RACISM!” and “Protect the Rights of Religious Minori-
ties!” They stood outside the office of Info-cult, denouncing it in their inter-
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views with journalists as “an antireligious criminal organization.”1 They did
this in response to Info-Cult’s published expose of Raël’s “fascist” ideas on
government, which warned the public about Raël’s geniocracy as representing
“a serious threat to democracy” (Casgrain 1992).

Raëlians joined in these publicity-seeking events initially as fun social gath-
erings, but they were soon confronted with a serious controversy: the Chris-
tophe Dechavannes affair.

In October 1992, Raël became the victim of ambush journalism when he
appeared on a popular live talk show (Terrusse and Richard 1994: 152). Chris-
tophe Dechavannes, the host of “Ciel mon Mardi” put Raël on a panel of
guests that included a priest, a psychologist, and a social worker. All expressed
their disapproval of Raël’s liberal views on sexuality and family. Then a sur-
prise guest came on; an ex-Raëlian named Jean Parraga, who launched into a
diatribe against Raël, accusing him of breaking up his family, brainwashing
his wife, and incarcerating his little daughters at the Raëlian summer camp.
Parraga projected an image of a respectable, concerned family man to the tele-
vision audience, and his criminal record for smuggling stolen cars stuffed
with hashish across the Algiers border was not mentioned. Similarly, his as-
sassination attempt on Raël and his kidnapping of his daughters were not
brought up.

It was quite clear whose side Dechavannes was on. As the result of this
defamatory broadcast, Raël received hate mail and death threats, and found it
expedient to move to Quebec and apply for Canadian citizenship. Raëlians
protested this shabby treatment of their Beloved Prophet by flooding the TV
station with letters demanding an apology and the right of reponse. Dechav-
annes countered by charging Raël with “incitement to violence.” Raël agreed
to ask his members to stop sending letters but demanded a public apology,
and the two parties agreed to drop the feud. Parraga went on to found an
anticult movement and raised funds for it by operating a prostitution ring on
the Franco-Spanish border during the Olympic Games. He was arrested for
“aggravated procurement” and received a five-year prison sentence.

The Dechavannes show precipitated a series of articles in the French media
alleging that Raël preached pedophilia. In an article, “La curieuse leçon des
petits hommes verts” [The curious lesson of little green men] that appeared in
the Montreal newspaper Le Devoir (July 12, 1993), the journalist Stephane Bail-
largeon wrote that the Raëlians “defend pedophilic opinions” and that “certain
old Raëliens accuse the guru of liking very young girls a little too much,” and
recommended that the Quebec government set up an investigation into the
Raëlian movement. When Raël wrote a letter of protest clarifying his position,
Le Devoir refused to publish it. Raël then launched a legal action for defamation
and publishing “lying, malicious, injurious, and calumnious remarks” (Deci-
sion, Dossier 95–05–23, Roland, The Canadian Raelian Movement versus Bailar-
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geon). After some negotiation, the newspaper published Raël’s letter (Le Devoir
September 7, 1994: A7), which states that the rumor is an ignominious defa-
mation, and that Raël and the Raëlian movement “have always condemned
pedophilia and promoted respect for laws that justly forbid the practices that
are always the fault of unbalanced individuals.”

It has become customary for the French media to refer to prophets of new
religious movements as “pedophiles,” and Raëlians have been often labeled
“pedophiles” in spite of the absence of children at their gatherings and lack of
evidence that their sexual practices include anyone besides consenting adults.
The French anticult organization, ADFI, rooted out one Raëlian member out
of sixty thousand with a troubled history of pedophile allegations, and relayed
that information to the press, thereby stimulating a rash of Raëlians-as-
pedophiles stories. As a response to this unfair stigmatization, the Raëlians
adopted a proactive stance, and founded NOPEDO, an organization dedicated
to educating parents on the dangers of pedophilia.

NOPEDO stirred up controversy in July 2001 by handing out flyers on the
street in Italy and Switzerland warning parents of the dangers of pedophile
Catholic priests in the confession boxes, claiming that one hundred priests in
France alone had been already convicted of child molestation. When I inter-
viewed a Raëlian Guide in Paris, he explained their strategy as follows: “We’re
not pedophiles, and were sick of being called that. So we want to make people
aware of the double standard.” The International Raelian Movement was
promptly sued for libel by the Vicariat Episcopal of Geneva.

Today, in spite of the fact that only two Raëlians out of fifty-five-odd thou-
sand members have been convicted—not of rape, but of inappropriate touch-
ing of a minor—the Raëlian movement in French-speaking Europe has,
through the “rumor effect,” gathered infamy as a dangerous sect that preaches
and promotes sex with minors.2 This has had a devastating impact on the lives
of many Raëlians. Several have lost their children in custody battles. Two Raë-
lian bishops who offer sales personnel training workshops in France had their
contracts cancelled. A Raëlian ophthamologist at a hospital in Roanne, France,
held a three-week public fast in September 1992 to protest being fired, stripped
of his title as “chef de service.” He was reinstated after attracting considerable
publicity, with the help of fellow Raëlians (Terrusse and Richard 1994: 160).
Raëlian bishop and director of the Clonaid Company, Dr. Brigitte Boissellier,
was fired from her job as the director of a research project for a French chemical
company, Air Liquide, in 1997, after she “came out” as a Raëlian on the media
supporting human cloning. She also lost the custody of her youngest child
when her ex-husband sued successfully for sole custody and restricted visita-
tion due to her involvement in a “dangerous sect” (interview with Boissellier
at UFOland, Quebec, July 1998).
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Stirring up Controversy

Although it is fair to state that the Raëlians are innocent victims of anticult
forces in France, it is also true that they deliberately stir up controversial sit-
uations in Canada. Their periodic attacks on the Catholic Church are a good
example of this.

The Raëlians’ recurring anti-Catholic campaigns are one of its puzzling
features. These actions would appear on the surface to contradict Raël’s mes-
sage of universal tolerance and “respecting differences”—racial, religious, cul-
tural, and so on. But the Raëlians’ anticlerical, pope-bashing crusades are, from
their perspective, a necessary step toward correcting the message of Jesus (who,
like Raël, was the son of an extraterrestrial) and toward realizing their mille-
narian goal. In Raël’s, view, the Catholic Church has failed and has no reason
to exist any longer, for it has failed to spread Jesus’ message and prepare for
the Age of Apocalypse. “Yes to Jesus, No to the Catholic Church” is a Raëlian
motto, and Raël proposes that the Vatican be forced to compensate the de-
scendants of Huguenots and Muslims in Jerusalem, whose property was “il-
legally seized.” Raëlian Guides were dispatched to Rome to collect signatures
on the street for their petitions to dissolve Vatican City and take back the land
and all the wealth of St Peter’s for the Italian people.

During the first week of October 2002, the Raëlians stood outside Quebec
high schools handing out crosses to the students, inviting them to attend a
cross-burning party in Jeanne Mance Park. The students were also given letters
of apostasy to sign and send in to the Catholic Church renouncing their bap-
tisms. The Quebec Assembly of Bishops accused them of “incitement to ha-
tred.” Several school boards tried to ban the Raëlians from “consorting with
students” (The Gazette, October 2002: A6). Apostasy marches were staged in
Quebec in the spring of 2002 to encourage Catholics to formally defect from
their religion. The Catholic Church in Quebec has thus far received over five
thousand letters proclaiming the “act of apostasy,” whereby former Catholics
renounce their baptism and proclaim their new allegiance to Raël and the
extraterrestrials.

Raël’s bishops demand that equal respect be paid to Raël as to the pope
or the Dalai Lama, so in January 2003, shortly after the cloned baby announce-
ment, journalists who wished to interview Raël were told that they must bow
in his presence and address him as “His Holiness” (personal communication).

The Struggle to Control the Media

Although the Raëlians invite the media to cover their controversial antics, at
the same time they demand respect. There is always a Guide in charge of
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collecting media reports on Raël and his religion, and of sending out “right of
response” letters demanding apologies and corrections. Before 1992, most
news reports were tongue-in-cheek, or even favorable, but since then anticult
organizations have influenced the media’s portraits of Raël so that he conforms
to the stereotypical model of the “cult leader” who is a sexual libertine enjoying
a luxurious life at the expense of his followers’ pocketbooks. To illustrate the
anticult movement’s stranglehold over the media, I have found that since the
December 2002 announcement of Baby Eve, four journalists have phoned me
and asked if I think Raël fits the same psychological profile as Jim Jones and
David Koresh, and if there is any chance the Raëlians might be planning a
mass suicide.3

The Raëlian movement has pursued a litigious strategy of aggressive self-
defence towards the more stigmatizing news reports written by irreponsible
journalists. As a Raëlians’ lawyer explained, “We are on our guard when we
see journalists . . . we sue them because we demand respect . . . we are not con
artists or nutcases” (personal communication).

Paul Toutant, a Radio Canada journalist, was sued for suggesting on his
December 12, 1979, report that Raël was motivated by greed, and that dona-
tions toward the embassy for the Elohim that Raël is trying to establish were
lining his pocket. Referring derisively to Raël’s prediction of the aliens’ arrival,
Toutant hoped Raël would have enough time to spend his ill-gotten gains.”
When the case was tried in the Superior Court, Judge Jean Provost stated that
Tournant’s report that Raëlians contributed over a million dollars a year was
accurate, but that did not give him the right to conclude that Raël pocketed the
proceeds. Another libel suit was slapped on a publishing company, Spiromedia
(associated with a Catholic countercult group), for publishing articles with titles
like Une escroquerie financière (A financial scam). When journalist Jean-Luc
Mongrain attacked the Raëlians on his program on Tele-Metropole in early
December 1993, FIREPHIM responding by sending seventy Raëlians to the
station to stage a protest demonstration (Journal Vedettes 9 [November/Decem-
ber 1993]:1).

Around the New Year of 2003, Raël’s bittersweet love affair with the media
came to a climax with Clonaid’s dramatic announcement of the first human
clone. (Clonaid is inspired by Raël but is not a formal part of the Raëlian
religion.) This was a tense moment with high stakes. If “Baby Eve” proved to
be an authentic clone, the Raëlians would gain social prestige associated with
a major scientific breakthrough. But success could also render Raël and Clon-
aid’s staff vulnerable to litigation, religious persecution, and terrorist acts per-
petrated by outraged fundamentalists. And if Baby Eve proved to be a hoax—
a preemptive scoop and bid for fame to one-up rivals in the cloning race—the
Raëlians risked public exposure as perpetrators of a worldwide hoax that could
damage their future relations with journalists and scientists.
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Moderate Controversy—the Recipe for Success

Five cloned babies later, no testing had been arranged. The media has reached
a consensus that the whole announcement had been, as Dr. Michael Guillen
(former science editor of ABC News who had agreed to oversee the testing)
put it, “an elaborate hoax . . . to bring publicity to the Raëlian Movement.” But
the movement gained free advertising on an international scale. As Raël said
at the subsequent January 2003 meeting, “It’s done. I’ve informed the entire
planet of the message.” The Raëlians’ membership suddenly jumped from
fifty-five to sixty thousand.

The Raëlian movement’s conspicuous success in terms of growing mem-
bership and survival into the future appears likely at present, at least according
to the eight conditions for the success of a new religious movement proposed
by Rodney Stark (1987). Stark bases his criteria for success on his study of the
Mormons, who were a small, persecuted minority in the nineteenth century,
but who evolved into a large, international congreation that is still denounced
as heretical, but is firmly established as a respectable minority church in most
countries. The Raëlian movement satisfies seven out of eight of Stark’s con-
ditions, and Stark claims that if a new religious movement exhibits only five
or more, its success is probably assured. The most significant condition for
our purposes is that of “medium tension.” Stark claims that a high level of
tension between an new religious movement and society tends to invite re-
pression and stigmatization, and can result in the destruction of that religion
(as, for example, David Koresh’s Branch Davidians in Waco in 1993). Low
tension, on the other hand, tends to result in members’ attrition and secular-
ization, as seen in Christian Science. The International Raëlian Movement, as
their history of controversy indicates, has managed to maintain a delicate bal-
ance between deviance and conformity, conflict with their host society and
accommodation or deescalation of conflict (see Palmer, 1998). Some of their
actions seem designed to provoke and shock, but others are calculated to ap-
pease and please. Their history shows a gradual movement toward social re-
spectability and accommodation. Their Apocalypse magazine, for example, no
longer features nudity in its photographs. The swastika medallion has been
watered down to resemble a daisy. Children are not permitted to enter the
Sensual Meditation of the camp areas, so as to avoid allegations of indecent
exposure or child molestation. Raël urges members to obey the local laws of
whatever country they live in.

So today Raël has achieved what every “cult leader” aspires to: some mea-
sure of social recognition, if not respect. Despite society’s overwhelming prej-
udice against new, upstart prophets, and a strong anticult agenda in his native
land, Raël has spoken before the U.S. Senate, he has rubbed shoulders with
some of the world’s top scientists in the field of genetics, and has shaken hands
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with the president of Zimbabwe. He has appeared on television countless
times, and granted interviews to the world’s most prestigious newspapers and
magazines. His career reveals a steady and gradual escalation in his charis-
matic role. Claude Vorilhon started out as just another French contactee in the
UFOlogical milieu, from the public’s point of view, but his followers believed
his claim that the Elohim had made him their prophet, indeed “the last
prophet” in the “Age of Apocalypse.” He later reveled himself to be a space
traveler and a messiah (begat by a father who came from the sky). Today Raël
demands the respect awarded to a world spiritual leader who must be ad-
dressed as “Your Holiness.”

It is not unusual for the prophet-founders of new religions to be sur-
rounded by a congregation of tens, even hundreds of thousands of adoring
followers—and yet find themselves demonized in the media, and ostracized
and often persecuted by the larger society. L. Ron Hubbard, Reverend Sun
Myung Moon, Moses David, and Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh are examples of
this paradox. The public’s awareness and almost exclusive source of informa-
tion on these religious innovators has been through the media, its stigmatizing
news reports and hostile deviance labeling (“cult,” “sect,” “brainwashed,”
“mind control”)—words that indicate journalists’ heavy reliance on the anticult
movement.

Raël has managed to overcome this hurdle by bearding the lion in his den,
so to speak. Instead of waiting until journalists noticed his burgeoning new
religion and wrote the usual snide cult stories on the wealthy leader, the gullible
brainwashed zombies, rumors of sexual and financial abuse, and the kinky,
kooky beliefs, Raël invited them to press conferences that highlighted an issue
or a controversial stance. The news stories that emerged would then would be
about the weird cult that was saying or doing something interesting and rele-
vant, not just about the weird cult that was perceived as potentially dangerous
because it happened to be a “UFO cult” like Heaven’s Gate.

Despite their efforts to provoke and generate controversy, the Raëlian
Movement’s conflict with society has remained at a low level. Raël responds
in a prudent fashion to signs of escalating hostility. For example, at the time
of this writing, he is publicly distancing himself from Clonaid’s enterprise, and
claims he never personally viewed the cloned baby. Despite the failure of Baby
Eve to materialize in the public realm, Raël is forging ahead. He has instructed
Dr. Boisselier to build a “babytron”—a machine in which the cloned babies
might be placed in order to undergo accelerated growth. Thus, Raël continues
to pursue his religious quest for immortality.

notes

1. “Info-Secte n’a pas sa place dans une societé démocratique, disent raëliens et
scientologistes,” La Presse, April 14, 1993: 4.
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2. Oddly enough, Raël’s own marriage to a sixteen-year-old, which began as a
courtship while she was still fifteen, has received no comment in the press.

3. Since the mass suicide-homicides of the Ordre du Temple solaire in October
1993, the climate of religious tolerance in France has plummeted. The French media
receive faxes relating the lastest secte scandal daily from the countercult agancy ADFI,
and relies almost exclusively on anticult sources. Dissenting, more tolerant opinions
regarding new religions are not heard in the public forum, and the degree of persecu-
tion leveled against religious minorities appears astonishing to North Americans ac-
customed to the assumptions regarding religious freedom and toleration that are built
into our Constitution.
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White Racist Religions in the
United States: From Christian
Identity to Wolf Age Pagans

Mattias Gardell

Among the controversial new religions transforming the spiritual
landscape of the United States are white racist religions, which re-
cruit adherents from the “white power milieu.”1 White religious ra-
cism is not a unified creed but a heterogeneous category that com-
prises many different congregations and philosophies, ranging from
racist recasts of Christianity to a plethora of racist pagan, occult fas-
cist, and Satanist constructs. Racist interpretations of religion are
obviously not unique to white Americans but may be found among
Americans of every “race”—as evidenced, for example, by the in-
roads made by black nationalist Islam among African Americans
(Gardell 1996). Neither are racist readings of religions new, as evi-
denced by the contribution of theological reflection to the invention
of race and racism in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and
the utilization of biblical arguments to legitimize slavery and white
world supremacy.

To a certain extent, the white racist religions presented in this
essay represent a continuation of religious racist thought from the
past, cultivating the legacies of racist Christianity in antebellum
America and racist pagan/occult protofascist philosophy prevalent in
the national romantic völkisch culture of continental Europe at the
turn of the last century. What makes these belief systems “contro-
versial” is linked to the gradual reevaluation of racism in main-
stream America. Once considered a divinely created order of nature
confirmed by science, racism is today cast in the garbage dump of
obsolete ideas, at least publicly. Whereas a white religious racist in
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pre-Brown America could come across as a “good citizen,” today he would be
seen as a social villain. Along with the process by which racism was challenged
as a constitutionally protected pillar of American society, white racist attitudes
toward the federal government to be transformed from the “patriotic” celebra-
tion of “hundred percent Americanism” of the classical Ku Klux Klan to the
present-day declaration of war against an American administration seen as a
primary enemy of the white man. From this shift stem occasional outbursts
of violent words and deeds that contribute toward making many if not all of
these racist religious groups qualify as controversial or even criminal in the
public eye.

The racist religions presented here fall into three main categories: racist
Christianity, religious national socialism, and racist paganism. To a certain
extent, their emergence reflects a gradual radicalization of white-racist thought
in the United States. As they are all linked with the formation of a white-power
underground culture, a brief introduction to this milieu will set the stage for
the subsequent discussion of the three categories of white racist religious
thought.

White Power

Coined in 1966 by George Lincoln Rockwell, founder of the American Nazi
Party and chairman of now defunct World Union of National Socialists, the
concept of White Power was formulated in response to the black civil rights
movement’s fight to end racial segregation, and in the face of more radical
demands for Black Power (coined by Adam Clayton Powell and popularized
by H. Rap Brown earlier the same year).2 With the concept of White Power,
Rockwell initiated a national socialist shift away from the narrow Aryan/Ger-
manic ultranationalist position of Hitler toward the inclusive pan-Aryan-race
nationalist perspective that informs much of the current white-racist culture.
At the time, Rockwell’s willingness to include non-Nordic people such as Poles,
Russians, Greeks, Turks, Spaniards, and Italians as white provoked ideological
resentment from both Hitlerite Nordic purists and believers in the legacy of
Anglo-Saxon supremacy that long had dominated the alchemy of race and
nation in American society. Informed by the then culminating process to con-
struct a monolithic white race—whereby the previously distinct Nordic, Alpine,
Mediterranean, and such “races” metamorphosed into a plethora of different
“ethnics”—to secure white power over black people in American society, Rock-
well’s thinking was in line with the times and his position would eventually
secure the largest following.

At its heart, invoking the concept of white power involves a notion of
powerlessness, of having been deprived of an exalted position conceived of as
a birthright privilege. Issued at the height of the conflict over racial segregation,
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Rockwell’s call for white power came at a time when white racists felt their
claims of supremacy threatened but not yet lost. Although he called himself a
revolutionary, Rockwell insisted on loyalty to the Constitution and the laws of
the United States and believed that the imagined Jewish conspiracy for world
dominion could be halted, as it was not yet complete. None of Rockwell’s
organizational efforts achieved any resemblance of importance before his as-
sassination in 1967. The significance of Rockwell lies rather in the legacy he
bequeathed the white-racist scene, for which the concept of white power be-
came a unifying tool in the decades to come.

As the 1960s gave way to the 1970s, racial desegregation became more of
a reality than a threat, and mainstream American society turned decisively
toward a multicultural conception of the American nation. National liberation
movements all over Africa and Asia successfully braved the colonial world
order and a series of new states achieved independence. Racism gradually lost
its adequacy as a mode of social classification and was seriously challenged in
science, education, religion, politics, sports, media, and culture. Organized
white-racist opposition to this overall process grew increasingly more radical,
desperate, and fragmented after each defeat. How could white racism, long
thought of as mandated by God and the laws of nature, now suddenly be
stigmatized as false and unwanted?

Cast into a state of confusion, white-racist ideologues developed various
conspiracy theories alleging that an evil cabal of racial enemies, often though
not exclusively known under the acronym ZOG (Zionist occupational govern-
ment) had usurped the power of the U.S. administration and all the govern-
ments of the “once white world.” This perspective involves the elevation of
Jews as an omnipotent body of malicious power, a key component in the con-
spiracy for world dominion that may also include assorted others such as bank-
ers, plutocrats, aliens, or the illuminati. The cabal is typically thought to have
masterminded a plan to eliminate the one force with innate qualities strong
enough to thwart their scheme: the freedom-loving white race. Pushing racial
equality, multiculturalism, immigration, and relocation of industries from
“white” nations to nonwhite countries, the imagined cabal is alleged to be
trying to blend all the cultures of the world into one, soulless, mongrel race of
easily manipulated and exchangeable units of production. The white man is
accordingly believed to be a rapidly diminishing minority at the brink of ex-
termination. White power activists see themselves as the “last resort” of a righ-
teous resistance. The brave heroes who dare to resist ZOG rule risk being
assassinated or unjustly thrown away in the “federal dungeons.” With a logic
that might seem bizarre from the perspective of an African, Asian, or Latin
American, white racists have hereby come to adopt an underdog position from
which their call for white power assumes a revolutionary dimension in the
mental universe of Aryan activists.

Emerging in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the ZOG theory gained
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ground following the dismantling of the Soviet Union, whereby communism
disappeared as a distracting foe to the radical right, home to many—but far
from all—white-power activists. The radicalization of the white-racist scene in
the United States involved a dismissal of the traditional far right as CRAP
(Christian Rightwing American Patriots), a phrase coined by Odinist white-
power ideologue David Lane, imprisoned member of the notorious guerrilla
group Brüders Schweigen (known as the Order after the fictional group featured
in the best-selling race-war novel Turner Diaries by the late William Pierce).
Claiming that the traditional far right has been blinded by their patriotism to
swear allegiance with an administration controlled by racial enemies, the CRAP
stance involves two important aspects of the current white-power scene.

First, the declaration of war against the federal government established a
link between the U.S. scene and European fascism, which has been anti-
American since the U.S. intervention in the Second World War, thus facilitating
the construction of a global white-power culture. Second, it demonstrates the
distinction between, as white-power activists put it, the “right wing” and the
“white wing.” White-power ideologies typically feature anticapitalist as well as
anticommunist sentiments, not infrequently presenting their alternative as the
“third position,” reflected in the slogan “neither left, nor right, but forward.”
Politically, white power ideologues adopt elements from both the right and the
left. Hailing god, nation, patriarchy, heterosexuality, social Darwinism, and
anti-egalitarianism, white power activists may also address white-working-class
issues and environmental concerns, and may want society to provide for the
elderly poor and single mothers as practical points derived from their ideals of
racial solidarity. They may want to curtail corporate power and reorganize pro-
duction to serve the interest of the people (that is, the Aryan Folk) rather than
the (Jewish) plutocrats. This populist blend of rightist and leftist themes is
characteristic of the political dimension of most white race–nationalist creeds
presented below.

The related factors of a generational shift, the rise of the white-power mu-
sic industry, and the revolution of communication technology accompanied
the radicalization of the white-power scene. The past two decades have wit-
nessed the influx of a new generation of racist activists into a scene that had
begun to look like a home for retired people. Defined by its lyrics, white-power
music covers a wide range of genres, including ska, oi, noise, hatecore, metal,
and folk. Transnational since its inception in the late 1970s and early 1980s,
white-power music is today a global industry with several hundred contributing
acts from all continents, and has become a prime recruitment tool that has
also proved financially profitable. Across the world, white-racist concerts or-
ganized on April 20 (Hitler’s birthday), August 17 (death of Rudolf Hess), or
December 8 (Day of Martyrs) function as revivalist white-power meetings, with
the musicians acting as high priests who invite born-again Aryans to accept
the transformative truth of white power.
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White-power music fanzines, such as Resistance, Nordland, or Blood &
Honor blend reviews of white-power bands with ideological articles and carry
advertisements from white-power record labels. Former Ku Klux Klan leader
Louis Beam pioneered white-power cyber activism, and in 1984 constructed
the Aryan Nations Liberty Net, which linked a dozen computerized white-racist
information bases to facilitate communication exchange. With the first white-
power Web site Stormfront (launched in 1996 by former Imperial Wizard Don
Black), white-power cyber activism exploded with several hundred white-power
Web sites, electronic newsletters, e-zines, dating pages, and chat groups. A
main avenue of white-power ideology production and dissemination, the In-
ternet offers even the loneliest white-racist believer a sense of belonging to a
worldwide web of white-power activism.

Although there are women activists and a few female organizations and
auxiliaries, the white-power scene is predominantly populated by white males.
Through race-war novels, white-power music, and the art of white power, a
romanticized warrior ideal is created that is frequently added to the construc-
tion of an Aryan male identity. Knightly values such as courage, strength, hon-
esty, honor, and valiance are hailed as primary Aryan virtues. The white woman
is presented as an endangered species, a shining jewel of pristine cleanliness
surrounded by dribbling perverts at a sinking island in an ocean of filth, setting
the stage for the Noble Aryan Warrior to come to her rescue. Frequently illus-
trated with medieval knights and raging Vikings, Aryan revolutionary tabloids,
Web pages, and white-power CDs feature a bombastic language more suited
to heroic legends of the past than contemporary politics. Aryan activism pro-
vides its adherents with an opportunity to be part of a grand narrative by which
they can rise above the trivialities of the everyday commoner and emerge in
shining armor at the battleground for the final conflict, lifting their swords for
race, nation, blood, and honor.

A class analysis of the U.S. scene shows that the majority of white-power
activists come from families where the father had been a military officer,
farmer, small businessman, policeman, lower-white-collar or skilled worker.
Activists typically see themselves as descended from those who “built this coun-
try” and thus entitled to certain “birth-right privileges” now being “negated.”
Surprising to those accustomed to the “white trash” thesis, this well matches
the constituency mobilized by the German National Socialist Party in the
1930s. The popular stereotype of the barely literate white-power activist does
not match the U.S. scene, in which the level of education is slightly above
average. Moreover, the milieu hails the ideals of classic Western learning, and
most groups expect the members to increase their learning by studying classic
philosophers and ideologues, ranging from Nietzsche to Hitler.

The white-power scene revolves around a mythic notion of racial rebirth,
typically specifying rejuvenation through violence as the route of redemption.
Transcending national borders, music and electronic communication have fa-
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cilitated a global flow of ideas, engaging racist radicals across the world in a
vision of a future in which race will define nation. Meaning rendered according
to context, the notion of white power has divided the scene in two distinct,
albeit not necessarily exclusive, orientations: a narrower ultranationalist project
to cleanse an already defined white American nation state of all who are con-
sidered aliens, and a more ambitious race-nationalist object that transcends
existing national borders, aiming at establishing a transatlantic or even global
“white homeland.” The mythic core of white-power ideologies may also lend
itself to religious interpretations. The mushrooming alternative religions com-
peting for the souls of Aryan activists reflect a final important feature of the
current white-power scene: its high level of infighting and fragmentation. Scat-
tered into literally hundreds of mainly dysfunctional and microscopic parties,
congregations, secret societies, and armed cells that form and dissolve with
astonishing speed, the Aryan “resistance” is anything but united and spends
more time attacking each other than the perceived “racial enemies.” This fur-
ther underscores the importance of the concept of white power as a core con-
cept that enables an otherwise fundamentally factious world to take on a re-
semblance of unity by offering a symbol vague enough for every believer.
Revolving around the notion of white power is the plethora of white-racist
religions to which we now turn our attention.

Christian Identity: The Gospel of Aryan Israel

Christian Identity is a racist recasting of British-Israelism, a lay school of the-
ology that identified the peoples of northern Europe with the lost tribes of
Israel. Introduced into the United States at the turn of the century, British-
Israelism resonated with the Puritan legacy that identified America as the New
Israel to which Providence had brought the chosen through an Exodus from
European bondage. Substituting analogy with biology, British-Israelism carried
the argument further by insisting on a genealogical identity with the Chosen
People. A creed of Anglo-Saxon-Nordic supremacy, American British-Israelism
attracted laymen with anti-Semitic and pronational socialist leanings and began
transforming into Christian Identity, as detailed by Barkun (1997). During the
1970s, Identity contributed to the radicalization of the white-racist under-
ground as key Identity preachers came to occupy leadership positions in Ku
Klux Klan organizations (Rich 1988).

Far from being a cohesive creed, Identity is highly fragmented theologically
and organizationally. At present, there are about forty “open” Identity minis-
tries, the majority of which are primarily “cassette ministries,” which spread
the gospel of the Aryan Christ by mail order sales of audio- and videocassettes,
Bible study material, talk radio, and the Internet. Believers are not necessarily
members of an Identity congregation, but may form Bible study groups that
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convene in the readers’ homes. Reflecting their Israeli identity, families may
name their children Seth, Elisheba, Levi, Rebekah, Melchizedek, or Sarai, and
adopt Israeli surnames, such as Weisman or Neuman. To distance themselves
from corrupted Judeo-Christianity, believers prefer the ancient Israeli YHWH
or Yahweh for God and Yahshua or Yahweh-Yahshua for Jesus. Many observe
the Sabbath, celebrate Passover and Purim, follow the dietary laws of Deuter-
onomy and Leviticus, and practice male circumcision to symbolize the Cove-
nant. Given the anti-Semitic attitude typical of the white-power scene, this may
be a source of confusion. Not every Aryan warrior understands or appreciates
the activities of a “Mission to Israel,” a white-racist church, or an “Army of
Israel,” a racist-skinhead tribe. Estimates of the combined membership vary
considerably, but it is thought to be less than one hundred thousand, a number
Barkun (1997: viii) suspects could be reduced by half. Peaking in the 1980s,
Identity now seems on the decline. Although some white-power bands refer
to Identity themes, and Identity summer camps may still attract hundreds of
youth, Identity has the ring of an old man’s religion about it.

Christian Identity is best understood as an umbrella concept for a wide
variety of different theologies. Ministries and laymen differ considerably in
matters of dogma and religious observance. During the 1980s and 1990s, a
series of violent events brought Identity to public attention with chilling reports
of fortified compounds, armed underground activities, and leaders paying
homage to Jesus and Hitler. This contributed to the crystallization of two major
Identity Christian “schools,” here termed hard-core and soft Identity. Major dif-
ferences involve conflicting notions of how to understand Counterfeit Israel
(the Jews), Aryan Israel’s relation to Gentile races, national socialism, and apoc-
alyptic expectations. In the 1990s, influential ministers of the soft school began
to distance themselves from the hard core by rejecting the Identity label in
favor of nonstigmatized terms like Kingdom Israel or Covenant People. Al-
though there are still areas of crossovers, polarization is likely to continue and
may result in two separate religions of Aryan Israel.

At the core of Identity is the belief that only whites are descendants of
Adam. In Genesis 2:5–7, God contemplated his creation. As there was no man
to till the ground, God created Adam out of dust, gave him the “breath of life;
and man became a living soul.” Correctly translated, Adam means “White
Man,” according to Identity Christians, citing as evidence Adam’s derivative
meaning to “show blood in the face.” “The colored races, not having been
endowed with God’s Spirit, have no abstract sense of right or wrong,” Identity
minister Thomas O’Brien (n.d.: 7) claims, “and consequently are never em-
barrassed.” Similarly, Jack Mohr, a seminal producer of anti-Semitic ideology,
(interview 1997) emphasizes the innate spiritual and moral superiority of the
white man. God “placed His law in our heart,” thereby making Aryan man the
holy people of God.

This notion forms the basis of a racial gnosis in the Ariosophic undercur-
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rent of Christian Identity. Gary Yarbrough—an imprisoned Identity Christian
member of the Aryan guerilla band “the Order”—asserts (interview 1997) that
there “is a spark of life, divine life, in the DNA” of Aryan man. A united race
equals a unified God-force, known as the Second Coming of Christ. Aryan
man is accordingly “holy,” that is, “set apart” as the embodiment of God, his
body being a container for the spark of divinity. As the “Temple of God,” Aryan
man must be separate from the contaminating influences of Babylon. Above
all, the God within must be protected from the bodily fluids of other races.
The divine spark cannot be corrupted, Yarbrough explains. If a white
“becoming-God” takes a nonwhite partner, the offspring will not be half God,
half beast. The divine spark dies if it comes in contact with the impure genes
of nonwhite “mud races,” making biracial love the highest of capital crimes.

Nondivine races divide into two categories: the pre-Adamic “colored” races
and the post-Adamic “serpent” race. The thought that there existed humans
on earth prior to Adam and Eve is not novel to Identity but has been part of
Christian speculation since at least the seventeenth century. If Genesis is to
be believed, how else could one explain the wife Cain married when he dwelt
in the land of Nod, east of Eden? At the bottom ladder of pre-Adamic races is
the black “servant race.” Hard-core Identity members identify blacks with the
beasts of Genesis 1:24–25, where God “made the beast of the earth after his
kind, and the cattle after their kind,” prior to making man in his image. “The
Adamic Race is to have dominion over every form of life previously created,”
O’Brien comments. “This includes not only the four-legged beasts, but the
two-legged as well. The negro is merely an articulate member of this beast
creation.” According to Richard G. Butler (interview 1996), pastor in the hard-
core Church of Jesus Christ, Christian/Aryan Nations, the subhuman black
race has been the “white man’s burden.” “God put His [white] people here to
bring light to the world. We taught the blacks everything they know. We gave
them clothes and shoes and some education. It didn’t come out of them—it
came from us. We trained that animal, and learned that animal to do certain
things; it’s like, you can take a monkey and train it to ride a bicycle, same thing
with negroes. So, as for the black man, whatever he can do, a white man has
taught him. Take football and basketball; they didn’t invent it, they didn’t think
out the rules for it, whites did. They’ve been trained to play it to entertain us.
We are the light of the earth.”

Inferior by nature, pre-Adamic people cannot, Identity doctrine claims,
challenge white world dominion. The formidable enemy entered the scene
after Adam: the Jews. Hard-core Identity believes that Satan literally seduced
Eve, who fathered his evil son Cain, progenitor of the Jewish race. Earth was
thenceforth populated by two ontologically distinct “seedlines,” the divine Ar-
yan race and the diabolic Jewish race. The two-seedline theory was in different
versions developed by first-generation Identity theologians Wesley Swift, Con-
rad Gaard, William Potter Gale, and Bertrand Comparet. In its mild version
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(reminiscent of nineteenth-century racist theologian Charles Carroll), Gaard
and Comparet suggest that a pre-Adamic man had seduced Eve. The Original
Sin, therefore, was miscegenation, transgressing God’s order of creation that
every living thing should only be with its own kind. Eve bore the bastard Cain
who, after slaying his half-brother, the racially pure Abel, continued the evil
pattern of miscegenation by marrying a pre-Adamic wife. The original sin
became part of the genetic makeup of all subsequent descendants, the mon-
grelized Jewish race, constantly defiling the purity of the original classificatory
order.

In its stronger version, the seducer is the Devil himself. Gale and Swift
introduced Gnostic visions of preexisting good and evil beings, and made the
earthly racial battle key to a larger intergalactic space war. Swift taught that the
divine white race is of God’s own household, “His Elohim, which is plural for
God.” This explains the Lord’s words in Psalms 82:6: “Ye are gods; and all of
you are children of the most High.” Originally, the white race was a race of
“celestial beings” who assisted God in his creation, when a fleet of space ships
piloted by Lucifer and his demons attacked. Returning fire, the Space Aryans
won the battle, and surviving demons sought refuge on earth. Lucifer, with his
“fallen angels” and demonic soldiers, now roamed among the earth’s inhabi-
tants. The “dark and curly-headed [demonic race that] we call Negroes today
. . . came in with the warring ships and the fallen angels whom they served,”
Swift explains, and “started to mix races.” The second extraterrestrial race was
the fallen Luciferian Angels who by race mixing produced a race of pure evil,
the Jews. To combat the evil mongrels, God provided carnal hues to his divine
warrior race. He commanded Adam and Eve not to eat from the “racial tree”
of good and evil. “You can’t touch that one,” Swift explains. “You are not to
mongrelize. You are to maintain a holy seed.” Satan now seduces Eve and
fathers an evil son. Accordingly, when Cain killed Abel it was not fratricide but
the first attempt of the devil’s spawn to exterminate the children of god. World
history has since been an escalating race war.

Swift’s view of Jews as the mongrelized offspring of Satan and Eve became
part of standard doctrine to hard-core Identity. The influential American In-
stitute of Theology (AIT) points to John 8:44, where Jesus charges his Jewish
adversaries, “ye are of your father the devil.” “In this,” AIT explains matter-of-
factly, “He was simply stating a biological fact with scientific precision and
identifying the persons with this ancestry.” Aryan Israel disregarded the wis-
dom of Jesus, which left the House of God in peril. “He told us to arm ourselves
(Luke 22:36) and utterly destroy that evil serpent race (Luke 19:27),” said Pastor
Mark Thomas (then head of the Christian Posse Comitatus of Pennsylvania).
“We failed to obey His commandment and we now serve the jews [sic] as their
slaves” (Thomas internet 1996a). The evil seed may temporarily rule the earth,
but the Aryan Christ did not die in vain. “Christ, Who was God Incarnate was
perfected along with the rest of the Adamic race by His crucifixion,” Thomas
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explains (ibid.). “God lives with us and our entire race is one living organism,
the body of Almighty.” This balances the fact that “Satan became a man.”
Whites are “locked in mortal combat with his children who are incarnate
among us. They are found among the jews as the progeny of Cain” (Thomas
1996b). Hailed as the “greatest White man to stand on this earth since Jesus
Christ,” Adolf Hitler serves as a role model instilling a sense of duty in the
Aryan warrior-gods (Thomas 1996c). “We are born to throw down this wicked
murdering system of jew-inspired globalism,” Thomas exclaimed (1996d). “Do
not speak with me of building the Kingdom of God on any other foundation
than the blood-soaked ashes of Babylon!”

Linked with the Aryan Nations, the ministry of Mark Thomas was char-
acterized by a repeated call to arms. “White man, this is your final call; there
is nowhere else to run or hide. Either fight or prepare to turn your daughters
over to the mongrelized descendants of dusky two-legged beasts. The choice
is yours” (Thomas 1996e). Inspired by the inflammatory rhetoric of Thomas,
Peter K. Langan and Richard Lee Guthrie, Jr., in 1993 established the Aryan
Revolutionary Army (ARA). Modeled on the Order, ARA built a war chest in a
series of twenty-two robberies in the Midwest. “Our basic goal,” the hooded
commander said in an ARA recruitment video, “is to set up an Aryan republic.”
When police in 1996 made a deal with an ARA turncoat, the guerrilla group
was finally apprehended. When in Babylonian custody, Mark Thomas lost his
bravery. He turned against his Aryan brethren and disappeared into the Pro-
tected Witness Program.

Soft Identity rejects the seedline theory as “unbiblical” in favor of alter-
native theories, suggesting that Jewish people descend from the biblical char-
acters Esau and Edom and/or from the historical Khazars. In Genesis, God
informs Rebekah that she would give birth to two nations that would fight each
other, adding that He would elevate the younger Jacob (Israel) over Esau. Iden-
tity explains Esau’s degradation by his desire for women of other races. God
therefore hated Esau and his mongrel offspring called Edom. When God exalts
Jacob to be Israel, Esau desires to kill his brother, an obsession supposedly
inherited by his offspring. Esau means red, which to Identity believers links
Edom with Communism, Babylon, and the Antichrist. This school of thought
emphasizes the biblical promise that the enemies of Aryan Israel will be ex-
terminated at the Day of the Lord, citing Obadiah 18: “and there shall not be
any remaining of the house of Esau.” The resemblance to the Final Solution
has not been lost to Identity. Weisman observes that the Bible “actually proph-
esies the genocide of Esau-Edom!” To Charles Weisman (1991: 115–117), this
explains the Jewish concern with the Holocaust. “It is because in God’s Script
for the world, the Jews are scheduled to be exterminated, and that impending
reality is why they are so paranoid about ‘genocide.’ ”

The Khazars once populated the steppes between the Black and Caspian
Sea, north of the Caucasus Mountains. Squeezed between the Byzantine
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Empire and the Umayyad Caliphate, the Khazar ruler reportedly converted to
Judaism about the middle of the eighth century. With the thirteenth century
Mongol invasion, the Khazar Empire declined, and the history of the Khazars
was lost in obscurity. In the nineteenth century, scholars of philology and an-
thropology suggested that Ashkenazi Jewry were largely of Khazar ancestry, an
idea seized upon in British-Israelite circles. By the turn of the century, the
theory was adopted by nativist Anglo-Americans who called for immigration
restriction. The theory circulated in the Ku Klux Klan, featured in the writings
of Lothrop Stoddard and Wilmot Robertson, and was readily embraced by Iden-
tity activists. In 1976, the Jewish novelist Arthur Koestler published The Thir-
teenth Tribe, a work received with enthusiasm by Identity people. Koestler
claims that a substantial number of Eastern Jewry are of Khazar-Turkish rather
than Semitic origin. “If so, this would mean that their ancestors came not from
the Jordan but from the Volga, not from the Canaan but from the Caucasus
. . . and that genetically they are more closely related to the Hun, Uigur and
Magyar tribes than to the seed of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” (Koestler 1976:
17). Koestler (223) argues that Israel’s right to exist is not based on the “hy-
pothetical origins of the Jewish people” or “on the mythological covenant of
Abraham with God,” but rather on international law, that is, on the United
Nations decision of 1947. This secular argument was lost completely to Identity
ideologues, who triumphantly declared that “counterfeit Israel” had been ex-
posed by one of their own. “The Jews have never been part of Israel,” Pastor
Butler asserted (interview 1996). “The Jew Koestler [admits that they] are tribes
from central Russia, the Khazar kingdom” who are “trying to say that they are
the Chosen People but the Bible says we are the Chosen.”

Christian Identity preachers generally adopt an underdog perspective alien
to their British-Israelite predecessors, who saw the British Empire as confir-
mation of their claim of being the Chosen People. A century later, colonialism
was gone and the interpretation of global politics reversed. “It is important to
understand that Satan has dominion over this world,” an Identity Bible course
informs its students. All the once-white nations suffer under the yoke of the
Jew World Order. The root of it all, Identity teaches, is spiritual corruption.
Challenged by the Aryan Christ, the Jews engaged in a conspiracy to turn the
racial gospel into degenerated Judeo-Christianity which, Thomas claims, has
“been the ruin of every civilization that has adopted it.” It teaches that God
loves all of humanity and hates discrimination, when God in fact is a racist
and discrimination the bedrock of divine Law. “One of the greatest mistakes
made by the Third Reich was the burning of only the synagogues,” Thomas
concludes (1996b). “How utterly tragic because this mistake cost Germany
and our entire race the war; [Hitler] should have . . . leveled every church in
Germany.”

The global reign of Antichrist is a sign of the end of time. Identity has no
equivalent to the rapture doctrine of evangelical Christianity in which God will
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provide a heavenly refuge to spare the righteous. Identity believers instead
pattern their understanding of the approaching Armageddon on the Old Tes-
tament, where God descends to command his people in earthly warfare. “The
ideal government of the world is God’s government with Christ as the King,”
Klan leader and hard-core Identity believer John Baumgardner explains (inter-
view 1996). “And I think that God uses His people to accomplish that. He has
historically used His people to overthrow governments. And so we’re entering
this so-called Messianic Age. We’re not going to be pulled off into the sky and
saved from a world of destruction; we’re gonna see an apocalyptic change on
this planet, the dawn of God’s government. It’s gonna be a total war, a revo-
lutionary war, and [Israelis] gonna have to fight! We need people to be preparing
for guerrilla war, we need terrorists, we need that, because a system that breeds
violence, practices violence, only understands violence.”

Identity generally sees American history as reflecting the stories of the
Bible. In Joshua, God intervenes to command the army of Israel in taking
possession of the Holy Land, ransacking thirty-two cities and wiping out its
inhabitants. Joshua “left none remaining, but utterly destroyed all that
breathed, as the Lord God of Israel commanded.” According to Baumgardner,
this history was repeated when God ordained Aryan man to establish the New
Israel in North America. “God said to Israel: ‘Go in and kill every human being
and then possess the land.’ And we did. We obtained this land by divine con-
quest. This land does not belong to the Indians. This land was given to us.”
In return, Israel was to remain pure of foreign influences or suffer the wrath
of God. “The Bible teaches us that when we bring strangers and aliens into
our land, people of other religions who worship other gods, we begin to take
their gods as our own,” Baumgardner said. “We, who are part of Israel, are
punished today for that very reason, the same reason that ancient Israel was
punished! We haven’t learned yet.”

In 1990, hardcore Identity ideologue Richard Kelly Hoskins suggested that
individual zealots could atone for Israel’s transgressions by assassinating ho-
mosexuals, interracial couples, and prostitutes. Hoskins believed they belonged
to an underground tradition of racial purists, the Phinehas Priesthood, tracing
its history back into antiquity. In Numbers 25, God finds Israeli men engaged
in miscegenation with Moab women and is ready to consume them when
Phinehas dashes into the tent and throws his javelin through the transgressors’
bodies. Pleased, God announces, “Phinehas hath turned my wrath away from
the children of Israel” and bestows “Phinehas” and “his seed” a “covenant of
an everlasting priesthood because he was zealous.” During the 1990s, individ-
ual hard-core activists embraced Hoskin’s fantasy. Self-proclaimed Phinehas
Priest Walther E. Thody was sentenced to life and 125 years for twenty robberies
in 1990–91 made to finance a squad of Identity assassins; in 1993, Paul Hill
wrote an article advocating Phinehas actions and proved himself by assassi-
nating doctor John B. Britton outside his Florida abortion clinic; Charles Bar-
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bee, Robert Berry, and Jay Merrell were convicted for a 1996 Spokane bank
robbery where they left a letter signed with the Phineas Priesthood symbol.

Horrified that racist vigilantes with “as much spiritual insight as the length
of their bullets” would justify “unlawful deeds” with reference to the God of
Christian Israel, Ted R. Weiland of the soft Identity project Mission to Israel
launched a campaign of correction. Weiland argued that it is impossible for
anyone to prove a Phinehas ancestry. There is no biblical sanction for the
thought that a “Phinehas act” qualifies a man for the priesthood, and nowhere
does God authorize vigilantism. “The Phinehas priesthood,” Weiland con-
cludes (interview 1999), “essentially are ‘Phinehas hoods’ because they them-
selves are in contradiction to the laws of Yahweh. They’re looking for a quick
fix, but there are no shortcuts, and there are no Phinehas priests.” Divided
over the Phinehas Priesthood concept, hard-core and soft Identity also part
ways concerning the approaching apocalypse. While believing that “God’s law
require us to be armed,” Weiland dismisses the notion that God commands
Israel to launch guerrilla warfare at this point in time. “I know that some people
believe that that’s the only thing left, an armed revolution, but right now it is
naı̈ve to believe that we can win this battle with arms. It’s nowhere close to
that.”

Hard-core militancy has occasionally manifested in establishments of
armed communal settlements. In 1976, Covenant, Sword, and Arm of the Lord
(CSA) founder “King” James Ellison set up the paramilitary commune
Zarephath-Horeb at a 224-acre-tract in the Ozark wilderness in northern Ar-
kansas. Ellison believed that Aryan Israel literally was a divine race predestined
to inherit the earth. “As Sons of God,” a CSA 1982 article exclaimed, “we shall
drive out those tenants who now occupy our possession and shall therefore
rule our enemies under our footstool.” Convinced that “Jesus is building an
army which shall show forth the Arm of the Lord, bringing judgment against
the enemies of God,” Ellison organized paramilitary training and prepared to
advance into enemy territory. “Warfare is in the genes of every true son of
God,” CSA declared (1982b). The CSA commune became a refuge for racist
activists. In return for funding received by the Order, it provided shelter for
the likes of wanted David Tate and Richard Snell, but would not stand the test
when challenged by federal authorities. Surrounded by the ATF in 1985, the
CSA gave up without resistance. Ellison was sentenced to twenty years and
would then appear as a government witness in the Fort Smith sedition trial in
exchange for a sentence reduction.

The failure of high-profile Christian Identity leaders to show up and to
take action would contribute to the fading image of Aryan Christ in the white-
power culture. By and large the religious dimension of revolutionary white
racism in the 1980s, Identity was soon challenged by alternative white racist
creeds. In the 1980s, Richard G. Butler, pastor of the Church of Jesus Christ,
Christian, could summon several hundreds of Aryan leaders and activists of
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different streams at his yearly Aryan World Congresses at the Aryan Nations’
Hayden Lake headquarters. In the mid-1990s, Aryan Nations remained, per-
haps, an important symbol of white power, but was in practical respects a star
of the past. By then, no armed guards regularly patrolled Aryan Nations prop-
erty. Few would dare the hazardous climb up the crumbling watchtower. No
electricity charged the fencing wire; the church badly needed repainting, and
the “Whites Only” sign was askew. Butler continued to host Aryan World and
Youth Congresses, but fewer showed up since white power activists had come
to see Aryan Nations meetings as an infiltrators’ haven, and believed the build-
ings to be jammed with bugs and hidden video cameras.

By 1998, conditions had deteriorated to such a point that local youth found
pleasure in embarrassing the Aryan world headquarters by sneaking into the
property to spray-paint buildings or steal the Aryan Nations’ banner. Infuriated,
Butler ordered heightened security, a move that contributed to his final down-
fall when his guards mistook a passing mother and son for intruders. After a
two-mile car chase with blazing guns, the guards shot out a tire and forced the
chased car into a ditch. Interrupted by approaching neighbors, the Aryan
Nations guards made a Hitler salute and took off. Represented by Morris
Dees’s Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), the mother and son were awarded
6.3 million dollars in damages by a civil court jury in 2000. Vincent Bertollini
of the hard-core eleventh Hour Ministry provided Butler with a new residence,
but the Aryan Nations headquarters was gone. On September 27, 2001, Pastor
Ray Redfearin of Ohio was named Butler’s successor and Aryan Nations na-
tional director. Pastor August B. Kreis III, formerly of the Sheriff ’s Posse Com-
itatus, was named new Aryan Nations minister of information. The future will
see the extent to which they manage to revive the Aryan Nations which for all
practical purposes was long since dead when the SPLC closed down its Hayden
Lake headquarters.

Religious National Socialism

The national socialist project revolves around a palingenetic myth of racial
rebirth and renewal. The German National Socialist revolution aimed at rid-
ding society of parliamentary democracy, liberal humanism, capitalist econ-
omy, and communist class struggle, which were all considered antithetical to
the interest of the organic race. Purified by a baptism of fire, the German Eagle
would emerge from the smoldering ruins to usher in a millenarian New Order
and a New Man. Attracted to this myth were different ideologues and groups
with divergent views concerning what exactly this dream was supposed to mean
and how it translated into political practice. A significant tendency saw national
socialism as essentially a spiritual project, a perspective represented in the
National Socialist leadership by Heinrich Himmler, Rudolf Hess, and Alfred
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Rosenberg. While Hitler accepted the support of esoteric societies in his
bid for power, he remained largely indifferent to the project of Aryan self-
theomorphosis, finding the loyal soldier more useful than the wandering mys-
tic (Goodrick-Clarke 1992). This religious interpretation of the national social-
ist project also found its way to the United States. The Aryan Christ addressed
in Rosenberg’s ariosophic Christianity would inspire hard-core Identity and
the pagan beat of Himmler’s occult National Socialism came to influence racist
heathens. A third category interprets the millenarian New Order and the legacy
of Hitler in spiritual terms that are neither Christian nor pagan. This category
may be further subdivided into two major tendencies. The first looks to Hitler
as a divine messenger or savior, while the second takes a nondeist or even
atheist path and celebrates the white race itself with religious zeal.

A religious dimension was already present with Rockwell, who claimed to
have received a calling from Adolf Hitler and kept a Hitler shrine at American
Nazi Party headquarters. His rival James H. Madole, eccentric leader of the
(now defunct) National Renaissance Party, interpreted national socialism from
the perspective of theosophy and the occult. Insisting that America is the “New
Atlantis” and the “cradle of a new God-like race,” Madole (1977) developed
contacts with Satanists, warlocks, witches, and esoterics, but received far fewer
sympathizers than sensationalist media coverage. Following the 1967 assassi-
nation of Rockwell, his successor Matt Koehl would rework the classical vehicle
for American National Socialism into a new religion, stressing that “all the
problems we face here in North America today are fundamentally spiritual in
origin.” Shortly before his death, Koehl (1985a) claimed, Hitler declared that
national socialism as a political phenomenon was over, but thought it could
“be resurrected as a religious Movement.” Koehl now realized why the Amer-
ican Nazi Party had completely failed to reach the masses. “A movement which
bore an essentially religious mission could not successfully pursue a political
program.” In 1983, Koehl remade Rockwell’s party into a “holy” New Order,
conceived of as a “community of faith” and a “spiritual SS” (Koehl, 1982).
Hitler “came to offer hope and salvation for an entire race,” Koehl (1985b)
claims. “Adolf Hitler was a gift of Almighty Providence. And in rejecting him,
we rejected God himself,” Koehl stated, pushing a Hitler–Jesus analogy. “Adolf
Hitler came into the world in human form. He was born, and he died. He gave
his very life in a supreme act of devotion of sacrifice” (Koehl 1985c). Rejecting
the “escape legend,” popular among contemporary Nazis, that tells of Hitler’s
post-1945 adventures and present whereabouts, Koehl insists that Hitler did
die on May 8, 1945, the “Good Friday” of religious National Socialism. “And
we all know what comes after Good Friday.” “Just before His immolation,”
Koehl jubilantly declares, “the Leader uttered these fateful words: ‘It is neces-
sary that I should die for my people; but my Spirit will rise from the grave,
and the world will know that I was right.’ The cycle of life and death was to be
perfected through His reappearance on Earth—not in flesh and blood, but in
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spirit: His immortal spirit.” Yes, “our immortal Leader,” Adolf Hitler, “has risen
from the grave. He lives! We sense it; we recognize it. . . . This is the spiritual
dynamic of our time; this is the good news of the age” (Koehl, 1985d). The
New Order itself seems, however, less dynamic and has remained a quite min-
iscule effort.

Among Rockwell’s associates was Savitri Devi (born Maximiani Portas in
1907), whose Hindu-Aryan esoteric Hitlerism has made an increasing impact
in the worlds of occult national socialism and New Age spirituality since the
1970s (Goodrick-Clarke 1998). Impressed by the Hindu caste system that she
interpreted as based on racial hierarchy, Devi concluded that modern Hindu-
ism was the only living Aryan heritage. During a spiritual quest in the 1930s,
she converted, married the pronational socialist Brahmin Asit Krishna Mu-
kherji, and became instrumental in the construction of a pro-German Hindu
nationalism. Following the war, Savitri Devi proceeded with an international
national socialist career, cofounding the World Union of National Socialism in
1962 and becoming a widely read spokeswoman for esoteric Hitlerism. Upon
her death in 1984, Devi’s portrait was decked with Hitler’s funeral sash and
her ashes placed besides Rockwell’s and the eternal flame of National Socialism
in the sanctuary housed by the above-mentioned New Order in Arlington,
Virginia.

Based in part on Hindu cosmology and concepts, Devi’s occult National
Socialism is outlined in a series of books, chief of which is The Lightning and
the Sun (1958). Hindu cosmology operates with the concept of time moving in
eternal cycles of birth, death, and renewal. Puranic Hinduism divides cosmic
time into four yugas (eras). Life commences in a stage of perfection in Satya
or Krita yuga and progress through Treta and Dvapara yuga, eras of diminish-
ing enlightenment and duration, ending in Kali Yuga, a miserable era of ne-
gated enlightenment that ends with a cleansing apocalypse and the birth of a
new golden age. During the turning wheels of cosmic history, the divine de-
scends into the world in various avatars or incarnations, either in superhuman,
human, or animal form. In Vaishnava Hindu literature (the Epics and the
Vishnu Puranas), the transcendent Lord Vishnu descends as an avatar ten
times in the successive forms of a fish, tortoise, boar, man-lion, dwarf, Rama-
with-an-axe, Rama, Krishna, Buddha, and Kalki. Vishnu enters Kali Yuga twice,
in its beginning as the redeeming Lord Krishna and in its ending as Kalki, the
fiery sword-wielding Destroyer, cleansing the world to usher in Satya Yuga. To
Savitri Devi, this was the proper context to fully appreciate the nature of na-
tional socialism and Adolf Hitler.

Devi proceeds by developing a distinction between three types of uniquely
gifted historical actors, representing three different responses to the bondage
of time most of mankind might dimly feel but unconditionally submits to:
Men in Time, Men above Time, and Men against Time. Men in Time embody
the characteristics of their age. In the dark age of Kali Yuga, Men in Time
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(exemplified by Gengis Khan and Stalin) are possessed by the destructive forces
of Nature, remorselessly exacted to further goals of self-gratification and en-
richment, and represent the “lightning” in the title of her work. The enlight-
ened Men above Time sense the Reality beyond Time and embody ideals of
the golden age, but their message can only be received according to the im-
perfections of the time they are presented in. Representing the “sun” of her
theory, these men are exemplified by Buddha, Akhnaton, and Jesus Christ.
Men against Time partake in both the lightning and the sun by ruthlessly
employing all the destructive forces of Kali Yuga to further the realization of
the golden age ideals they are animated by. To Savitri Devi, “Adolf Hitler is a
typical Man against Time” (Devi 1958: 256). He was possessed by Cosmic
Truth, the national socialist ideal of the Golden Age, and was prepared to make
brutal force to forward the reestablishment of society in harmony with cosmic
Order. Hitler was to Savitri Devi an avatar of Vishnu, coming like Krishna in
Kali Yuga to pave the way for the last incarnation, Kalki, the Destroyer. She
believes that Hitler probably was aware of his incarnate divinity, but claims
that he was of too benign a character, had too many “sun” qualities, to make
use of all the destructive Dark Age forces. Referring to a 1928 statement by
Hitler, “I am not he, but while nobody comes forward to prepare for him, I do
so,” Savitri Devi comforts her fellow believers that the last avatar of Vishnu is
bound to come. He will incarnate as Kalki, and completely destroy the Jewish
Dark Age regime to restore the golden age of true cosmic National Socialism
(Devi 1958: 417ff.).

Among those inspired by Devi’s esoteric Hitlerism is Miguel Serrano, one
of the most important occult fascists in the Latin-speaking world. Serrano con-
strued an occult ariosophy outlined in several works, including a trilogy on
esoteric Hitlerism and the hermetic Nos: Book of the Resurrection. A gifted
writer, Serrano outlines an epic hierohistory of a scale comparable to Blavatsky
or Tolkien that has made an inroad among esoterics and fantasy lovers outside
the world of ariosophic national socialism. In the white-power culture proper,
Serrano has inspired numerous race mystics, an impact bound to expand as
his main works are now being translated by Katja Lane, founding member of
the Wotansvolk project. In line with classic ariosophic speculation, Serrano
expounds the polar myth of Aryan origin (Godwin 1996). According to Ser-
rano, the divine Aryan race has an extraterrestrial origin in the spiritual Hy-
perborean civilization in times immemorial. Entering a holy war against Yah-
weh, the evil demiurge that rules this material planet, the divine Aryans created
a Second Hyperborean civilization, Asgård or Ultima Thule at the North Pole.
During the golden age, Satya Yuga, the ancestral Aesir began to spiritualize
the earth and developed consciousness-raising techniques by which man could
ascend into divinity. Descending cosmic time cycles, the fall of a giant comet
and mongrelization between the divine Aryans and the carnal races of the
demiurge caused the downfall of the aboriginal Hyperborean civilization. Some
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immortal Ariosophic masters relocated to Agartha, the legendary subterranean
city somewhere in the Himalayas, while others eventually found the north and
south polar entrances to the Inner Earth. Adolf Hitler is thought to be simul-
taneously a personification of the Wotan archetype in the Aryan racial uncon-
scious and an avatar of Vishnu (also identified as Wotan) who came at the end
of the present Kali Yuga to usher in a new golden age.

A believer in the escape legend, Serrano claims that Hitler left Berlin in a
German flying saucer to a secret National Socialist base in Antarctica. Even-
tually, Hitler transferred to the super-Aryan civilization inside the Hollow Earth
from where he leads the Esoteric War that has followed the end of the Exoteric
War. Serrano is consciously ambiguous concerning the nature of the Inner
Earth, which need not necessarily be a physical location but is described as
simultaneously a subterranean and an extraterranean realm, a paradise land
that is no longer and yet exists as “the inner earth, the Other Earth, the counter-
earth, the astral earth, to which one passes as it were with a ‘click,’ a bilocation,
or trilocation of space” (Serrano 1984a). Based on a complex series of micro-
macrocosmic correspondences, Aryan man can make his contribution to this
Esoteric War by adding the strength of a self-realized Nietzschean übermensch
to the cosmic will to power. By using ancient Aryan Yoga techniques, he might
reawaken Kundalini, the astral fire sleeping at the base of the spinal chain of
runic chakras, and progressively raise his consciousness, ascending into divin-
ity. This path is exclusive to Aryans of unmixed lineage, as undefiled blood is
a condensation of the Green Ray, the light of the Black Sun, and carries mem-
ories of the Hyperborean race. The advanced Aryan yogi might thus reach a
point at which he goes through the mystical death and “clicks” into the Hy-
perborean dimension parallel to ours. The occult national socialist quest of
Miguel Serrano and Savitri Devi, with its reference to Arthurian mysteries, lost
worlds, tantric techniques, and esoteric lore, would during the 1990s attract a
growing audience in the ariosophic undercurrent of white-power believers, not
least among those inspired by pagan, occult, or New Age philosophies.

However, not all religious national socialists would appreciate the esoter-
icism of Devi and Serrano. Among those who dismiss them as an unwanted
diversion from the project of racial survival and expansion are the spokesper-
sons involved with the race-as-religion tendency in the contemporary white-
power culture. Crystallized during the radicalization process of the 1980s, this
tendency formed in opposition to Christian Identity, a creed they rejected as
historically unsubstantiated and basically nonsensical. Paving the way for the
subsequent rise of racist paganism was an anti-Christian, nondeist tendency
to focus on the Aryan “race” with religious devotion. Tom Metzger of the White
Aryan Resistance (WAR) aptly summarizes the position in his declaration of
WAR: “Our race is our religion. WAR condemns priest craft and all religions.
WAR will not allow religious theories and unproven myths to interfere with
Aryan survival and advancement. Whites must deal with reality and the world
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around them. We must demand evidence of those who attempt to control us
with unsubstantiated stories from the Middle East.” This tendency could be
elaborated along the lines of either racist atheism or pantheism, here repre-
sented by its most successful vehicle, the Church of the Creator.

Founded by Ben Klassen in 1973, the Church of the Creator gained mo-
mentum in the white-power culture in the 1980s and 1990s. Ukraine-born
businessman Klassen briefly served as a Florida state legislator in 1966 (on an
anti-busing Republican platform) and founded the dysfunctional White Na-
tionalist Party before abandoning secular politics in favor of a religious ap-
proach to secure a white-racist revolution. Convinced that the white race was
embroiled in a racial war against the Jews, Klassen taught that Christianity was
a Jewish creation designed to derange the white intellect. Based on supersti-
tious beliefs in “spooks in the sky” and unsubstantiated theories about life
beyond death, Christianity was to Klassen (1981: 311ff.; 350ff.) a compilation of
suicidal advice to “love your enemy” that needs to be overcome to secure racial
survival. Ridiculing Christianity with an iconoclastic fever, Klassen dismissed
as idiocy the Identity creed as it retained delusions of a heavenly Superspook
and wasted energy on irrelevant theories of an imaginary ancient past. “There
is not a shred of historical evidence that there ever were any Ten Lost Tribes
of Israel, and if they ever existed and got lost, all I can say is GOOD RID-
DANCE,” Klassen wrote (1987: 125), wondering why “any sane, intelligent
white man [wants] to break [his] neck to distort history [only to pose as] a
descendant of such trash.” Rejecting any notion of gods, demons, spirits, and
souls, the Creators do not believe in heaven and hell, immortality after death,
or the “hereafter,” however imagined. “We have dispensed with that nonsense,”
Klassen wrote (1981: 360), “and can better concentrate our thoughts and energy
on living in the here and now, the only life we will ever experience.” The
rational Creator does not worship anything, or anybody; his sense of purpose
and morals is based on racial loyalty and the laws of nature.

Klassen outlined the basic creed of Creativity in the three “holy books,”
Nature’s Eternal Religion (1973), the White Man’s Bible (1981), and Salubrious
Living (1982) (the last was co-authored with Arnold DeVries), and a rich pro-
duction of secondary writings. Terming his religion Creativity and the mem-
bers Creators to capture the essence of the white soul, Klassen ([1973] 1992:
253) aimed at substituting for Christianity a religion based on “Nature’s Law”
to “propagate, advance, and expand the White Race, the highest pinnacle
reached in the handiwork of Nature.” Following racist historian Arthur Gobi-
neau, Klassen believed that the white race is the founder of every high culture
of antiquity—China, India, Egypt, Sumeria, Greece, Rome, the Aztec and
Inca—all of which were destroyed by miscegenation. Whereas other modern
readers of Gobineau conclude that imperialism was a mistake and advocate
white separatism instead of supremacy, Klassen regards any such strategy racial
treason. Issuing the battle cry RaHoWa (Racial Holy War), Klassen (1987: 12)
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held the “winning of the west” as “prototype for the winning of the world,” in
the Church of the Creator (COTC) program to “expand the White Race, shrink
the colored races, until the White Race is the supreme inhabitant of the earth”
(Klassen [1973] 1992: 262). In line with the health fad of the 1980s, Klassen
issued a “salubrious living” program for keeping the body fit and free from
diseases, prescribing fasting, physical exercise, sufficient rest, and a fruitarian
diet of organically grown uncooked and unprocessed fruits, vegetables, grains,
and nuts. Building a COTC elite of healthy racial loyalists, Klassen hoped to
set the stage for a worldwide white revolution. According to the secular mil-
lenarianism of the COTC, a racial golden age will commence by ridding the
earth of the mud races and perfecting Nature’s finest by enforced eugenics
and salubrious living. Inspired by romanticized notions of the Roman Empire
and the statecraft of Hitler Germany, Klassen envisioned the government of
the future as “racial socialism” defined as an authoritarian collectivism based
on the “leadership principle,” an orchestrated teamwork for the welfare of the
globally united race, communicating in revised Latin as its universal language.

Investing his personal fortune, Klassen in 1982 established a World Cre-
ativity Center at Otto in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina, founded
the Racial Loyalty tabloid, and distributed his books, often free of charge. A
mail-order seminar offered members the chance to become Reverends for a
small fee. Continuing education and military training in the paramilitary
White Berets was offered at headquarters. By the late 1980s and early 1990s,
COTC began attracting the new generation of Aryan activists. Spread via the
white-power music scene, its membership increasingly became dominated by
youth, skinheads, and prisoners. Abroad, COTC missionary activities produced
chapters in Western Europe, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa. Yet the
COTC remained miniscule with a worldwide membership of fewer than five
thousand, out of which a couple of hundred were ordained ministers. Organ-
izationally, the effort was hampered by financial difficulties and Klassen’s stub-
born reluctance to delegate power and responsibilities. By 1993, Klassen con-
cluded that he had done his chore. The White Man’s Bible recommends suicide
as a dignified way to die, much preferable to prolonging a life that, for any
number of reasons, is no longer worth living—and he acted on his belief.
Following the death of its founder, COTC split into several competing factions.
In July 1996, a rebuilding process commenced with four out of five “Guardians
of Faith” recognizing law student Matt Hale of the World Church of the Creator
(WCOTC) as the new Pontifex Maximus.

Born 1971 in East Peoria, Illinois, as the youngest son of a police officer,
Hale had operated the dysfunctional American White Supremacist Party and
the equally unsuccessful White America National Socialist Party, when he
stumbled onto the Racial Loyalty tabloid in the early 1990s. Finding Creativity
a perfect blend of National Socialism and Nietzschean social Darwinism, Hale
applied for membership in 1995 (Hale interview 1999). Despite being a late
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convert, Hale managed to reunite a majority of the competing Creativity fac-
tions in the United States, and a number of new, youth-dominated local chap-
ters were founded. In 1998, Hale earned a law degree and passed the Illinois
bar. Citing his racist worldview, however, the state of Illinois denied him a
license to practice law. On July 2, 1999, a state panel denied his appeal. That
night, World Church of the Creator member Benjamin Nathaniel Smith
launched a three-day shooting spree in Indiana and Illinois, killing two and
wounding nine Asians, blacks, and Jews before committing suicide. Boasting
a membership increase by 10 to 15 percent because of the attention the serial
killings had given Creativity, Hale (interview 1999) said that although he did
not “agree with [Ben’s] actions,” he “could not say anything bad about” such a
“loyal friend.” As of 2000, seventy (more or less functional) chapters distrib-
uted over twenty-eight states were affiliated with the WCOTC.

Noting that “most pro-White organizations today do not make a focused
effort to recruit women” or “encourage women to pursue leadership roles” in
the racial struggle, WCOTC in 1998 launched the Women’s Frontier led by
(now defected) Lisa Turner. The white revolution could hardly benefit from
engaging only half of its population, Turner argued. This should not be con-
fused with feminism, Turner (internet 1999) specified. “We recognize, in ac-
cordance with Nature’s eternal laws that men and women are vastly different
genetically and biologically and are in no way equal.” Solidarity belongs to the
racial nation and not to a universal womanhood. Although “lone wolf ” Kathy
Ainsworth (bomber of synagogues and private Jewish residences) was included
alongside Eva Braun and Katja Lane in the White Women’s Hall of Fame,
female participation in the white revolution does not necessarily imply military
service, and Turner stressed that a white woman’s primary role is that of wife
and mother. By the year 2000, some ten chapters of the Sisterhood of the
WCOTC had been established locally, and the Women’s Frontier expanded in
cyberspace with an e-zine, kid pages, and articles by and about female revo-
lutionaries. In January 2003, Matt Hale was arrested for soliciting an assassin
to murder U.S. district judge Joan H. Lefkow, a charge that could render him
a thirty-year sentence. Hale pleaded not guilty, but was denied bail. His trial
was scheduled for September 2003 but subsequently moved to April 2004.
Whatever the outcome, Creativity is likely to be around, at least as a distributor
of Klassen classics. By the time of Hale’s arrest, Creativity had been dwarfed
by the rise of racist paganism, a phenomenon to which we now will turn.

Wolf Age Pagans

The late 1990s saw the rise of racist paganism to become one of the most
dynamic religious expressions of the white-power culture. This fact should not
mislead the reader to assume that racism is inherent in paganism or that all
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pagans are racists. The invention of the classificatory categories “race” and
“nation” are products of modernity and were, probably, unknown to the pagan
cultures of pre-Christian Europe. Pagans of today, however, live in social real-
ities long governed by these classificatory categories as organizing principles,
which are impossible to avoid. In fact, a perennial conflict among today’s pa-
gans involves different understandings of what paganism is and for whom a
certain tradition is appropriate. Is it necessary to be an American Indian to
practice Native American religion, or could anybody become a shaman? May
an African American be part of an Asatrú guild or is Norse religion only for
those who claim a northern European ancestry? On this issue, today’s pagan-
ism has taken three distinct positions: a non- or even antiracist position, an
explicitly racist, and an ethnic position.

This is illustrated with Asatrú or Odinism, the pagan milieus involved with
reviving the pre-Christian traditions of northern Europe. Nonracist Asatrú is a
polytheist spiritual path that welcomes any genuinely interested person irre-
spective of race or ethnicity. Dismissing nonracist Asatrú as an effeminate New
Age corruption, the racist position defines Asatrú/Odinism as an expression
of the Aryan racial soul and hence an exclusive creed open to whites only. In
fact, many but not all who adhere to the racist position prefer to call their
warpath of spiritual politics “Odinism” or the Germanic “Wotanism” rather
than risk being lumped together with nonracist Asatrúers.

Attempting to get beyond the issue of race, the third position defines As-
atrú as an ethnic religion, native to northern Europe and therefore “natural”
to Americans of northern European ancestry. The notion of an “organic” link
between ethnicity and religion obviously implies an assumption that genetics
somehow determine the spiritual disposition of man. Accordingly, although
most take exception to racism, adherents of the ethnic position share certain
presuppositions with racist paganism. This unresolved element of philosoph-
ical ambiguity has left ethnocentric Asatrú open to criticism from both non-
racist and racist pagans. Simultaneously being denounced as racists and race-
traitors, ethnic Asatrúers argue that they are neither, and insist that partisans
should leave their politics out of pagan activities. Numerically, the nonracist
position seems to be the strongest, although there are no reliable statistics
available. The reader is encouraged to keep this in mind during the following
presentation of racist paganism. Just as the activities of Identity Christians do
not make all Christians racists, the existence of racist pagans should not taint
all pagans.

The surge of racist paganism is related to a process of radicalization of the
white-power culture. As such, it is a continuation of the refutation of Christi-
anity that took hold in the Aryan underground in the 1980s. As with the icon-
oclastic rhetoric of Creativity, many racist pagans single out Christianity as a
key to the perceived demise of white power and Western civilization. Racist
pagans tend, however, to be dissatisfied with the basically atheist outlook of
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the Church of the Creator. Opting to replace Christianity with an alternative
native to white people, racist pagans see the future in the past, and aim at
reconstructing some pre-Christian tradition of ancient Europe as the white
man’s “true” religion. This project may take many different, though not nec-
essarily exclusive, forms, and the white-power culture abounds with symbols,
divinities, and mythologies found among the archeological remnants of the
ancient cultures of Europe (such as the Greek, Slav, Roman, Etruscan, Celtic,
Saxon, Manx, or Scandinavian). As the efforts to revive pre-Christian traditions
of northern Europe have so far been proven to be the most viable, we will here
focus on this project.

With important predecessors among the racist mystics and philosophers
in the pan-Germanic völkisch milieu vibrant in continental Europe at the turn
of the twentieth century, racist paganism has since come in two waves; one in
the late sixties and early seventies, and one in the late eighties and nineties.
During the flower-power era, racist Americans were still very much Christian
and mainly caught up with the Klan project of 100 percent Americanism, and
most counterculture pagans tended to be left-leaning hippies. Comparatively
more racist pagans came with the second wave, when flower power had given
way to the more reactionary winds of the Reagan/Bush era and many white
racists had made the transition to the underground white-power scene. We will
facilitate an understanding of racist paganism by focusing on one significant
racist pagan vehicle of each wave: the Odinist Fellowship and Wotansvolk.

Established in 1969, the Odinist Fellowship is the oldest existing organi-
zation on the Norse pagan scene. Primarily a ministry by mail, it was long
based in founder Else Christensen’s mobile home at Crystal River, Florida, and
is now relocated to her small trailer in Parksville at Vancouver Island, British
Columbia. As the Grand Mother of racist Odinism, Christensen introduced
significant elements later adopted by many racist pagans, including her iden-
tification of Norse paganism as the “racial soul” of the Aryan Folk; her Jungian
view of the heathen gods and goddesses as race-specific, genetically engraved
archetypes; her politics of “tribal socialism”; and her focus on prison outreach
ministries as a prime recruitment avenue. Through Christensen, many of the
current Asatrú and Odinist ideologues first became acquainted with Norse
traditions, although many of them would later embark on independent routes.
Although some express impatience with her insistence on a low political pro-
file, others would explore in more depth the ritual and magical paths Chris-
tensen was less inclined to tread.

Born in Denmark in 1913, Christensen began as an anarchist before con-
verting to the national-bolshevist (Strasserite) wing of the Nazi movement. Her
husband Aage Alex Christensen was a top lieutenant in the minuscule Danish
National Socialist Workers’ Party. Ousted along with the Strasserite faction, he
was later arrested when Germany occupied Denmark, and served six months
in a detention camp. Following the war, Christensen moved to Toronto, and
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developed contacts with the emerging white-power scene across the border.
Among her close associates was the seminal populist anti-Semite Willis Carto
and American Nazi Party organizer James K. Warner. Later an influential Iden-
tity Christian minister and Klan leader, Warner had made an aborted attempt
to launch Odinism as the religious dimension of revolutionary national so-
cialism. Disappointed by the failure of his (Sons of Liberty) Odinist Religion,
Inc., Warner gave Christensen all his leftover Norse material, including a pam-
phlet by the Australian lawyer and Church of Odin founder Alexander Rud
Mills, the Call of Our Ancient Nordic Religion.

At the time, Christensen was greatly influenced by Spengler and his na-
tional socialist interpreter, Francis Parker Yockey, whose Imperium became a
white-power culture staple. Following Yockey, Christensen concluded that the
Aryan civilization had reached its “senility phase,” deranged by the combined
effects of Christianity, capitalism, and communism. Christianity promotes the
“unnatural” idea “that all people are equal” and its corollary, “universal broth-
erhood”; capitalism favors individual enrichment over folk solidarity and ex-
ploits nature for short-term profit; and communism destroys the organic unity
of a race by its call for class struggle and international solidarity. Following
Mills, Christensen (interview 1998) argued for a spiritual remedy: a revival of
Norse paganism; identifying Odinism as a primordial expression of the Aryan
“folk soul,” understood in Jungian terms as a genetically transmitted collective
unconscious. To Christensen (1984), the “primary source” of Odinism is bio-
logical: “its genesis is in our race, its principles encoded in our genes.”

Convinced that any overt racist agenda would attract unwanted attention,
Christensen (interview 1998) claims the advantage of a pagan approach: “You
have to go in the back door! You have to sway with the wind. . . . I don’t think
that anybody mistook my opinions from what we wrote in The Odinist, but
nobody could put a finger on what we said, because we said it in such a way
that it couldn’t be clamped down at. We still have to do that.” A carefully veiled
racialist pagan message will, Christensen argues, prevail where others fail:
“Metzger thought he could twist the noses of the Jews, but you can’t do that,
so he collapsed. He just disintegrated. It was the same with Klassen. . . . You
cannot repeat the mistake that Hitler made. . . . Everybody knows that the Jews
rule the whole damned world, so you cannot fight their combined power. You
need to watch your step.”

Exactly how carefully “veiled” the message really was might be doubted. A
couple of nonracist Odinists charged the editors of Christensen’s tabloid, the
Odinist, with “doing a disservice to paganism by promoting religious zealous-
ness in the form of politics, especially ‘Nazi politics’ and [printing articles with]
offensive racial overtones.” In a 1985 rebuttal, the Odinist editor claimed that
the “Nazi charge was the cheapest of all cheap shots that can be aimed against
anyone who finds something positive to say about National Socialism.” “If any
Odinist is ashamed of the ‘racial overtones’ of being Aryan, of standing up for



white racist religions 411

Aryan rights, then we wonder why such a skittish a person ever want to be an
Odinist,” the editorial stated. “We, as Odinists, shall continue our struggle for
Aryan religion, Aryan freedom, Aryan culture, Aryan consciousness and Aryan
self-determination” (“Odinism” 1985).

Christensen urges American racists to learn from the history of fascism.
Saluting the early left-oriented ultranationalist ideology of Mussolini’s Fasci,
Christensen claims that Mussolini betrayed the cause by “collaborating with
the capitalist element.” Similarly, she regrets that the “true, socialist and folk-
ish, potential” of national socialism never became realized as Hitler purged
the movement of the national bolshevist faction and aligned with the far right.
Key to the historical failure of fascism was, to Christensen, its centralized
totalitarianism. In this argument, the anarchist leanings of her youth shine
forth. Anarchism seeks the dissolution of authoritarian government, the de-
centralization of responsibility, and the replacement of states and similar mon-
olithic forms of political administration with a radically decentralized federalist
organization of society. This will “return” sovereignty to the individual and the
local community in a society governed by direct democracy. Christensen de-
parts from the mainstream of anarchist philosophies by her insistence on the
primacy of race. Whereas the contemporary anarchist scene generally is anti-
fascist and antiracist, Christensen describes anarchism as a fundamentally Ar-
yan ideology. She believes that anarchism originated in the “nature” of Aryan
man and wants a decentralized society based on the voluntary cooperation of
free Aryan individuals. Christensen upholds as ideal a decentralized folkish
communalism, modeled on self-sufficient communes such as the Amish or
the early National Syndicalists in Spain, described as an effort “to unite
Anarcho-Syndicalist ideals with the nationalist spirit,” which was later sup-
pressed by “reactionary Francoite authoritarianism” (“Aryan” 1983; Christen-
sen interview 1998).

Projecting her ideals back into legendary times, Christensen claims that
pre-Christian Norse society practiced “tribal socialism,” a system that suppos-
edly combined “freedom of self-expression,” “private enterprise,” and “en-
couragement for every member of the tribe to reach his fullest potential” with
socialist concerns of sharing resources and responsibilities, and caring for the
young, the elderly, and the disabled of the tribe. A “race-conscious” free society
will put the “interest of the racial community before those of any individual”
as “individuals will die [whereas] the Race has the potential for immortality”
(“Neo-Tribalism 1979; “Racial Consciousness” 1984). Christensen (interview
1998) argues that this has “nothing to do with fantasies of white supremacy.”
The doctrine of supremacy, the argument runs, leads invariably to ambitions
of world dominion and thus to racial coexistence and race-mixing. Better then
to keep the races apart to develop according to their unique racial souls in
relation to their various ecological habitats.

Christensen connects the imperative of racial consciousness with the ne-
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cessity of environmental awareness. Materialism, consumerism, and the cap-
italist exploitation of nature have brought on an ecological crisis of global mag-
nitude she believes could only be reversed by implementing a pagan
back-to-earth program of retribalization and ecologically sustainable produc-
tion. Through Christensen’s philosophy runs a streak of preoccupation with
purity, peculiar to the national socialist version of environmental concern. A
chain of idealized pure entities links macro and micro cosmos, emphasizing
the postulated interdependence of the purity of the mind-body-race environ-
ment. Thus, a pure individual nurtures a pure mind in a pure body and lives
in purity with an equally pure partner in a pure, that is, heterosexual and
monoracial, relationship. This pure family provides a wholesome environment
for bringing up pure and healthy children and is the primary building block
of a pure racial organism living in harmony with a pure, unpolluted ecological
system.

In line with the all-American longing for the simple life style of the free
yeoman in the “good old days,” Christensen envisions a future return to “small-
town America” without monstrous cities and industrial pollution. Small-scale
family farms would replace agribusiness and, freed from federal tyranny, white
Americans would secure individual happiness through their natural industri-
ousness in a Jeffersonian—though folkish pagan—utopia. To get there, Chris-
tensen outlines a long-term strategy of establishing small intentional com-
munities of racist pagans that should avoid federal attention by keeping a low
political profile. Regional networks of independent folk communities could
then serve as springboards to meaningful activism. Self-sufficient, ecologically
sustainable monoracial tribes would, Christensen suggests, be a practical av-
enue to redefine American federalism aiming at establishing an Odinist union
of Aryan republics.

In the early 1980s, Christensen began a prison outreach ministry. Within
a few years, she got Odinism to be officially accepted as a legitimate religion
in the state of Florida, which enabled her to send in literature and hold services.
Serving at seven Florida prisons with Odinist congregations ranging from 5 to
50 members, Christensen was a forerunner whose example has been emulated
by other racist pagans. In 1993, Christensen was sentenced to five years in
prison for drug trafficking—a sentence widely believed to be political in the
racist pagan community—and was then deported to Canada. Upon her release,
Christensen adopted an even lower political profile. Members of the revived
Odinist Fellowship now have to sign a statement affirming that they intend to
stay “within the legal laws of the country” of residence, and the Odinist Fed-
eration avoids the word “Aryan” in public communications. Thus distancing
herself from the racist pagan milieu she was part of establishing, Christensen
would probably rather be a revered icon than make a comeback at the forefront;
the banner of radical racist paganism will be carried further by more outspoken
ideologues, including the Wotansvolk.
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A prominent voice of racially based Odinism is Wotansvolk, established in
early 1995 by David and Katja Lane and Ron McVan. With headquarters at a
mountain outside St. Maries, a small lumber town southeast of Coeur d’Alene
in northern Idaho, Wotansvolk evolved into a dynamic propaganda center that
spread its message throughout the United States and abroad and ran a quite
successful prison outreach program catering to several thousand heathen pris-
oners in U.S. penitentiaries. A number of pagan white-power bands have put
Wotansvolk lyrics to music, including Darken’s Creed of Iron album and Dis-
sident’s song “Roots of Being” on the album A Cog in the Wheel. In line with
the white-power pattern of fragmentation and infighting, Wotansvolk split in
2002, when administration was transferred to John Post in Napa, California.
Based on fieldwork in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the presentation herein
is confined to its first phase.

Wotansvolk combines an Aryan call to arms with an esoteric teaching,
based in part on Jungian psychology, völkisch philosophy, and occult national
socialism. An early proponent of the ZOG theory, Lane believes that the U.S.
administration is controlled by racial enemies, using its military might to es-
tablish a global Jewish dictatorship. Convinced that Aryan man is an endan-
gered species, Lane coined the “fourteen words” as a rallying point for a pan-
Aryan uprising: “We must secure the existence of our people and a future for
White children.” The motto has taken hold in the global white-power scene,
as evidenced by the almost universal reference to the fourteen words in poems,
lyrics, articles and books and to the common racist habit of signing a letter 14/
88 (meaning the 14 words and Heil Hitler).

Aiming at a white revolution, Wotansvolk endorsed the “leaderless resis-
tance” strategy originally developed by Klan veteran Louis Beam, a longtime
friend of the Lane family. In its Wotansvolk version, it involves the tactical
separation between an open propaganda arm and a paramilitary underground.
The function of the overt part is to “counter system-sponsored propaganda, to
educate the Folk, to provide a man pool from which the covert or military arm
can be [recruited].” Since the open racial propagandist “will be under scrutiny,”
Lane (1994: 26f.) emphasizes that cadres involved need to “operate within the
[legal] parameters” and keep “rigidly separated” from the military under-
ground. The paramilitary “must operate in small, autonomous cells, the
smaller the better, even one man alone.” Revolutionary activity means utilizing
“fire, bombs, guns, terror, disruption and destruction. Weak points in the in-
frastructure of an industrialized society are primary targets. Whatever and who-
ever perform valuable service for the system are targets, human or otherwise.
Special attention and merciless terror are visited upon those White men who
commit race treason.” Lane (interview 1996) is indifferent that his message
might inspire the likes of Timothy McVeigh (who was convicted for the
Oklahoma City bombing that killed 168 persons, including 15 children). “In
the coming revolution there will be no innocents. There are only those who
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are for our cause and those who are our enemies. [The masses] will either
follow us or follow them. They are now following their terrorism. When the
time comes that our terrorism is superior to theirs, they will follow us. They
will worship and adore whoever is the greater tyrant. That’s the nature of the
masses.” The current weakness of Aryan man is attributed to Christianity, a
creed “diametrically opposed to the natural order” (Lane interview 1996). “God
is not love. God the Creator made lions to eat lambs; he made hawks to eat
sparrows. Compassion between species is against the law of nature. Life is
struggle and the absence of struggle is death.” If Aryans are to survive, the
otherworldly and self-denying Christianity must be abandoned in favor of
Odinism, a religion based on nature’s order—“a natural religion” that
“preaches war, plunder and sex.”

This uncompromising rhetoric designed by Lane to reach the lowbrow
warrior caste of the white-power scene is combined with an esoteric teaching
that at its core is race mysticism. Developed by Ron McVan, an artist and
former associate of Ben Klassen, Wotansvolk ariosophy is outlined in Creed of
Iron (1997) and Temple of Wotan (2000). Dissatisfied with the multiracial re-
working of the American nation, Wotansvolk aims at “reaching deep into the
ancestral past” to reconnect with the “roots of the Aryan race” in order to
redevelop a lost “folk consciousness” (McVan interview 1996). Wotanism is
presented as “the inner voice of the Aryan soul, which links the infinite past
with the infinite future” (McVan 1997: 2). Accordingly, McVan (1997: 29) be-
lieves that “all Aryans today retain an element of Wotan consciousness,” a
revival of which would liberate the white man. To Wotansvolk, Wotan (the
Germanic name for Odin) symbolizes “the essential soul and spirit of the
Aryan folk made manifest” (McVan interview 1999). As an iron-willed warrior
god, Wotan is said to instill in the white race the determination and heroic
qualities necessary to arise victoriously in the ongoing race war. Wotansvolk
cast their work as a continuation of the efforts of turn-of-the-century ariosoph-
ist Guido von List, philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, and psychoanalyst Carl
Gustav Jung, aiming at returning Aryan man to his perceived true nature.

Wotansvolk teaches that each race is by nature unique and given distinct
qualities truly its own. To survive and evolve along the desired path of racial
greatness, a race must be animated by its “racial soul,” a genetically transmitted
spiritual heritage, understood as a race-specific Jungian collective unconscious.
“Every race has its soul and every soul its race” (McVan n.d.). Engraved in each
racial member are powerful archetypes that may be reached through perform-
ing the rituals and ceremonies developed by the ancestors in times imme-
morial. These archetypes are the Gods of the Blood, who will exist as long as
there are living members of the race. To the individual Aryan, the meeting
with these archetypical forces recharges divine energy that man may evolve
into the realization of the Nietzschean superman. Odinism here equals the
rope over the abyss, connecting man the Beast with the Superman. “Through
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Wotanism one may experience the infinitude of life mysteries and the divine
completion of [Aryan] man,” McVan (1998) asserts. There is no ontological
distinction separating Aryan man and Aryan gods. They are conceived of as
kin, differing in power rather than nature. Personifying the divine essence of
Aryan man, the significance of Wotan expands beyond his warrior aspect. He
is the master of gnosis who invites man to pursue the upward ariosophic path
of perfection. In the occult National Socialist tradition of Serrano and Rosen-
berg, McVan cultivates the “mystery of the blood,” believing that unmixed
Aryan blood carries genetic memories of the racial lineage with all its gods,
demigods, and heroes of the aboriginal golden age. Reconnected with the ar-
chetypical gods of the blood and developing his mental powers, “man is able
to awaken to a divinity which flows within him” (McVan n.d. “Mind”). To the
race, the rapport with its collective unconscious is a necessary prerequisite for
keeping its identity and mission as a unique spiritual being. “A race without
its mythos and religion of the blood shifts aimlessly through history” (McVan
1997: 16).

Operating with a less complex concept of cyclical time than Blavatsky,
Serrano, and Devi, McVan’s ideas still reflect the basic structure of an aborig-
inal Aryan golden age, fall, cleansing and renewal, universal to the world of
racist paganism. Although a believer in the prehistoric Aryan civilizations of
Hyperborea and Atlantis, the primary focus of McVan’s historiography is closer
to our present age, detailing how the once-glorious Aryan high culture was
cast down into the present Wolf Age following the demise of the Norse gods
in the previous Ragnarök. In the tradition of Yockey and Christensen, McVan
argues that the primary cause of the fall was spiritual. With the advent of Jewish
Christianity, there began a dramatic process of degeneration. “If ever there
were a birth of tragedy, it was when Aryan man turned his back on the indig-
enous Gods of his race,” McVan writes (1999). “On that day he sacrificed the
very roots of his being, ushering in the labyrinth of his own descent.” The level
of folk consciousness gradually diminished, and the metaphysical race lost
knowledge of itself as race. Following a selective reading of Jung, Wotansvolk
asserts that the Aryan gods never died but remained dormant through the
centuries of Christian dominion, deeply embedded in the Aryan psyche. With
the völkisch revival of the late nineteenth century and the rise of the national
socialist movement, the archetypical forces again began to manifest. Paraphras-
ing Jung, Wotansvolk likens Wotan to a long quiescent volcano that at any
moment may forcibly resume its activity. With overwhelming power, the sup-
pressed Gods of the Blood will return with a vengeance, Wotansvolk says con-
fidently (“Wotan” n.d.), pointing to the ascendancy of Hitler as an historical
example: “Nowhere since Viking times has the direct, singular effect of Wotan
consciousness been more evident than in the folkish unity of National Socialist
Germany.”

Wotansvolk recommends that its followers practice daily meditation as the
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technique by which “the highest spiritual knowledge is acquired and union
with the great gods of our folk is eventually gained.” In this field we encounter
noticeable Hindu and Buddhist influences, although in the watered-down ver-
sion prolific in the Western milieu of alternative spirituality. Much like Serrano,
McVan envisions Aryan man as a universe with all its worlds, as a microcosmic
reflection of Yggdrasil, evolving toward perfection. Along the spine are found
seven energy centers, “wheels” or “gateways,” each associated with a specific
rune. The spiritual ascendancy of individual man begins with meditation using
these chakras of the Runic Tree of Man as contemplative focuses. In addition
to individual practice, adherents to Wotansvolk philosophy are encouraged to
connect with the archetypical gods through communal pagan ceremonies. “The
practice of Wotanism ritual and ceremony of the annual festivals is recognized
as the most effective way of impressing on our Aryan folk the wisdom, ethics
and customs of our ancestors. Celebrating our indigenous traditions is as an-
cient as our race and is essential to our identity, unity, and survival as a people”
(McVan 1997: 142). Wotansvolk performs the generic heathen “blot” ceremo-
nies that celebrate the cycles of nature, but differs from other Norse pagans in
the explicitly racial dimension. During a 1998 Midsummer blot conducted at
Wotansvolk headquarters, participants hailed the coming “day of resurrection”
of Balder, which will “usher in the new age of light for Aryan man after Rag-
narök.” “The wheel of life keeps turning,” a participant recited loudly, his voice
quavering dramatically as a kerosene-soaked swastika was set ablaze. “And in
nature’s cycle spins creation. Blazing like the sun’s great disk, emanations of
the high god Balder, a time of sanctification, [highlighting] the mystical nature
of race and blood, carriers of primordial substances. The wheel of life keeps
turning—the wheel of life keeps turning. I greet the summer solstice and the
promise of a Golden Age.”

Another significant ritual is the initiation ritual by which a prospect is
accepted into the einherjar fraternity (McVan 2000). Einherjar is a Norse term
for the brave warriors who died in battle and were brought to Valhalla, the
abode of Odin. In Wotansvolk terminology, it denotes the community of racial
warriors who are willing to die in the revolutionary war to establish an Aryan
homeland. In the outdoors initiation ceremony, participants should preferably
dress in Viking-inspired clothing and carry their swords. After setting up the
sacred circle, the ritual leader (gothi) invites the gods to “open the mighty gates
of Valhalla, Hall of Wotan’s chosen warriors, Fearless fighting elite, Pride of
the Valkyries,” and then bring before them those who have died in battle the
name of the initiate. Asking the einherjar to accept the initiate into their ranks,
the gothi places a sword flat on top of the initiate’s head as the latter kneels
down on one knee. The gothi turns to the initiate. “Before our gods and chosen
warriors, do you pledge by your solemn word that you shall always uphold with
honor, dignity and courage the lifelong commitment to Wotan’s Einherjar?”
Confirming his pledge, the initiate then stands, and the gothi places the sword
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point at the nape of the initiate’s neck to symbolize that death is better than
dishonoring his commitment. The initiate is then blindfolded and brought
before the lords of Valhalla, among which he now enters. Removing the blind-
fold, the gothi with his thumb presses oil on the initiate’s head and gives him
the blessings of Odin. Proclaiming that the initiate now is a member of Wotan’s
Einherjar, the gothi then places a sword in the outstretched arms of the initiate.
“Through this sword, ancestors of a thousand ages fill thy being” the gothi says,
and the ceremony concludes with all participants repeating in chorus: “Hail
Wotan! Victory or Valhalla!”

Wotansvolk runs a prison outreach ministry recognized as an official ven-
dor by the Federal Bureau of Prisons and by a majority of state prison author-
ities, and the program will remain a top priority to the new Wotansvolk ad-
ministration of John Post. There are Wotansvolk congregations—“kindreds”—
in every state, including the dozen states where Wotanism/Asatrú/Odinism
has not yet been permitted full religious recognition. Prisoners incarcerated in
those states are encouraged by Wotansvolk to challenge state regulations in
court. In Utah, Ohio, and Wisconsin, legal battles are currently being waged
for religious rights and the full recognition of Asatrú as a legitimate religion.
As of January 30, 2001, Wotansvolk catered to more than 5,000 prisoners. The
states with the strongest presence of Wotansvolk prison kindreds were Arizona,
California, Texas, Michigan, Florida, Indiana, Missouri, and Pennsylvania,
where three to five hundred Wotansvolk prisoners are found in each state.3

The Wotansvolk prison outreach ministry has grown with remarkable speed.
When I first visited Wotansvolk headquarters in the fall of 1996, there were
fewer than a hundred prison kindreds. By the year 2000, there were more than
three hundred.

Judging from correspondence between hundreds of individual prisoners
and the Wotansvolk headquarters, there seems to be a pagan revival among
the white prison population, including the conversion of whole prison gangs
to the ancestral religion. To some extent, prison authorities have unwittingly
facilitated the Wotansvolk effort by breaking up prison kindreds and transfer-
ring leading heathens to other prisons previously without an organized pagan
presence. The determined Wotansvolk prison outreach program has earned
them a reputation in the world of folkish paganism as being primarily a prison
organization. According to Katja Lane (interview 1999), this is far from accu-
rate, as prisoners constitute only an estimated 20 percent of Wotansvolkers in
the United States. Yet the observation has some validity in the sense that Wo-
tansvolk seems comparatively more successful in its outreach efforts than other
Asatrú/Odinist programs, which partly may be explained by the reputation of
David Lane and the legendary Brüders Schweigen in the white-power culture.
Wotansvolk donate literature, videos, and ceremonial artifacts to assist prison
kindreds in holding regular religious service, study circles, and seasonal cer-
emonies. In addition, Katja Lane corresponds with prison chaplains, sends
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them complimentary material on request, and assists inmates legally challenge
prison authorities if denied full recognition of Asatrú/Odinism as a legitimate
religion. In numerous cases, inmates who have been denied receiving Wo-
tansvolk literature, books on runes, or wearing heathen symbols have been
advised how to proceed legally, as have prisoners whose heathen material has
been confiscated by prison guards. Lane’s campaigning has contributed to the
fact that all states now permit the wearing of a Thór’s hammer as a religious
medallion.

In March 2002, the new Wotansvolk administrator John Post announced
the formation of the National Prison Kindred Alliance, a joint effort of Wo-
tansvolk and a number of independent Asatrú/Odinist tribal networks that
aims at proving a more efficient prison outreach ministry and coordinates the
efforts of gaining increased religious rights and freedoms for the pagan com-
munity behind bars. Imprisoned Order member Richard Scutari (2000) pro-
vides an illustration from the inside; describing the kindred activities at the
federal penitentiary in Lompoc, California, after authorities approved Odinism
as a legitimate religion in 1997: “What was presented to the men spoke to their
soul and we averaged from 50 to 55 prisoners at each weekly meeting. We were
not only teaching the religion of our ancestors, but were also teaching White
culture and White history. We even did a periodic segment we called ‘Heroes
of the Ages’ in which we told the stories of different White heroes of the past,
such as Horatius, Leonidas, Hermann, Vercingetorix, Adolf Hitler [and] Bob
Mathews.” Reflecting on the success of the Wotansvolk prison outreach pro-
gram, Katja Lane (interview 1997) elaborates: “Most of the males who still have
their instinct as warriors, protectors, defenders of their nation, their womenfolk
and their children; these men are the ones who find themselves in prison.
They’re virtually on the front-line of the battle for the preservation of our race
and they are the first casualties. And there you’ll find some of the most fervent
interest in Odinism. Men in prison, not having to take time to make a living
for their families, take time to love their wives and deal with daily problems,
turn inward and look for their spiritual soul, and, so those two factors have
created a very strong Wotanist presence in the prisons. Prisons, as you know,
are very racially tense . . . and usually violent. The men need a sense of their
own identity and having an expression for it. So, nearly every prison now, both
state and federal, has a kindred, and in nearly every case . . . Odinism or Wo-
tanism, are now officially recognized” by the prison authorities.

Concluding Discussion

White-racist religions have emerged during many phases, reflecting the per-
ceived status of whiteness in the alchemy of race and nation in the United
States. Introduced at the height of white world supremacy, British-Israelism
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celebrated Anglo-Saxon dominion as the fulfillment of God’s intention to bring
his chosen people to the Promised Land. When constitutional racism was se-
riously challenged, the time was ripe for recasting British-Israelism into the
increasingly more radical and anti-Semitic Christian Identity that, fused with
Klan philosophy and fascist elements, sought to protect white birthright priv-
ileges and “hundred percent Americanism.” Involved with resisting desegre-
gation were also Rockwell Nazis, many of whom turned esoteric when they
reflected on the defeat of National Socialist Germany in World War II and their
own failure to uphold white supremacy domestically. Hitler was now cast as a
living messiah or an avatar of Vishnu, and fanciful speculation localized his
whereabouts among Aryan sages inside the hollow earth—esoteric lore that fit
into the imagination of New Age–inspired racist seekers. As white racists began
to realize that the good old days of white supremacy were gone, the celebration
of Americanism characteristic of the Christian knights of the Ku Klux Klan
gave way to a process of radicalization that eventually culminated in declaring
war against the federal administration.

Parts of Christian Identity evolved into preachers of racial war, provoking
a split between a more National Socialist–oriented violence-prone hard core
and a less fascistic soft faction that will probably result in two separate religions
of Aryan Israel. In the 1970s and early 1980s, activists in the rising white-
power scene began to see Christianity as part of the conspiracy to subdue Aryan
man under the power of ZOG. Christian Identity, long the dominant religious
dimension of white-power philosophy, was now seriously challenged. With
iconoclastic satisfaction, Ben Klassen of the Church of the Creator highlighted
the inconsistencies of the Bible and ridiculed Identity efforts to make Jews of
white men. With the call for a racial holy war evoked by acts in the surging
white-power music industry, Creativity took hold among a new generation Ar-
yan activists.

While Creativity was confined to focusing on racial empowerment with
religious zeal, other white power activists found its lack of spiritual content
dissatisfying. Searching history for roots and a religious alternative, racists
came across the pre-Christian pagan traditions of Europe. Ancient Norse cul-
ture is well suited to serve as a source for a supposed racial golden age, as it
provides believers with ample but incomplete material of an alternative world
of old. Paganism therefore allows racist activists to project their ideals back
into legendary times when Aryan society was untainted by the ills of modernity
and materialism, when there were no presidents or kings, no federal govern-
ment or capitalist plutocrats, no junk food, environmental destruction, por-
nography, or Ricky Lake shows—a wonderful pristine world when not a single
Jew wandered through the Nordic woodlands. This was a time when Aryan
man lived according to his true nature. When men were men and women were
women, a glorious time of heroism and adventure, of nobility and honor, a
time of campfires and sagas. Paganism thus seems to appeal to a new gener-
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ation of Aryan activist who may find more satisfaction in reading J.R.R. Tolk-
ien’s Lord of the Rings than spending hours in tenuous Bible study classes
aiming to prove a Jewish identity of Aryan man. Given the importance of
Christianity to white American culture, Identity is likely to live on in the white-
power milieu but its claim to monopoly has been broken by a new pattern of
white religious racism with a plethora of alternative creeds competing for the
soul of the white-racist believer—a pattern that is likely to spawn new “contro-
versial” new religions in the near future.

notes

1. This essay is based on material published in my book Gods of the Blood (Duke
University Press, 2003).

2. Most of this section is also published as the entry “White Power” by Gardell
2003b.

3. Records provided by Katja Lane, 2001.
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Modern Satanism: Dark
Doctrines and Black Flames

Jesper Aagaard Petersen

The disciple of Asmodeus is a lordly, domineering sort who craves
unlimited power. He is ruthless in his pursuits and uncaring of any
who might get in his way. He uses his power and influence to learn
secrets, which in turn gain him more power, manipulate and com-
mand others, and enhance his own physical aspect.

—Book of Vile Darkness (Cook 2002)

The Book of Vile Darkness is an accessory for a role-playing game,
which deals with all aspects of evil in the game world. Here the
Game Master finds such devilry as the Disciple of Mephisto, the An-
gelkiller Greatsword and the Rotting Curse of Urfestra spell, as well
as information on torture, poison, fetishes, and addictions. The view
on evil is straightforward; evil is “the dark force of destruction and
death that tempts souls to wrongdoing and perverts wholesomeness
and purity at every turn. Evil is vile, corrupt, and irredeemably dark.
It is not naughty or ill-tempered or misunderstood. It is black-
hearted, selfish, cruel, bloodthirsty, and malevolent” (5). Even though
the book provides a relative approach to evil as a variant rule and
considers the difficulties of defining evil, the chosen framework is
that evil is bad and wrong, good is pure and right. As such, the vil-
lain is evil and the hero good through actions as well as essence—
something can be called inherently and radically evil because it is
evil.

This absolute approach is all very well for a role-playing game
intent on giving the players well-defined antagonists as a backdrop
for their heroic deeds; it is very different in real life, especially in the
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context of Western pluralism and secularization. Nevertheless, when the issue
is Satanism, this same moral framework is invoked. Questions abound: Why
Satan—is he not an evil fiend? Why give up morality—wouldn’t we just kill
each other? What’s the fun of being black-hearted, selfish, cruel, bloodthirsty,
and malevolent? My point is that behind the modern-day relativism and ra-
tionality of Western society, an instinctive morality built on absolute and very
Christian elements provoke us into stereotyping Satanism and Satanists as at
worst inherently and radically evil or at best shallow and absurd. This popular
discourse about Satanism thus propagates specific understandings tied to the
underlying Christian frame of reference, with clear-cut boxes delimiting good
and evil; it is clear that Satan, Satanists, and Satanism belong to the latter
category, whether it is real or just an act.

In fact, most Satanists and Satanic groups I have encountered are not
interested in evil, either in essence or action. They doubt that the Christian
moral framework that permeates Western society is doing much good; many
Satanists actually consider Christianity or even all organized religion the true
evil. Most seriously committed modern Satanists are deeply engaged in moral
questions, and consider themselves free thinkers probing the boundaries of
nature and culture because we, as human beings, can and should indulge in
our mental, emotional, and physical abilities. They are also very human. As
such, Satanic groups are composed of ordinary people interested in religious
and philosophical matters, not evil monsters or ignorant simpletons. It is im-
portant to bracket the Christian worldview and rid ourselves of the instinctive
categorization that underlies the popular understanding of Satanism if we are
to understand the people involved. Consequently, this chapter deals with the
movement of related groups and organizations labeled modern Satanism—a
somewhat darker manifestation of the aspirations of modernity, to be sure, but
not inherently evil.

Modern Satanism is a conglomerate of ideas expressed in distinctive ways
by individual groups, and although both the groups and the underlying ideas
may be difficult to press into a unified mold, they nonetheless display char-
acteristic philosophical and indeed religious aspirations. As a starting point for
discussion, modern Satanism should be generally understood as a product of
the meeting between modern rationality and Western esotericism, and as such,
a cousin to the New Age and Human Potential movements.1 In this sense,
Satanism is a variant of the Self-spirituality or Self-religion of the twentieth-
century West, utilizing a large number of different sources to express a unique
vision of the self and the world.2 The Self-spirituality of the New Age movement
is built on “the monistic assumption that the Self itself is sacred,” which results
in “general agreement that it is essential to shift from our contaminated mode
of being—what we are by virtue of socialization—to that realm which consti-
tutes our authentic nature” (Heelas 1996: 2). This resonates with the founder
of the Church of Satan declaring that:
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Man needs ritual and dogma, but no law states that an externalized
god is necessary in order to engage in ritual and ceremony per-
formed in a god’s name! Could it be that when he closes the gap
between himself and his “God” he sees the demon of pride creeping
forth[?] . . . He no longer can view himself in two parts, the carnal
and the spiritual, but sees them merge as one, and then to his abys-
mal horror, discovers that they are only the carnal—AND ALWAYS
WERE! Then he either hates himself to death, day by day—or re-
joices that he is what he is! (LaVey 1969)

Their definitions of “authentic nature” are very different, of course, but modern
Satanism, the New Age movement, and the Human Potential movement share
a distinct orientation toward the realization of that “authentic nature” of the
individual in opposition to the repression of modern society. For Satanists, this
nature is symbolically expressed in the dual nature of Satan as Adversary and
Ruler of Earth—the prototypical nonconformist, hedonist, and individualist;
they do not subscribe to the overarching Christian framework at all. Thus
Satanism is a combination of positive religious and philosophical aspirations
centered on the individual with negative and critical anti-authoritarian convic-
tions.

Some Satanic groups focus on rational issues, using philosophers such as
Friedrich Nietzsche, Niccolo Machiavelli, and Ayn Rand, as well as the modern-
day sciences of biology, psychology, and physics, to formulate a coherent ma-
terialistic worldview with morals to match. As human beings composed of flesh
and gifted with conscious as well as unconscious minds, we must embrace our
individuality and devote ourselves to the cultivation of our unique creative
instincts and carnal desires. This is the philosophy of the outsider, the free-
thinker, the rebel, ever aspiring to break free of the bounds of conventionality
and the slave morality embodied in the Christian Church and “liberal” society.
Thus, the Satan of this type of Satanism is both the rebel and the life force or
vitality of the self, interpreted as a symbol that expresses the continuing thread
of defiance against common norms and rigid dogma. Followers could be called
Rational Satanists.

Other groups highlight the spiritual side, drawing upon Eastern and West-
ern traditions with a mystical angle, such as Tantric Hinduism, Chaos Magick,
and the writings of Aleister Crowley and Austin Osman Spare. This complex
of ideas and practices is commonly referred to as the Left Hand Path of ritual
magic, in contrast to the Right Hand Path of “analytic,” cerebral magic and
“white-light” witches. It is more mystical and intuitive in scope, focusing on
darker and more “feminine” aspects of reality. The aim of the Left Hand Path,
according to Richard Sutcliffe, is a “liberation of the individual through decon-
ditioning and, ultimately, gnosis.” He continues: “I would emphasize, however,
that while there is undoubtedly an antinomian ethos in the Left Hand Path
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magick, the transgression of mores and taboos has more to do with the over-
coming of one’s own inhibitions and limitations, which are seen to be bound
up with socialization, than with any ill-conceived anarchism. . . . [I]t is aimed
at self-transmutation through the experience of the totality of being” (Sutcliffe
1995: 111). Satanists drawing on these traditions utilize Satan as a real or sym-
bolic manifestation of our becoming authentic through desensitivization to
social norms and values, a mystical project best understood as a part of the
Western esoteric tradition. Thus, they could be called Esoteric Satanists.

I shall return to definitional and typological matters below; the preceding
comments are, on the one hand, pointers intended to help readers grasp the
subject in its totality, and, on the other, a warning that a study of modern
Satanism is in many ways a study of Satanisms conjoined not in surface man-
ifestations but in a depth structure of individuality, rebellion, and Otherness
symbolized in the figure of Satan.3

The chapter begins with a short historical outline of the Satanic subculture
followed by a presentation of various groups and spokespersons in order to
summarize the available source material. Next, a discussion of the connecting
themes, beliefs, and practices will be given in an attempt at systematization;
included here is an analysis of some common typologies that have to be ad-
dressed to establish a general analytical frame of reference. This study concen-
trates on the modern groups, not on witchcraft, Devil worship, or Satanic
Abuse issues, though these matters are of course interpreted in the construc-
tion of tradition undertaken by both the groups themselves and their oppo-
nents. Finally, some suggestions for future research are formulated.

Modern Religious Satanism—A Historical
and Sociological Portrait

The history of modern Satanisms is a short one, comparable with the history
of most new religious movements that mushroomed on the North American
continent in the sixties and seventies. The problem, as stated above, is that
Satanism lacks organizational and even doctrinal coherence, making it a sub-
culture with many faces. I shall try to describe the development of modern
Satanism in brief while summarizing the available literature on the subject,
and combine that with a sociological profile on some major formations that
have significantly affected the development of the movement. But first, modern
religious Satanism has to be separated from Satanism as a more general phe-
nomenon in history and fiction.

First, most if not all of the alleged historical instances of Satanism point
toward Devil worship, that is, inverted Christian rituals based on the theology
of the Christian faith, or the misunderstood practices of some pre- or non-
Christian religion. But the distinction between Satanism and Devil worship is
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important. Modern Satanism should, as mentioned above, be understood as a
product of the meeting between modernity and Western esotericism, and the
Satan of Satanism is therefore more in tune with Man the animal or a cosmic
force than the enemy invoked by medieval Inquisitors and modern-day Chris-
tian fundamentalists.4 It is equally important, though, to acknowledge that both
modern Satanists and Christians use historical metaphors as mythical realities,
to quote Marshall Sahlins.5 Thus analyses of Satanism should state whether
they focus on the Christian scarecrow and his minions—that is, the history of
Devil worship in the Christian worldview and the highly mythical function of
medieval atrocity stories in the Western world—or the modern Satan of reli-
gious Satanism established by LaVey in the late sixties. The latter use the same
historical instances in a different sociological context—that of the oppressed
minority—and with a different mythological goal, that of legitimation.

Nevertheless, the claims of ancient lineage and constancy are erroneous
as historical statements whether they point toward evil anti-Christians lurking
in the shadows of Christendom or heroic freethinkers and medieval hedonists
dancing in the moonlight. They are constructions, and true as such only in the
context of mythical structure. This critical view should be combined with an
understanding of the differences between Christian conceptions of the Devil
and his alleged worshipers in history, and real groups with real conceptions of
their own, including their own take on their history and tradition, where Satan
is transformed into something different.

Second, what we have in terms of historical evidence amounts to state-
ments made under torture, uncorroborated testimonies, and highly tenden-
tious sources. Reviewing the various descriptions and analyses of historical
Satanism, most fall in the sensational and/or theological group that take
the evidence at face value; examples include Montague Summers, Richard
Cavendish, and Arthur Lyons.6 Even the often-cited Chambre Ardente affair in
seventeenth-century France and the Hellfire clubs in England in the eighteenth
century are more mythical than historical in nature. There might have been
small groups of heretical Christians worshiping the Devil somewhere and
sometime, but these instances are unrecorded and unimportant for this study,
as are the Black Masses put on for show in the decadent cities of late-
nineteenth-century Europe. Though it is impossible to prove a negative, we are
left with no conclusive proof of any large-scale Satanic activity, conspiratorial
or otherwise, before the twentieth century, and organized Satanic groups are
quite rare prior to the 1960s.7

History

The history of modern religious Satanism can be divided into three phases.8

In the first phase, from 1966 to 1975, organized Satanism emerged out of the
occult subculture with the formation of the Church of Satan (CoS). Thus, the
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figure 19.1. Anton LaVey and Diane Hagerty with their four-month-old
grandson Stanton on LaVey’s forty-eighth birthday (April 11, 1978). Courtesy
of Zeena Schreck.

birth of modern Satanism can be traced to the actions of Anton Szandor LaVey
(born Howard Stanton Levey in 1930), whose informal “Magic Circle” was
transformed into the (in)famous Church of Satan on Walpurgisnacht, April 30,
1966 in San Francisco. Quickly reacting to the enormous amount of media
attention, he conducted a Satanic wedding, funeral, and baptism, as well as
weekly Satanic rituals and courses on various occult topics, thereby gaining a
solid membership. In 1969, LaVey published The Satanic Bible, the most in-
fluential Satanic manifesto to date, followed by The Compleat Witch (1970) and
The Satanic Rituals (1972). This first phase can be characterized by the carni-
valesque showmanship of LaVey and the elitist counterculture of the CoS in
the first half (1966–1970), and routinization resulting in mounting internal
conflict in the Church in the second half (1970–1975).

The second phase, from 1975 to around 1995, is demarcated on one side
by the dramatic schism in 1975 that resulted in the formation of the Temple
of Set, and on the other side by the Internet boom of the mid-nineties and the
death of Anton LaVey in 1997. In the early seventies, LaVey became dissatisfied
with the side show of characters involved in the hierarchy of the Church of
Satan, began chartering “grottoes” (local organizations) for independent activ-
ities, and commenced a revision of the degree system, from a traditional eso-
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teric structure of examination and formulaic color coding to a more practical
system of merits and functions. Other CoS members were dissatisfied for dif-
ferent reasons: the increasingly atheistic ideology of the CoS and/or LaVey’s
somewhat fickle administration of titles. Lead by Michael Aquino, a large
group eventually split to form the theistic, highly organized Temple of Set
(ToS). The seventies and eighties saw the birth and decline of a large number
of smaller churches, temples, and orders that emerged in the wake of CoS’s
initial success, which often simulated some aspects of the church while dif-
fering on others.9 The CoS itself made a turn toward Nazi-chic in the eighties
in an attempt to replicate the conflict with Western society’s norms and val-
ues, but this was discontinued when LaVey resumed active control of the
church in the early nineties. The conflict was real enough, though, as a mas-
sive moral panic influenced public opinion in the eighties and early nineties;
this affected not only self-declared Satanic groups but also innocent victims of
the Satanic Ritual Abuse Scare. Here, the goals of anticultism, fundamentalist
Christianity, child-saving movements, and psychiatric authorities converged in
a highly influential wave of modern anti-Satanism disseminated by the media,
social care workers, and law enforcement officers, resulting in allegations,
arrests, and convictions of hundreds, although nothing was proven or even
plausible.10

The third phase, from 1995 to the present, is dominated by the upsurge
of activity stimulated by the democratization of the Internet around 1995,
which has increased the visibility of and communication between Satanic
groups and individuals. Encouraging both creativity and discord, the Internet
radically altered the structure of the Satanic subculture, as even small minor-
ities of one could construct an outlet potentially inspiring many. The result
was, and is, a huge number of virtual groups. This unstable situation prompted
the larger organizations to protect their material and members by asserting
their authority.11 Another important event was the death of Anton Szandor
LaVey in 1997, which almost immediately aroused revolt in the Church of
Satan. This was short-lived, though, as high-ranking members such as Blanche
Barton, Peter H. Gilmore and Peggy Nadramia assumed leadership, with Peter
Gilmore as high priest. Again, this has alienated some individuals from the
line of the church and has created new groups, mainly online. This third phase
could therefore be characterized by increased differentiation of Satanic ideol-
ogy as a whole and in the power structures of the subculture as information
becomes available through virtual platforms, paralleled by an increased rhetoric
of legitimation from the larger organizations.

To supplement this short historical presentation of the Satanic movement
it is important to examine some central outlets in depth. I have selected the
Church of Satan and the Temple of Set, as they constitute the major organi-
zations, and the Satanic Reds, the 600 Club, and the Satanic Media Watch, as
three important manifestations of Satanism today.
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Anton Szandor LaVey and the Church of Satan

Much has been written on this charismatic high priest and his organization.12

From its humble beginnings in San Francisco in 1966, the CoS has attracted
many interested in magic and the occult and has survived numerous schisms,
exposés, and attacks from within and without. The history of the organization
has already been outlined. Today the Church of Satan is essentially a decen-
tralized, cell-like structure where first-level (registered) membership is attained
by filling out a registration statement and paying a hundred dollars to the
central administration. Individual members have as much contact with the
organization as needed, and most members have little to do with the church
or even local grottoes. Second-level (active) membership and higher levels of
involvement (activities such as grotto master and agent, or the degrees of
priest/priestess, magister/magistra, and magus/maga) are very rare (see the
Church of Satan Information Pack—“Affiliation with the Church of Satan”). No
exact membership figures are available, as the decentralized structure and one-
time registration fee make it impossible to draw the line between active and
inactive involvement. Active members probably number in the hundreds, but
many more may be registered and nearly one million have purchased The
Satanic Bible (Baddeley 1999: 72).13

The CoS is officially governed by the Council of Nine, of which the high
priest, Peter H. Gilmore, the high priestess, Peggy Nadramia, and the Magistra
Templi Rex, Blanche Barton, are the most vocal. Practically speaking, the mem-
bers and grottoes are self-sufficient, and the council concentrates on matters
of doctrine, general guidelines, and administration of Dr. LaVey’s estate
(through the Order of the Trapezoid). As such, the council is engaged in pro-
tecting the authority of LaVey’s writings and is only concerned with individual
members’ beliefs and practices when they run counter to the interests of the
church (warnings and even excommunication are not unheard of ). In that
respect the CoS manifests a top-down doctrinal rigidity.14

Philosophically, the Church of Satan can be classified as pragmatic egoistic
humanism, a Self-religion focused on empowerment and self-realization for
the “Alien Elite.”15 The free will of the individual and the emotional and sensual
facets of the human existence are lauded as being as important aspects of
human nature as the intellect; the teachings are frequently clothed in argu-
ments that are simultaneously materialistic, Darwinistic, and atheistic, while
appealing to occult traditions as well. The use of Satan is symbolic and points
to the central doctrines of opposition to norms and values, nonconformity, and
hedonism in order to realize one’s self-interest. Peter H. Gilmore states that
“Satanists do not believe in the supernatural, in neither God nor the Devil. To
the Satanist, he is his own God. Satan is the symbol of Man living as his
prideful, carnal nature dictates. The reality behind Satan is simply the dark
evolutionary force that permeates all of nature and provides the drive for sur-
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vival and propagation inherent in all living things. Satan is not a conscious
entity to be worshipped, rather a reservoir of power inside each human to be
tapped at will” (“Satanism: The Feared Religion” in The Church of Satan Infor-
mation Pack). This “dark force” is often referred to as the Black Flame. Rituals,
called Greater Magic, are “intellectual decompression chambers” used to in-
voke “change in situations or events in accordance with one’s will” (LaVey
1969: 110). A ritual can thus be characterized as a “psychodrama,” where
heightened emotion is used to alter reality (LaVey 1969: 109–128; 1972: 11–
27). Both Greater Magic and manipulation, called Lesser Magic, are used as
each individual Satanist sees fit, as they are conceived of as pragmatic tech-
niques that work, not spiritual dogma. The central convictions of the CoS are
formulated in short statements and rules found in LaVey’s books and articles
that are constantly reproduced in articles and communiques from spokesper-
sons of the church: The Nine Satanic Statements, The Eleven Rules of the Earth,
The Nine Satanic Sins, and the Pentagonal Revisionism program.16

The source material itself can be categorized into “official” documents and
interpretations. The official documents include The Satanic Bible, The Satanic
Rituals, and The Satanic Witch (LaVey 1969, 1972, 1989), as well as the docu-
ments mentioned above, all written by Anton Szandor LaVey.17 It is important
to bear in mind that these sources are manifestations of Satanic philosophy,
not scripture, even though the CoS sometimes treat them as such. They are
not transcendental truths but statements of the Satanic worldview and ethos.
Semi-official documents include The Devil’s Notebook and Satan Speaks! by
Anton LaVey (LaVey 1992, 1998) and Blanche Barton’s The Church of Satan
and The Secret Life of a Satanist (Barton 1990a, 1990b).

The interpretations of the party line could be classified as orthodox and
unorthodox. Clearly orthodox documents are The Church of Satan Information
Pack and most of the material found on the official Web site and the Web sites
of active members, and in The Cloven Hoof and The Black Flame. Unorthodox
interpretations, such as the Dark Doctrines of Tani Jantsang and Philip Marsh
(discussed below), are regularly removed from the CoS-sponsored sites and
materials, but since the advent of the Internet they have proven to be increas-
ingly difficult to suppress. Thus many orthodox documents deal with these
unorthodox sources (see for example the “Satanic Bunco Sheet” and “Church
of Satan Chat Room Policies” in The Church of Satan Information Pack, and
“Sycophants Unite!” on the official Web site). I shall return to these matters of
doctrinal rigidity and legitimation strategies below.

Academic interest in the CoS goes back to the early seventies, when this
new group of “black urban witches” caught the eye of anthropologists and
sociologists. Based on extensive participant observation, Edward Moody
(Moody 1971, 1974) analyzed the socio-psychological effects of the magical
worldview and considered magic a pragmatic solution to problems of self-
esteem and anxiety. Through the inversion of Christian dogma and practices
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Satanists redefine evil, thus asserting the relativity of norms and values in
society and the good in evil. This in turn reconditions the magician to express
and indulge in personal desires and to be free from repression. The inversion
of Christianity is therefore a means to an end, the liberation and empowerment
of the individual, not the central tenet of Satanism (Moody 1974: 366).18

Marcello Truzzi (Truzzi 1972, 1974a, 1974b) examines the continuum of
beliefs and social organization found in the “occult revival,” specifically modern
witchcraft. After classifying Satanists as Black Witches, he eventually defines
the Church of Satan as a specific type of “group-affiliated, non-stereotypical
Satanists” (Truzzi 1974a: 639): “Its doctrines are primarily those of a materi-
alistic (anti-mystical and anti-drugs) philosophy of anti-Puritanism and pro-
indulgence coupled with a highly Machiavellian set of social ethics emphasiz-
ing success and survival by any means and a basically elitist political posture.
This highly cynical and epicurean world view is coupled with a belief in the
efficacy of magic and its ritual. However, magic is largely redefined to make it
compatible with science, and nothing is viewed as being truly supernatural”
(Truzzi 1974a: 644–645). This could easily be written of the CoS today. He
continues: “The name ‘Satanism’ and its other seeming relations to Christi-
anity are actually somewhat misleading, for these are mainly used in a symbolic
sense. . . . Thus, the Church of Satan is not really a sect of Christianity in the
same sense as are most present and past Satanic groups” (ibid.: 645). Although
I am skeptical about the “past Satanic groups” to which Truzzi refers and not
happy to include Christian heretics in the category of “Satanist” at all, I fully
endorse the statement of difference between modern Satanism and Christi-
anity.

Randall Alfred disagrees, but on a different level (Alfred 1976). As was the
case with Moody’s study, Alfred builds his analysis on protracted participant
observation in the early phases of the CoS, but the theoretical angle is Weber-
ian, analyzing the complex motivations underlying the Church, its founder,
and adherents. Alfred describes six attractions of Satanism for its members:
hedonism, magic, diabolism, iconoclasm, millenarianism, and the charisma
of LaVey. He elaborates especially on the last factor for the specific dynamics
of the church. He argues that the ambivalence of the founder toward play and
seriousness, authority and rebellion, is reflected in the church itself (197), and
that the Church of Satan might best be described as evolving toward the po-
sition of Protestant sect,19 as the conflict between the individualistic philosophy
of hedonism and the discipline and authority needed to perform magic—and
indeed be a Church of Satan—is resolved “eventually in favor of the long-
dominant traditional value systems of post-reformation Western culture” (199).
He concludes: “Thus, while retaining Protestantism’s worldly interest in the
value of work and discipline, Satanism no longer rejects the enjoyment of the
mundane fruits of those labors. It is a final ratification of the spirit of capital-
ism. . . . Satanism provides the religious legitimation for worldly hedonism in
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figure 19.2. The Church of Satan’s
original ritual chamber. Courtesy of
Zeena Schreck.

place of ‘worldly asceticism’ ” (ibid.). On a sociological level, the Church of
Satan is thus deeply embedded in the Christian culture of which it is a part,
even though it cannot be said to be “an inversionary sect, a topsy-turvy Chris-
tianity” (189). I consider this analysis astute, but somewhat outdated, as the
original Church of Satan indeed broke under the weight of these internal
conflicts. The modern church is decentralized and individualistic, and has
stopped explicit appeals to “long-dominant traditional value systems of post-
Reformation Western culture.” It is very true, though, that the Church of Satan
(and indeed most modern Satanists) repeatedly reorients itself along a scale of
respectability and outrage, thus continually emphasizing the nonconformist
attitude that is at odds with Western society while basically affirming a secular,
scientific, and even capitalist ethos of rationality.

This line of reasoning is picked up and expanded in the work of James R.
Lewis (Lewis 2002a, 2002b). He is particularly interested in the complex re-
lations among Anton LaVey’s charismatic authority, his rational legitimation
strategies, and some followers’ appeal to traditional modes of legitimation.
First, The Satanic Bible “is treated as an authoritative document which effec-
tively functions as scripture within the Satanist community. In particular,
LaVey’s work is quoted to legitimate particular positions as well as to delegi-
timate the positions of other Satanists. This legitimation strategy appears to
have been unconsciously derived from the Judeo-Christian tradition, which
locates the source of religious authority in a sacred text” (Lewis 2002b: 2).
Although it can be found throughout the Satanic subculture, this strategy is
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especially successful within the CoS, both in order to ensure the doctrinal
rigidity mentioned above and to manifest the “real” Satanism of the church
when confronted with heterodox interpretations from non-CoS Satanists. Thus
The Satanic Bible functions as traditional authority in Weberian terms. This is
at odds with the intentions of the founder, who appealed to personal charisma
reinforced by rational claims to authority that are still extant in the non-CoS
elements of the Satanic subculture. Lewis writes that

when LaVey founded the Church of Satan, he grounded Satanism’s
legitimacy on a view of human nature shaped by a secularist appro-
priation of modern science. Unlike Christian Science, Scientology
and other groups that claimed to model their approach to spirituality
after the methods of science, LaVey’s strategy was to base Satanism’s
“anti-Theology” in the secularist world view derived from natural sci-
ence. . . . At the same time, LaVey went beyond contemporary secu-
larism by suggesting the reality of mysterious, “occult” forces—
forces he claimed was not supernatural, but where, rather, natural
forces. (Lewis 2002b: 3–4)

In other words, Satanism is legitimate because it is rational: a reasonable re-
ligion built on a sound understanding of human nature and the empirical
world.

These two strategies have existed side by side in the Satanic movement,
especially since LaVey’s death. Many Satanists consider The Satanic Bible au-
thoritative in matters of Satanic philosophy and practice, while simultaneously
adhering to LaVey’s explicit appeal to independent, rational thought. Within
the CoS, however, “LaVey’s successors have come to place excessive stress on
their role as bearers of his legacy, even asserting that only CoS members are
‘real’ Satanists and characterizing Satanists outside the fold as ‘pseudo’ Satan-
ists. In terms of Weber’s analysis, one would say that CoS’s legitimation strat-
egy has narrowed to focus almost exclusively on CoS’s claim to traditional
authority” (ibid.: 4). In effect, the “routinization of charisma” has created a
tradition, “orthodox LaVeyan Satanism,” which is contrasted with “unorthodox
pseudo-Satanism.” This development has been amplified by the Internet, a
virtual battleground that has enabled the unorganized network of non-CoS
Satanists to voice their constructions of tradition (see Petersen forthcoming).

The Church of Satan has spawned numerous splinter groups in its nearly
forty years of existence. From the Church of Satanic Brotherhood (1973) to the
Church of Satanic Liberation (1986), the First Church of Satan (1994 or 1998)
and the First Satanic Church (1999), the wish to return to the “original prem-
ises” of a Satanic church has remained strong. The most successful splinter
group is still the Temple of Set.
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Michael Aquino and the Temple of Set

As with the CoS, the history of the Temple of Set (ToS) is intimately bound up
with the biography of its founder, Michael Aquino. He joined the CoS in 1969
and rose rapidly in the Church’s hierarchy. After falling out with Anton LaVey
over matters of the structure and direction of the church, he led a group of
dissenters to form a serious esoteric organization in 1975. He was affirmed in
this decision through a Working of Greater Black Magic where he communi-
cated with the Prince of Darkness in his original form of the Egyptian god Set,
who charged Aquino to found a temple and become its high priest.20

The Temple of Set is still led by Aquino today.21 It is a closely knit orga-
nization of individual ranks, pylons (local groups), and orders (divisions of
interest) topped by the Council of Nine, the executive director, and the high
priest. Membership is by application and contact with a priest or priestess,
followed by an evaluation period; the focus is on the individual Setian’s (first
degree member’s) development and creativity on the road to becoming a
second-degree Adept. As with the CoS, the higher ranks are reserved for ad-
ministrative offices and are bestowed upon competent individuals.22 Unlike to
the CoS, each member must be affiliated with a Pylon and, later, an Order,
even though the practical interaction with the ToS resembles that of the CoS,
as the self-realization of the individual is more important than the temple as
such (see the Religious Movements Homepage). All in all, ToS resembles an
individualistic rendition of the magical orders of nineteenth-century Europe,
like masonic lodges, the Ordo Templi Orientis, the Astrum Argentum, and the
Golden Dawn.

Membership figures are difficult to come by due to temple policy; esti-
mates range from three hundred (personal communication with James R.
Lewis) to five hundred (Bromley and Ainsley 1995, La Fontaine 1999), with
about fifty in Britain (Harvey 1995). Zeena Schreck, daughter of Anton LaVey,
joined the temple in 1995, but led a schism in 2002; it is likely that this has
affected the ToS in terms of membership.

Philosophically, the Temple of Set is an intellectual wing of esoteric Satan-
ism and leans heavily on the writings of Aleister Crowley and elements of
Western esotericism in general (ceremonial magic[k], mysticism, and the Left
Hand Path). A greater focus is laid on magical Workings and studies that aid
the process of “becoming” (xeper or “kheffer”), that is, realizing the true nature
of the individual Satanist. They are walking the Left Hand Path, which “in-
volves the conscious attempt to preserve and strengthen one’s isolate, psyche-
centric existence against the objective universe (OU) while apprehending, com-
prehending, and influencing a varying number of subjective universes (SU)”
(Aquino [1975] 2000: 23). Here the basic tenets are laid out: the uniqueness
of the individual, the importance of knowledge, and the practice of Greater
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Black Magic to strengthen individual existence and influence subjective uni-
verses (which in turn affects the objective universe; see ibid.: 88). A short
description can be found in Harvey (1995: 288–289). The transcendence of
the individual psyche is also proposed—in effect, the ToS believes in the im-
mortality of the true self that is, and the xeper is the ability to align your con-
sciousness with that authentic self (Aquino [1975] 2002: 51–56). That is
achieved through knowledge understood as a conjunction of intellect and in-
tuition, akin to gnosis and described as self-initiation (ibid.: 21–22).

These doctrines are summed up in the figure of Set/Satan and the Black
Flame. Set, as the true semblance of the Prince of Darkness, is real—ToS is
theistic. But he is neither related to the Judeo-Christian context nor worshiped
as a god. He is what every adept aspires to become—fully self-conscious,
knowledgeable, and true to his inner essence—totally apart. Presumably he is
“becoming” as well, but that is unclear. His gift to humanity is that which sets
us apart from nature: the questioning intellect identified as the Black Flame of
Set (described as the Gift of Intellect, Gift of Set, and Gift of Knowledge),
“which brought isolate self-consciousness to higher life” (ibid.: 95). This evo-
lutionary leap was thus brought to us by Set and obliges us to “become.” As
noted above, magic—both Greater and Lesser—is used to aid the magician’s
“becoming” by staging alterations in consciousness and the world. It is thus a
very personal endeavor, deeply rooted in the worldview of the temple’s adher-
ents. In practice, however, the example of a Greater Magic Working resembles
rituals of the CoS (compare Aquino [1975] 2002: 86ff. with LaVey 1969: 107ff.).

The source material is sparse, as the temple restricts access to documents
of central importance and does not permit participation in rituals by nonini-
tiates (Aquino [1975] 2002: 21, 91). It is not that it regards its literature as
esoteric secrets as such, but the truth is dangerous to the wrong minds: “There
are no penalties for revealing ‘esoteric secrets’ in the Temple. We exist to pro-
mote knowledge of truth, not to conceal it. Setians should understand, however,
that some of the truths known to the Priesthood of Set can be dangerous to
oneself or others if misapplied, just as a loaded gun in the hands of a child is
dangerous” (Ibid.: 21). The Book of Coming Forth by Night is a “channeling,”
comparable to Aleister Crowley’s Book of the Law, and is consequently imparted
with much authenticity (Aquino 1975). In it the intelligence of Set speaks di-
rectly. The entire Jeweled Tablets of Set—of which only the introduction to the
first part (the Crystal Tablet of Set), called either Black Magic or Black Magick in
Theory and Practice, is in my possession (Aquino [1975] 2002)—is an en-
cyclopedia of knowledge composed of tablets keyed to specific degrees in the
temple hierarchy. Finally, I should mention the huge e-book, The Church of
Satan (Aquino 1999), an analysis of and compilation of documents relating to
the CoS.

Academic interest in the temple is meager. The only extended treatments
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with which I am familiar are Gini Graham Scott’s The Magicians (Scott 1983)
and an article by Graham Harvey (Harvey 1995).

The Internet Boom of the 1990s—Satanic Reds, the 600 Club,
and the Satanic Media Watch

As I have said repeatedly, the status of modern Satanism is one of pluralism
and fragmentation—it is a decentralized movement. In fact, it always has been;
the major factor today is the increased visibility and accessibility of Satanism
(and esoteric and occult material in general) on the Internet, which is valuable
in terms of information exchange and retrieval, as well as general communi-
cation and contact, but detrimental to authority and closer community build-
ing. The main point is that as Satanism, organizationally speaking, is set free
from the closed circles that have maintained doctrinal integrity, individualism
and eclecticism are amplified. This is not all new, as Satanic literature such as
The Satanic Bible has had an independent life outside the CoS for decades;
what is new is that the Satanists who previously worked alone can now partic-
ipate visibly, freely, even anonymously in the manifestation of modern Satan-
ism by maintaining a home page or even just engaging in debate on Usenet
groups or message boards. The paradox is that this increase in personal ex-
pression undermines doctrinal coherence, which causes new, local groups to
develop, using the Internet to establish contacts. This complex of activity on-
and off-line demands demarcation strategies to separate “us” from “them,”
again increasing fragmentation.23

Several studies have addressed the status of modern Satanism on the In-
ternet. Some focus on the new geographical areas made visible (Smoczynski
2003 on Poland, Alisauskienen 2003 on Lithuania), others on legitimation
strategies and the doctrinal conflicts magnified by the Net (Petersen forthcom-
ing). James R. Lewis has conducted an Internet survey of modern Satanism
(Lewis 2001a) which in many respects portray Satanism and Satanists online.

The larger organizations have a presence on the Net, but they cannot (and
often will not) control the information present. That does not mean that they
do not care. Assertions of “real” Satanism and allegations of “pseudo” Satanism
signal borders in virtual space. To investigate the electronic abyss outside the
safe harbors of CoS and ToS, I have selected three interesting manifestations
of Satanism in the Internet age: a loose affiliation called Satanic Reds, a mes-
sage board and online community dubbed The 600 Club, and an online ar-
chive entitled Satanic Media Watch and News Exchange.

Satanic Reds was founded in 1997 as an outlet for the prolific writer Tani
Jantsang and associates such as Philip Marsh. Tani Jantsang describes herself
as a “generational Satanist,” born into the Dark Doctrines that are put forward
on the Web site and in various articles.24 As such, her philosophical standpoints
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and practices apparently preceded her relationship with the Church of Satan
through groups such as the Starry Wisdom Sect and the Kishites in the sixties
and seventies.25 Nevertheless, she worked extensively with the CoS in the eight-
ies and nineties, but disagreements after Anton LaVey’s death resulted in ex-
communication from the CoS and the launching of Satanic Reds.

The Web site itself is organized as a huge archive of articles, spells, rituals,
links, and a chat room, and is operated by the People’s Commissar (Jantsang).
People join by filling out a registration form; the membership count is un-
known, but is probably less than a hundred. This is less important than the
fact that the online articles and especially the printed essays available to order
are read and discussed by many Satanists interested in something deeper than
The Satanic Bible. Apparently anyone can join and feel free to join other groups
as well—it is an association of Satanists on the Left Hand Path with left-wing
sympathies (a double provocation, one might add).

On the basis of the material, it is clear that Satanic Reds should be clas-
sified as highly esoteric Satanism, as it advocates a radically syncretistic and
eclectic version of the Left Hand Path religious tradition combined with
modern-day political philosophy. The articles describe the unified “dark tradi-
tion” or “Dark Doctrines” found around the globe in many cultures, including
those of Christianity and Islam. The main influences seem to be Hinduism,
especially the Advaita Vedanta and Tantric traditions; Buddhism, again mainly
the Abhidharma school; Daoism; and various mystical traditions, such as Jew-
ish Kabbalah. The main principles are the Boundless Darkness and the Flame,
and the emanation doctrine of Being and Becoming:

1. Satan is the “dark force” that permeates all of nature and moti-
vates all things to act according to their inner nature. The Boundless
Darkness Itself is SAT. The ACTION of emanating out of, unfolding
out of, springing forth, is TAN. The motivator and the act of moti-
vating all things are together: Satan. Satan is that which is the origin
of all and the unmoved mover, and it is described by both the un-
folding and the thing unfolded: Satan. . . . 3. The “big bang” came
from a spark within the one Dark Presence and all that results from
the “big bang” is permeated by the Dark Force. The universe was
emanated by this force going from Chaos-Dark to Cosmos-Light.
(The Nine Satanic Postulates, nos. 1 and 3)

This mystical cosmogenesis reevaluates the figure of Satan and integrates it in
a monistic emanation complex. It is a doctrine of Darkness and Light-in-
Darkness, stages of being and becoming, and a Dark Flame infused in our
universe of matter and energy. Satan is thus both a concept that describes the
ceaseless dynamics of the universe and a reality, a Dark Force suffused through
all the emanated universe. In reality, all is One with the Dark Presence or
Boundless Darkness (that is “none”). The Satanist resonates with this gnosis,
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a knowledge that is also an intuitive practice, and strives to become what is
already his or her inner core through a participation in the unending change
of the physical universe: “And all this is the esoteric meaning of ‘Do as Thou
Wilt’ for that truly is the whole of the Law, Cosmic Law and SAT-TAN-ic Law.
. . . Man is just another animal: Self-inner-truth-Wisdom is knowing what kind
of animal a human is” (The Nine Satanic Postulates, no. 9).

These doctrines form the backbone of the Left Hand Path, which is both
mystical and practical, esoteric and dialectical materialist. Again, the point is
unity: “There is no conflict between these paths [Left and Right Hand Paths]
if they are True; they are yin/yang and exist together and this embodies real
stratification in the sense of people naturally working at their own abilities.
I.e., what you are good at, naturally comes easy! Because of this, there is always
RHP in LHP, and always LHP in RHP. There is the ‘Being’ of the receptive
LHP and then the ‘Becoming’ which is the active RHP. There is the Knowledge
of the LHP that leads to the deeds of the RHP. Everything is Yin and Yang.
Passive Idea; Active Deed. Like Sat-Being and Tan-Becoming” (Left Hand Path
and Right Hand Path: Defined: 2). In practice, a Satanic Red is doing pretty
much what other Satanists are doing: “What They Will.” Their rituals are as
eclectic as their doctrines, often adopting the fiction of H. P. Lovecraft (the
Cthulhu mythos) and other appropriate material to heighten the effect. In this
regard they resemble modern Wiccan movements and Chaos Magick,26 and
even the pragmatic explications of the CoS and ToS.

On the issue of distinctness, Satanic Reds argues that “Satanic Reds exists
as an alternative to the ‘Satanism’ that is so tied up with Christianity. It is, in
fact, a Left Hand Path organization as far as occult doctrines go. The doctrines
are wholly outside of the Christian world view. The concepts of becoming
(xeper) and Inner Will (thelema) are in these Doctrines, and always were from
ancient times. But the wailing angst of people rebelling against their own
Christian backgrounds is wholly left out” (Why Do We Call Ourselves Satanic
Reds? FAQ: 2). This is “true” Satanism, ancient and wholly outside the Christian
framework, working with the traditions of Eastern and Western esotericism
(note the discreet nods to Egyptian religion and the ToS in the use of xeper and
to Aleister Crowley with thelema) and not the “wailing angst” of the more
secular, rational Satanism of the CoS. Even Satan, as noted before, is Satan,
Sat, and Tan, and not a Hebrew fiend.

The ToS and the Satanic Reds represent religious Satanisms, that is,
groups with an esoteric outlook that goes beyond the atheistic iconoclasm of
the CoS and other more secular groups; there is no doubt that they involve
religious constructions of tradition and religious rhetoric. The legitimation
often seems rational, but now clothed in a discourse of tradition explicitly
infusing the dictums of modern science (observation, hypothesis, verification)
with esoteric meaning: This is true, because they and the Dark Adepts before
them know it to be true.
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The 600 Club is a community site launched around 1996–1997 by Rick
Rinker. It is affiliated with the First Church of Satan, but has about seven
hundred active “members” from all parts of the Satanic subculture. The name
is derived from The 700 Club, a part of the Christian Broadcasting Network
dedicated to online communication and off-line contact between Christians.
The Satanic version has undergone extensive revision in the past couple of
years (I mentioned it in my study on Satanism on the Internet, Petersen forth-
coming) from a bazaar of every possible interest to the Satanist (soft-porn sites,
music, and clothing, as well as links to Satanic sites and a message board) to
a more sober community site centered on the message board and archives. In
that regard it resembles other Satanic community sites such as British Satan-
ism (www.Satanism-uk.org) and the Danish Satanic Net (www.Satanisknet
.dk). Its goals seem to be mainly communicative, and it utilizes the structural
aspects of the Internet, namely, visibility, accessibility, and (limited) interaction
to reach newcomers and dabblers on the fringe of Satanism as well as old-time
contacts to improve doctrinal coherence and virtual community.

Satanic Media Watch and News Exchange was established in 1998 in the
wake of the moral panic that gripped the United States, Britain, Norway, and
others (including New Zealand) in the eighties and early nineties. Fear of Sa-
tanic Ritual Abuse, multiple personality disorder, and Satanic cults coalesced
into a “Satanic Panic” of huge proportions. Many Satanists naturally felt threat-
ened by the turn of events (and some were actually accused, such as Michael
Aquino). One response was to gather information and distribute it along with
some sensible material on “real” Satanists. This has been done from the mid-
nineties by Amina Lap, the founder of the site and sole administrator. Today,
the site is an archive of articles and documents dealing with many aspects of
the Panic. I have included this site as an example of the concrete manifestation
of hard-core rational Satanism that attempts to influence public opinion
through the use of scientific methods and rational arguments, and as such an
expression of rational self-interest.

The Satanic Worldview

As mentioned earlier, a systematic attempt to delineate beliefs and practices is
difficult due to the disparities between different groups. The evolution of mod-
ern Satanism has been unplanned as a whole, and groups often develop as
offshoots from earlier, now obsolete or “wrong” attempts to demarcate Satan-
ism, frequently both starting anew and drawing upon older material at the
same time. As stated at the beginning of the chapter, two broad lines of thought
are visible: rationalistic, atheistic Satanism, now visible in the writings of Anton
LaVey and the Church of Satan; and esoteric, theistic Satanism found in the
Temple of Set. Many variations exist, focusing on either the philosophical or

www.Satanism-uk.org
www.Satanisknet.dk
www.Satanisknet.dk
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the religious side of these lines. Thus, one might find a theist in the Church
of Satan, or a more idiosyncratically inclined Setian in the Temple of Set—
these are general outlines, not rigid dogma. Nevertheless, both the human-
oriented and Satan-oriented Satanists are opposed to the Devil-worshiper, a
Christian variety of Satanist which is to be found in Christian myths of Satanic
Conspiracies and in small numbers among black metal enthusiasts, young
adolescents, and perhaps even a few mentally disturbed criminals. Conse-
quently, a certain amount of consensus is found in the Satanic movement at
large pertaining to a core tradition, a few generally accepted rules, a shared
iconography, and opposition to the ordinary worldview of the Western world.

Typologies Revisited

Before moving on, it is useful to evaluate previous attempts to classify the
bewildering number of groups, offshoots, and single-member organizations
subsumed under the common denominator of Satanism. I have chosen four
typologies found in the academic literature, although one is polemic in nature:
Robert Hicks’s “police model of Satanic crime”; Jean La Fontaine’s “Christian”
and “self-styled” Satanism; Marcello Truzzi’s “black and white witches,” which
is developed into a complex of ideal types; and Massimo Introvigne’s simple
double scale of “youth and adult groups” coupled with “rational and occult
Satanism.”

Robert Hicks reviews (and condemns) the “occult-crime model,” motivated
by fundamentalist Christianity and composed of different levels of involve-
ment: dabblers, self-styled Satanists, organized Satanists, and traditional Sa-
tanists (Hicks 1990a, 1990b, 1991a, 1991b). Dabblers “are mostly children,
teenagers, or very young adults who, in unsophisticated fashion, play with
Satanic bits and pieces,” such as Dungeons and Dragons and heavy metal
lyrics. Self-styled Satanists are mainly mass murderers. Organized Satanists
“include public groups, such as the Church of Satan and the Temple of Set.”
Finally, traditional Satanists “include transgenerational family Satanism, the
cult survivor’s tales, and day-care-center ritual abuse. Such Satanists comprise
an international underground, tightly organized and covert, responsible for
upwards of 50,000 human sacrifices a year” (Hicks 1990a: 283).

This typology illustrates a conspiracy-oriented understanding of Satanism
and the persons involved, presenting a vicious spiral of entanglement from the
first stages of dabbling to the wholly evil network of powerful cultists. It is
therefore of little use to a study that is not connected with Christian theology
and the worldview of the fundamentalist or at least orthodox Christian. I accept
the “dabbler” category as a variant of modern popular cultural Satanism, but
purely in its own terms and not connected with a ruse of evil, and I accept the
category of public, official organizations as the empirical starting point for
discussion. In my opinion, the remaining categories, as well as the overall
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system of classification, are irrelevant, as they are rhetorical, defining a prob-
lem to be dealt with rather than classifying information.27

Jean La Fontaine’s contribution to the monumental Athlone History of
Witchcraft and Magic in Europe (La Fontaine 1999) distinguishes two distinct
patterns: the Christian myth of the Enemy and his minions and the concrete
sociological reality of modern-day Satanists. As such, she uses a simple typol-
ogy consisting of Christian Satanism and modern Satanism—in her terms,
alleged (mythical) and self-styled (occultist) Satanists (ibid.: 86–88). I fully en-
dorse this framework, but one must extrapolate from the categories somewhat.
Strictly speaking, the category of alleged Satanists should be separate from that
of modern, religious Satanists, and the second category split up into several
types. As will be shown, I have included the Christian stereotype, as some
groups ostensibly live out the myth, and many groups integrate the fear of the
myth as a shock tactic. It must nevertheless be borne in mind that Christianity
is not the primary frame of reference for the groups covered by this chapter.

Marcello Truzzi’s work with modern witchcraft (Truzzi 1972, 1974a, 1974b)
arranges groups along a white-black axis, according to the view held on magic
(the typology is used in Alfred 1976 as well). The various subgroups are then
categorized according to sociological and ideological content: independent, sol-
itary Satanists (comprising traditional Satanists, acid-culture eclectic Satanists,
and psychotic cases) and group-affiliated Satanists of two types: one, pure, ste-
reotypical Satanists (traditional Satanists, acid-culture eclectic Satanists, sexual
Satanisms, and heretical, anti-Catholic Satanists), and two, non-stereotypical
Satanists (called Palladists or Luciferianists and comprising Baphometists,
idiosyncratic, charismatic Satanists, and the Church of Satan) (Truzzi 1974a:
639 ff.).28

Again, the typology has some limitations. First, I agree that the term
“witch” can be used to demarcate Satanism and position the subculture in
relation to established religious organizations, practices, and orientations. It is
indeed used by Anton LaVey (LaVey 1970, 1989). But I find it counterproduc-
tive to reproduce an emic categorization of “black” and “white,” used deroga-
torily, when all Satanic groups (except the ToS) disregard the categories. The
ethical framework invoked is not applicable, and potentially confuses readers.
Second, I’m not sure the witchcraft aspect of modern Satanism is as strong
today as it was at the outset. Much has happened since the early seventies. I
would rather associate Satanism with the general growth of the Human Po-
tential movement and New Age groups than with neo-pagans and Wiccan
groups. On the other hand, neo-pagans are usually grouped analytically within
the New Age movement (see for example Hanegraaff [1996] 1998), as I pro-
pose to do with Satanism as well. Third, many of the phenomena included in
Truzzi’s typology are either cultural interpretations of Satanism, such as the
acid-culture eclectic Satanists and the sexual Satanisms, or manifestations of
Christian stereotypes, namely the heretical, anti-Catholic Satanists and the tra-
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ditional Satanists. Again, as with La Fontaine’s typology, Christianity is not the
primary frame of reference for modern Satanism.

Finally, Massimo Introvigne’s typology orients modern Satanism along
two axes of religious organization and doctrinal content: Adult groups are or-
ganized with doctrine, hierarchy, and so on, whereas while youth Satanism,
although it can be loosely organized, is subcultural practice. Rational Satanism
is atheistic, along the lines I have drawn above, whereas occult Satanism is
filled with interpretations of theistic Satanism (Introvigne 1997a). My only
argument is with the last category of theistic Satanism, as Introvigne’s defi-
nition of Satanism rests on “the adoration of Satan or the Devil from the Bible”
(ibid.: 8–9). As I have repeatedly made clear, Christianity is secondary for the
groups examined here. I will basically propose similar categories with different
nomenclature and content.

I have found that modern Satanism is best described inclusively when viewed
as a social and cultural phenomenon, and exclusively when viewed as a reli-
gious and philosophical one. Thus, the typology presented below is broad when
taken as a whole, but rather limited when dealing with modern Satanic groups
as a religious phenomenon.

First, one should separate the popular cultural conceptions of Satanism
from more organized and systematic belief systems backed by a group of some
sort. The popular understanding of Satanism is rooted in Christian values and
concepts, that is, a myth of the enemy or the opposition, and the highly visible
individuals and groups “living out” this mythical frame. Whether we consider
Satanism in popular culture, as when some heavy metal groups, role-playing
games, movies, or television series use occult or even overtly Satanic iconog-
raphy, references, or plotlines to sell material, or Satanism as popular culture,
found in the adolescent subcultures “dabbling” with forbidden emotions and
desires, Satanism is based on society’s fears and prohibitions, and is a curious
mix of romantic tradition, Christian demonology, and comparative mythology.
This stereotype could be called the popular model of Satanism, and it is rein-
forced by several empirical manifestations:29

• the symbolic (and sometimes violent) insurrection targeting everything
“Christian,” as in the violent subculture found among some Black
Metal enthusiasts;

• the “Satanism” of the teenage room, combining Buffy the Vampire
Slayer, inverted crosses, black lipstick, and copies of books on the oc-
cult and witchcraft.

Although these embodiments can be very sincere and are deeply mean-
ingful for the persons involved, they reflect common concerns and anxieties
of adolescents, not modern Satanism per se.30 This is inverted Christianity,
Devil worship, and rebellion, rather than a new, coherent belief system with
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philosophical, mythical, and practical aspects. By “playing evil,” a symbolic
resistance can be voiced against dominant society, and problems can be ne-
gotiated. It is necessary to distinguish between this popular Satanism and the
following two types, which are variants of modern, religious Satanism proper,
even though an interest in adolescent Satanism could eventually lead to a se-
rious involvement with the established groups outlined below (see Lewis
2001a).

As stated in the introduction, the three main traits I use to define modern
Satanism are “Self-religion,” that is, the realization of an “authentic nature”;
the use of Satan as a positive and negative symbolic expression of this aspi-
ration; and a coherent organization or body of work. Thus I position modern
Satanism in the field between modern rationality and Western esotericism far
from the Christian framework from which Satan has been drawn. There are
two ideal types:

• the more secular and rational, if provocative, groups using Satan as a
symbol for nonconformity and the Self. This is an atheistic, egoistic
Humanism that views “authentic nature” as the carnal human animal,
appeals to Darwinism and materialism, and considers magic a psycho-
logical or perhaps supranatural practice;

• and the syncretistic and esoteric groups honoring Satan as a meta-
physical force or a personified being, often infused in nature, or hu-
manity, or the intellect. “Authentic nature” is “becoming” an essence.
These religions draw heavily on Eastern traditions and Western esoteri-
cism.

Although the latter could be incorporated into the study of Western esotericism
proper by analyzing the source material with Antoine Faivre’s six characteris-
tics of esotericism,31 the former fits better with the Human Potential movement
(Stone 1976). Both, however, are considered modern religious Satanism.

Now let us return to the common ground of tradition, rules, iconography,
and worldview of the Satanic movement.

Iconography and Aesthetics

Let me start with the iconography. It seems that the “material” pentagram (five-
pointed star; refer to Figure 19.2), often customized with a goat’s head, light-
ning bolts, hammer and scythe, colors, or letters, is in widespread use among
Satanic groups.32 The history of this sign and modern usage do not necessarily
correspond, but the community-building aspect, as well as the indication of
special significance of the wearer to the larger society, is clear. Thus, the pen-
tagram or Baphomet, as it is commonly called when inscribed with a goat’s
head and Hebrew letters spelling “Leviathan,” demonstrates the philosophical
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and religious stance to insiders as well as outsiders, and the personal views of
the individual Satanist. It is a powerful symbol that stirs feelings of dread,
uneasiness or contempt in the average American or European because of the
association with black magic, Satanism, and esoteric lore. There is some truth
to this, as it is a design with an impressive lineage, associated with Pythagoras
and Renaissance Hermeticism and found in German grimoires (see Ellis forth-
coming), Eliphas Levi’s The History of Magic and The Key to the Mysteries, and
Anton LaVey’s Satanic Bible.33

Today most Wiccans utilize the “spiritual” pentagram, while Satanists use
the “material pentagram” to denote carnality and materialism. Some Satanic
groups have detailed interpretations:

the Pentagon in the center of our Pentacle . . . is a house; it is not
inverted; it is the correct way and, in the Dark Doctrine, represents
YOU. . . . The Five Points of the Pentacle, or rather the “Blazing An-
gles” that radiate from the House represent things in the Dark Doc-
trine. Starting from top to right point, going clockwise, and making
this very simple: 1. Our Roots in the sense of physical generations.
2. Justice implying natural stratification. 3. The Anima or Vajra Root
of our individual Being and our animal nature. 4. Our Inner Well-
being or Psyche. 5. Nature in us and around us and in which we
live. The X that is formed by the crossed lines where the top point
of the inner Pentagon (House) is, represents Heart, Feelings, Eros.
(Why Do We Call Ourselves Satanic Reds? FAQ: 2)

Others just use it as the time-worn emblem for the Adversary, black magic, or
the physical aspect (that is, earth, pleasure, carnality). Combined with the goat’s
head (in itself a symbol of earth), a torch (reason), or lightning bolts (the Black
Flame), it is a potent symbol of modern Satanism.

Regarding the penchant for black clothes and gothic style, there are cer-
tainly differences between members within and across groups, although a
purely impressionistic survey conducted by looking at my contacts in Denmark
confirmed an affinity for the unique and striking, often black, in young and
old. This might be coincidence, or it might be put in context through the theory
put forward in The Satanic Bible:

Learning to effectively utilize the command to LOOK, is an integral
part of a witch’s or warlock’s training. To manipulate a person, you
must first be able to attract and hold his attention. The three meth-
ods by which the command to look can be accomplished are the
utilization of sex, sentiment, or wonder, or any combination of
these. . . . Visual imagery utilized for emotional reaction is certainly
the most important device incorporated in the practice of lesser
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magic. Anyone who is foolish enough to say “looks don’t mean a
thing” is indeed deluded. Good looks are unnecessary, but “looks”
certainly are needed! (LaVey 1969: 111–113)

Bear in mind that The Satanic Bible was followed by The Compleat Witch (now
The Satanic Witch), a handbook in lesser magic or manipulative techniques
where Erving Goffman meets William Mortensen. This might explain the black
garments and sinister appearance.

Finally, a quote from Rafal Smoczynski’s paper on “Polish Cyber Satan-
ism” (Smoczynski 2003) might put some things in perspective: “[The] French
sociologist [Michel Maffesoli] asserts that while neo-tribal groups have weak
powers of discipline, they have strong powers of inclusion and solidarity. Maf-
fesoli states: ‘These powers are displayed in a group. As the highest social
good, the members of [the] tribe are marked by it wearing particular types of
dress, exhibiting group-specific styles of adornment and espousing the shared
values and ideals of [the] community.’ . . . Aesthetics is a way of feeling in
common while the strong ideological position is view[ed] as not so . . . impor-
tant” (ibid.: 3). This concept of neo-tribalism might explain the various, per-
haps instinctual, techniques of community building employed by ultimate in-
dividualists working within a group. Even the “Alien elite” needs a common
ground.34

Tradition, Rules, and Worldview

The common ideological and philosophical core can be summed up by the
rough definition I proposed in the introduction: Satanism is a combination of
positive religious and philosophical aspirations centered on the individual and
negative and critical anti-authoritarian convictions. James R. Lewis’s descrip-
tion of The Satanic Bible might capture the essence of Satanism in general:
“Despite the book’s diverse source material and piecemeal assembly, it nev-
ertheless coheres as a succinct—and, apparently, quite attractive—statement
of Satanic thought and practice” (Lewis 2002a: 7). The worldview itself is a co-
herent statement of eclecticism around the multivocal symbol of Satan, with a
core of individualism and self-realization and an amorphous periphery of con-
struction and usage of tradition. As such, modern religious Satanism taps into
the “cultic milieu” discussed by Colin Campbell (Campbell 1972; see also Ha-
negraaff [1996] 1998, Hammer 2001, and Hermonen forthcoming), which re-
inforces the similarities with the New Age movement. It is also a solid state-
ment of secularization; as Peter Berger notes: “inasmuch as secularization is
a global trend, there is a global tendency for religious contents to be modified
in a secularizing direction. In the extreme cases . . . this may lead to the delib-
erate excision of all or nearly all ‘supernatural’ elements from the religious
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tradition, and a legitimation of the continued existence of the institution that
once embodied the tradition in purely secular terms. In other cases it may just
mean that the ‘supernatural’ elements are de-emphasized or pushed into the
background, while the institution is ‘sold’ under the label of values congenial
to secularized consciousness” (Berger 1967: 146). The Church of Satan and
later the decentralized movement I have been discussing are both a conse-
quence of and a reaction to this secularizing trend.

Anton LaVey used a number of sources for his work: traditional folklore,
the romantic idea of the Promethean Satan, Western esotericism (especially
Aleister Crowley and Eliphas Levi), and modern philosophies of Ayn Rand,
Ragnar Redbeard, Charles Darwin, and Friedrich Nietzsche (Lewis 2002a).
This body of “tradition” is augmented by other groups: Eastern traditions of
Tantric Hinduism and the Buddhism of Nagarjuna, Egyptian myths and im-
agery, modern sociology, biology, and physics. All are enmeshed in organiza-
tional strategies of legitimation and authority and individual appropriations of
material. As illustrated in the section on the Church of Satan above, many
Satanists have an ambivalent relationship with The Satanic Bible. On one hand
it is the primer, the “wake-up call” for beginners, but on the other it represents
the doctrinal rigidity of a church. It is clear, though, that Anton LaVey laid the
ground rules for a Satanic organization.

Even though the Church of Satan was founded during the psychedelic
revolution and in the hippie capital of the world, San Francisco, LaVey deplored
the use of drugs and was generally a man of law and order (Alfred 1976). These
are still generally accepted as pragmatic rules of survival in a world that has
major issues with Satanists—there is no need to provoke needlessly (Lewis
2001a). Members of most organizations uphold the laws of the country and
do not engage in illegal acts; if they do, they are thrown out. In addition,
members exercise control and are aware of the image they are projecting. This
is a doctrine of self-preservation: No Satanist should advocate aberrations such
as Nazism or the abuse of children in public, as this image has a detrimental
effect on all Satanists. In addition, classical Devil worship is frowned upon as
a Christian, dependent behavior unsuited for a true individualist.

Modern religious Satanism adapts to the society of which it is a part;
therefore, the specific manifestation of opposition to authority structures varies
from country to country. All Satanists have a problem with Western secular
Christianity and fundamentalists, but the reactions take different shapes ac-
cording to time, place, and circumstance (Harvey forthcoming). Whether Sa-
tanism is clothed in the garbs of elitism, ritual magic, or hyperrational science,
it is both an antirepressive ideology that attacks all perceived hypocrisy and a
human-oriented religion of self-realization. Most of all it is a product of and
answer to modernity, to secularization, detraditionalization, fragmentation, re-
flexivity, and individualization.
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Suggestions for Further Research

New religious movements are constantly producing groups that manifest in-
terpretations and reevaluations of religious material from the cultic milieu.
Academic work on these movements and the New Age have flourished in the
nineties, as both detailed monographs and attempts at theoretical explication
have been published. It is all the more astounding, then, that the rich subfield
of modern religious Satanism has been neglected. This chapter seeks to stim-
ulate interest through a review of primary and secondary sources, but much
work remains to be done.

First, studies based on fieldwork are a feasible way to understand varieties
of modern Satanism. Edward Moody and Randall Alfred conducted covert par-
ticipant observation in the Church of Satan in the late sixties (Moody 1971,
1974; Alfred 1976), but since then all studies have focused on textual material.
Online “fieldwork” is another way of securing new data; the Internet is a gold
mine of groups and material that needs systematization and analysis (see Pe-
tersen forthcoming).

Sociological and comparative monographs on the Satanic subculture, clus-
ters within its or even individual groups are desperately needed, as almost no
groups except the Church of Satan have been examined thoroughly. Discourse
analysis of the individual appropriations of tradition and legitimacy could be
an interesting way of understanding the conflicts inherent in a subculture
based on individuality and the performance of Otherness (Lewis 2002b, Har-
vey forthcoming). In addition, theories of syncretism and eclecticism might
point out directions for further study close to the source material; analysis of
influential documents, such as The Satanic Bible (LaVey 1969), The Satanic
Rituals (LaVey 1972), The Book of Coming Forth by Night (Aquino 1975), and
various documents by Tani Jantsang and Phil Marsh might reveal the com-
plexities in the different interpretations of Satanic and Occult tradition.

In many ways it would be prudent to integrate the study of modern Satan-
ism with general research into the Human Potential movement and the New
Age movement, as they share many traits (see York 1995, Heelas 1996, Ha-
negraaff [1996] 1998, Hammer 2001).

notes

1. The “rationality and esotericism” angle has been utilized by Wouter Hane-
graaff, Roelof van den Broek, and Olav Hammer in excellent studies on the New Age
movement and esoteric currents in Western Europe (Hanegraaff [1996] 1998, van
den Broek & [1996] Hanegraaff 1998, Hammer 2001). Much is owed to Frances A.
Yates’s and Antoine Faivre’s seminal studies on Western esotericism (Yates [1964]
2002, [1972] 2002, Faivre 1994, Faivre and Needleman 1992).
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2. See Paul Heelas’s The New Age Movement (Heelas 1996) and Graham Har-
vey’s “Satanism in Britain Today” (Harvey 1995) and “Satanism: Performing Alterity
and Othering” (Harvey, forthcoming).

3. Thus, neither “subculture,” “community,” nor “movement” is satifying or ana-
lytically clear a descriptive term, as it is difficult to characterize a fragmented network
of shared outlook and aesthetics with little organization, ideology, or practice in com-
mon (see Peter H. Gilmore’s critique in “The Myth of the ‘Satanic Community’ and
other Virtual Delusions” at www.churchofSatan.com/pages/mythcommunity.html, ac-
cessed July 4, 2002, and Lewis 2002a: n. 2). I am using “subculture” and “move-
ment” throughout this chapter for lack of a better terminology.

4. For a history of the Devil, see Forsyth 1987; Russell 1977, 1981, 1984, 1986,
1991; and Pagels 1996.

5. In Islands of History (Sahlins 1985), Marshall Sahlins convincingly argues for
the “historization of structure” and “structurization of history” through an analysis of
British and Hawaiian interpretations of the same historical events; as such, “[e]vents
. . . cannot be understood apart from the values attributed to them” (154). Historical
narrative is thus infused with mythical meaning, making history a metaphor for the
reality of the myth. This in turn subjects the structure to constant transformation, as
“cultural meanings are . . . altered [when b]urdened with the world” (138).

6. See Summers [1926] 1956, Cavendish 1967, and Lyons 1970, 1988.
7. See Stevens 1996, Medway 2001, and Kaplan, forthcoming, for a substantia-

tion of this argument. Solid studies of historical Satanism as a Christian discourse
include Stevens 1996, La Fontaine 1999, Medway 2001, and Dyrendal 2003. Unfor-
tunately, Jeffrey Russell’s impressive study of the Devil in history is marred by a
Christian bias, a strange theory of history, and an unsightly arrogance toward modern
religion (see Russell 1977, 1981, 1984, 1986, 1989). For a sound if somewhat idealis-
tic presentation of Satanism in history from an insider (a journalist who is also a
priest in the Church of Satan), see Baddeley 1999, part one.

8. Articles and books presenting an overview of the history of modern Satanism
include Lyons 1988, Schmidt 1992, Introvigne 1994, 1997, Stevens 1996, Kristiansen
1997, La Fontaine 1999, Baddeley 1999, Bromley and Ainsley 1995, 2000 and Lewis
2001b. See also the Religious Movements Homepage and the Ontario Consultants on
Religious Tolerance.

9. See Baddeley 1999: 100ff. and 148ff.; Bromley 2000: 644; and Lewis 2001b:
285ff. for a summary of names and short descriptions; very few have been the subject
of a detailed study.

10. See Richardson, Best, and Bromley 1991, Victor 1993, Ellis 2000, and Dy-
rendal 2003. Many relevant articles on the moral panic are collected in Lewis and Pe-
tersen forthcoming.

11. On religion and the Internet, see Dawson and Hennebry 1999, Hadden and
Cowan 2000, and Brasher 2001, to name a few. On Satanism and the Internet, see
Petersen forthcoming and Smoczynski 2003.

12. Descriptions of or studies on the CoS and LaVey include Moody 1971, 1974;
Truzzi 1972, 1974a, 1974b; Alfred 1976; Wright 1991; Taub and Nelson 1993; Harvey
1995; Bromley and Ainsley 1995; Kristiansen 1997, Baddeley 1999; La Fontaine 1999;
and Lewis 2002a, 2002b. Internet resources include Ontario Consultants on Reli-

www.churchofSatan.com/pages/mythcommunity.html
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gious Tolerance (OCRT) and the Religious Movements Homepage (see the selected
Internet resources list in the reference section). Important sources are LaVey 1969,
1972, 1989, 1992, 1998; and Barton 1990a, 1990b, as well as the critical accounts in
Schreck and Schreck 1998 and Aquino 1999. See also the magazines The Cloven Hoof
(official bulletin of the CoS) and The Black Flame (international forum of the CoS),
and the huge amounts of material found on the official Web site, Simon Crabtree’s
site, Vexen Crabtree’s site and Matt G. Paradise’s site (see the selected internet re-
sources list in the reference section).

13. Marcello Truzzi and Randall Alfred accept the CoS claim of 7,000 registered
members in the mid-seventies (see Truzzi 1972: 27 and Alfred 1976: 193). Only a
fraction of that constitute active members, as Alfred notes. In addition, the CoS has
undergone serious changes since then. The Religious Movements Homepage lists the
size of the group at 10,000 members, based on CoS claims in 1997.

14. Two related aspects are important here: the “LaVey Myth” and the purity of
the doctrine. For a discussion of the first, see Barton 1990a, 1990b; Wright 1991;
Schreck and Schreck 1998; Aquino 1999; and Lewis 2002b. Doctrinal authority is
discussed in Lewis 2002a, 2002b, and Petersen forthcoming, as well as below.

15. LaVey 1969, 1972, 1989, 1992, 1998, and Barton 1990a, 1990b discuss ele-
ments of the LaVeyan Satanism found in the CoS. The official Web site is a treasure
trove of clear and concise articles written by members.

16. See The Church of Satan Information Pack for all documents.
17. On the genesis of and sources for The Satanic Bible, see Lewis 2002a.
18. This is important, as this redefinition makes it clear that Satanism is not

“about” Christianity—it is anti-hegemonic and counter-cultural, but not anti-Christian
or left wing.

19. Specifically, he adopts Bryan Wilson’s term “manipulationist sect” (Alfred
1976: 199–200).

20. Descriptions of or studies on the ToS include Scott 1983, Harvey 1995,
Bromley and Ainsley 1995, Kristiansen 1997, La Fontaine 1999, and Baddeley 1999,
as well as the Ontario Consultants on Religious Tolerance (OCRT) and the Religious
Movements Homepage. Sources include Aquino 1975, 1999, (1975) 2002, as well as
the entire Jeweled Tablets of Set, if they can be obtained. See also the magazine The
Scroll of Set. Interesting Web sites are the official home page and Balanone’s Temple
of Set Information Site.

21. He was succeeded by Don Webb from 1996 to 2002, but took up the mantle
after Webb resigned; see www.balanone.info/baltsfaq.frm6.html#Setians.

22. For more information see Aquino [1975] 2002: 20ff., Harvey 1995: 286.ff.,
and La Fontaine 1999: 103ff.

23. In many ways this development mirrors that of globalization, which often re-
sults in “glocalization”—an accentuation and affirmation of regional awareness and
identity, the local, when confronted with the global. See, for example, Tomlinson
1999; the word “glocalization” is Roland Robertson’s.

24. See Jantsang 1990a, 1990b, n.d.; Jantsang and Marsh 1990a, 1990b; Jant-
sang, Marsh, and Gerber 1990; Marsh 1990; Marsh, Hill, and Jantsang 1990, as well
as the astonishing amount of material found on the Web site. I have found Jantsang
1990b, Marsh 1990, and Marsh, Hill and Jantsang 1990 to be helpful, along with

www.balanone.info/baltsfaq.frm6.html#Setians
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introductions such as the FAQ sheet, The Nine Satanic Postulates, and Jantsang Unity
of the Dark Tradition and the Roots of Satanic Reds Organization, as well as Left Hand
Path and Right Hand Path: Defined, Dark Force: Asat, Sat & Tan, and The Darkness Was
One—A Doctrine of Cosmogenesis from the Web site. See also Hr. Vad’s home page.

25. See Unity of the Dark Tradition and the Roots of Satanic Reds Organization.
26. See Sutcliffe 1995.
27. See note 10 for literature on the subject of the “Satanism Scare.”
28. Massimo Introvigne has a similar categorization built on ideological content

in his early work: Rationalistic Satanism (CoS), Occultistic Satanism (ToS), Acid Satan-
ism (youth oriented), and Luciferian Satanism (gnostic) (Introvigne 1991).

29. One could argue that the stereotype should be termed the Christian model
of Satanism. I have reserved this term for the concrete Christian framework utilized
primarily by conservative Christians, such as Pentecostal movements and traditional-
ist Catholic groups, and as it is in no way connected with modern Satanism as a new
religion, it will not be analyzed in the present study. Further, the term could imply a
one-to-one connection between the popular conceptions of Satanism and the folk dev-
ils of the historical and recent moral panics, if used to describe both.

30. See Moynihan and Söderlind 1998 and Baddeley 1999 for descriptions of
these popular cultural manifestations, and Lowney 1995 and Lewis 2001b for interest-
ing observations on this issue.

31. Correspondences, 2. Living nature, 3. Imagination and Mediations, 4. Experi-
ence of Transmutation, 5. Praxis of the Concordance, 6. Transmission; see Faivre and
Needleman 1992: xv–xx, Faivre 1994: 10–15, and Sutcliffe 1995: 114ff.

32. The pentagram or pentacle (five-pointed star) with two points up and one
point down is usually denoted an “inverted” pentagram, while the one with one point
up and two points down is called “normal.” I have decided to use the less value-laden
terms “material” and “spiritual,” as they seem to be accepted by Satanists, Wiccans,
and magicians.

33. See Ellis [forthcoming]: chapter 2, www.churchofsatan.com/Pages/
BaphometSigil.html and www.geocities.com/satanicreds/baph.html.

34. See also the work of Merja Hermonen (Hermonen 2000; forthcoming).
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Asatrú, 408, 417
Ascended Master Lanello, 284
Association of the Diamond, 222
Association of the Knights of the Golden

Lotus, 216, 222
Association of the Knights of the

Triumphant Vajra, 222
Association of the Triumphant Vajra, 216
astral projection, 265, 269
astrology

and Aum Shinrikyo, 159, 165, 170
and MSIA, 334
and the Theosophists, 260

ATF. See Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco,
and Firearms (ATF)

Athlone History of Witchcraft and Magic in
Europe, 442



index 461

auditors, 230–231, 247
AUM. See Aumism
Aum Shinrikyo. See also Asahara Shoko

and astrology, 159, 165, 170
Australian branch, 180–181
and Buddhism, 155–158, 160–162, 168,

170
cartoon of, 172
and celibacy, 155, 178–179
and Christianity, 170
criminal activities

factors leading to, 183–184
Lotus Village, 173–174
and the media, 172–173, 175, 180,

183
murder of Kariya Kiyoshi, 175
murder of Sakamoto Tsutsumi, 173
murder of Taguchi Shuji, 172
nerve gas attacks, 173
and the Nunn Report, 182
poison gas attacks, 174–175
reaction to, 181
as result of social conflicts, 171–172,

179
and senryu, 180, 181
sentencing, 177

and Daoism, 170
disaffection within, 155
and drugs, 164, 165
founding of, 153–154
and Hinduism, 170
lifestyle, 155, 168, 173
and the media, 162, 164
membership profile, 156–158
in the movies, 180
name change, 177
naming of, 155
nerve gas attacks, 173
and Nostradamus, 159, 170
overview of literature on, 177–182
and paranoia, 167–168
and political activity of, 162
publications

Enjoy Happiness magazine, 165
“Grand Universe Astrology,” 165
Hiizure kuni, wazawai chikashi, 168
Mahayana, 155, 161, 164, 165, 166
manga comic books, 166
Seishi o koeru, 160
“Through Academic Verification:

True Religion Is Science!” 165

“Treat the Truth Scientifically:
Process of the Creation of the
Universe,” 165

Vajrayana Sacca magazine, 162, 165
recognized as religious organization,

156
religious tenets, 159, 161–163, 170
revocation of religious status, 176–177
Russian branch, 158, 174, 180
and science, 164–165, 170, 171
and Shiva, 160
as suicide cult, 304
and Tantra-Vajrayana, 162–163, 178
and yoga, 160

Aum shinsen-no-kai, 154
Aumism

founding of, 217
and French legal entanglement, 221–

222
and Hexamid, 220
and Hinduism, 216–218
and Mandarom Shambasalem, 217,

220
and the media, 221
membership, 223
as religion of synthesis, 218, 222–223
religious practices, 222
religious tenets, 218–220
and scholarship in France, 215

Baby Eve, 381, 383
babytron, 383
Bailey, Alice, 281–282
Bailey, Foster, 281
Balch, Robert, 354, 357–358
Ballard, Edna Wheeler, 282
Ballard, Guy, 260, 282
“Ban the Bomb,” 25
Baphomet, 444–446
Barbee, Charles, 398–399
Barker, Eileen, 54–55, 354
Barton, Blanche, 429, 430, 431
Baumgardner, John, 398
Bay of Pigs, 72
Beam, Louis, 391, 413
Bednarowski, Mary Farrell, 322
Berg, David Brandt

biographical information, 20
and child sexual abuse allegations, 372
death of, 27
as End Time Prophet, 21–22



462 index

Berg, David Brandt (continued)
as expatriate, 19
MO Letters, 21
sexual relationship with Maria, 20
sexual relationships without Maria, 22
as spiritual leader, 32–33

Berger, Peter, 110, 446–447
Bernard, Raymond, 300–301
Berry, Robert, 399
Bertollini, Vincent, 400
Besant, Annie

and Bailey, Alice, 281
death of, 280
and Krishnamurti, Jiddu, 279, 280
as Outer Head of the Theosophical

Society, 273
and the spirit world, 265
and Theosophical Society, 273–275,

278–279
Besant Educational Trust, 280
Besant Memorial School, 280
Beter, Peter, 66
Bethel, Dayle, 143
Bhaktivedanta, Swami A. C., 102, 103,

108, 110
Bible, 392–393, 396. See also Book of

Revelation
Big Bang Theory, 164, 438
Big Muddy Ranch, 125
Black, Don, 391
Black Flame, 436
The Black Flame of Set, 436
Black Heung Jin, 48–49
“The Black Hole of Guyana,” 67
Black Mass, 427
Black Power, 388
Black Witches, 432
Blackfoot Indians, 239
Blavatsky, Helena Petrovna

anticlericalism, 267–268
and astral projection, 265
as Buddhist, 267
as charismatic leader, 320
and the Coulomb Affair, 269–271
death of, 273
and Isis Unveiled, 265
and Knight, JZ, 319
and McVan, Ron, 415
as Outer Head, 272
as possible influence on Applewhite,

Marshall, 362

as religious entrepreneur, 324
and The Secret Doctrine, 271–272
and Serrano, Miguel, 403
teachings of, 279
“The Book of the Golden Precepts” or

“The Voice of the Silence,” 272
and the Theosophical Society

founding, 259, 262–263
travels to India, 266–267

Blavatsky Lodge, 272
Block, David, 91, 93
Blood & Honor, 391
“blot” ceremony, 416
Blue Star Memorial Temple, 277
Bo and Peep, 357
Bo Hi Pak, 48, 49
Boissellier, Brigette, 379, 383
Bolshevik-Zionist Axis, 66
The Book of Coming Forth By Night, 436
The Book of Dyzan, 271, 272
Book of Revelation

and Applewhite, Marshall, 359, 362–
363

and Heaven’s Gate, 353, 367
overview of literature on, 359–361

“The Book of the Golden Precepts” or
“The Voice of the Silence,” 272

The Book of the Law, 436
The Book of Vile Darkness, 423
Bourdin, Gilbert

abuse accusations, 222
biographical information, 215–216
death of, 221
publications, 216
as sannyasin, 216
and the spirit world, 223
spiritual honorifics, 217

Bouton, J. W., 261
Boy Scouts, 235, 236
Brackett, D. W., 182
Brady Bill, 84
Brailey, Jeff, 74
brainwashing/mind control. See also CIA;

MK-ULTRA
and the anticult movement, 10
and Aum Shinrikyo, 182
and the Branch Davidians, 86, 90
and cult experts, 7
discredited, 354
and Falun Gong, 207
and the Family, 21



index 463

and Jonestown, 62, 70, 72
“Mind Control Archives,” 70
and the Unification Church, 45, 54

Branch Davidians. See also Koresh, David
as apocalyptic cult, 83–84
and the ATF, 79–81, 82, 95
and brainwashing/mind control

accusations, 86, 90
child abuse accusations, 84, 92
drug manufacturing accusations, 94
finances, 82–83
and Kennett, Wally, 89
and “Mighty Men,” 89
military training accusations, 87–90
reading material, 92
weaponry, 93

Braun, Eva, 407
Breault, Marc, 87, 88, 90, 92
Breyer, Jacques, 297, 298, 300–301
Bridge to Spiritual Freedom, 283
Bridgeport University of Connecticut, 55
British Black Watch, 67, 70
British-Israelism, 392, 397, 418–419
Britton, John B., 398
Brooks, F. T., 279
Brown, Courtney, 358
Brown, H. Rap, 388
Brown, Jerry, 71
Brown, William T., 270
Brown, Willie, 71
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