[ntroduction: Terror and God

November 13, 2015, a gang of Belgian and French youths of North
ican and Middle Eastern ancestry slipped into Paris for a night of
sheer horror. Several attempted to create havoc at the Stade de France,
,"'7- orts arena where soccer teams ﬁom France and Germany were in a
tiendly competition with President Frangois Hollande in attendance.
= of the attackers, barred from entry, exploded his bomb outside.
members of the group raided a series of cafés in a trendy section
atral Paris, killing ordinary Parisians out for a pleasant evening.
s terror of the evening culminated with an invasion of the Bataclan,
music hall in the same district, where heavily armed young killers
rayed the crowd with bullets and ignited hand grenades. The police
ived to stop the carnage, but not before the night’s grim tally had
to over 130 killed, including 7 of the assailants who were said to
ted to ISIS, and over 300 wounded.
he larger impact of the attack, however, was not just the damage
o lives and property but also to the confidence with which most
sians, and most people everywhere who witnessed the scene
otely through television and social media, viewed the world. As in
r acts of terrorism, the news images of the bloodied victims pro-
d from the scene portrayed common sites—in this case, a sports
1, 2 music hall, and several streetside cafés in the midst of eveni.ng
ss,—their cheerful familiarity appearing oddly out of place with
rounding carnage. Many who viewed these pictures saw syml?ols
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ightclubs by Al-Qaeda-affiliated activists; Algerians have | :
villages t0 attacks perpetrated allegedly by supporters o‘;ethOStI entn.'e
alvation Front; and Israelis and Palestinians have confr - s(l’amlc
 deadly deeds of both Jewish and Muslim extremists. In Ira Oitfe th‘e
'3{' stan, and Syria terrorist attacks by both Sunni and Shi’a milc:;antfhhznl-
" become a way of life. ve
~In addition to their contemporaneity, all these instances share two
striking characteristics. First, they have been violent—even vicious—in
- a manner calculated to be terrifying. And, second, they have been linked
~ in some way to religion.

" THE MEANING OF RELIGIOUS TERRORISM

. The ferocity of religious violence was brought home to me early one
morning in the midst of the conflict in Iraq when the enormous blast of
;, a suicide bomb at a military installation across the river from the hotel
in which I was staying in Baghdad shook me awake. An hour later I
.~ traveled down the same street where the explosion occurred and urban
 life was proceeding apace as if nothing had happened. In Northern Ire-
' Jand I received the news that a car bomb had exploded in a Belfast neigh-
 borhood I had visited the day before. The following day firebombs
 ripped through several pubs and stores, apparently in protest against the
 fragile peace agreement signed earlier that year. These were disturbing
 repetitions of other close calls, including one that I had experienced in
Israel. A suicide bombing claimed by the militant wing of the Palestinian
~ Muslim political movement, Hamas, tore apart a bus near Hebrew Uni-
 versity the day after I had visited the university on (I believe) the very
 same bus. The pictures of the bomb crater in the Baghdad street, the
~ mangled bodies on the Jerusalem pavement, and the images of Belfast’s
 burned-out pub, therefore, had a direct and immediate impact on my
 view of the world.

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

1.31.1t more often it has been religion—often in combination with social
political, and other factors—that has been tied to terrorist acts. The com.
mon perception that there has been a rise in religious violence ;roundotr}?-
world in the last decades of the twentieth century and the first decades 0;
the twe.nry-ﬁrst century has been borne out by those who keep records of
such things. In_ 1980 the U.S. S.tate Department roster of international ter-
rorist groups listed scarcely a single religious organization. Almost twenty
years later, at the end of the twentieth century, over half were in some way
related to religion." They were Jewish, Muslim, and Buddhist. If one added
to this list other violent religious groups around the world, including the
many Christian militia and other paramilitary organizations found domes-
tically in the United States, the number of religious terrorist groups would
be considerable. According to the RAND-St. Andrews Chronology of
International Terrorism, the proportion of religious groups in the late
1990s increased from sixteen of forty-nine terrorist groups to twenty-six
of the fifty-six groups listed the following year.? For this reason U.S. gov-
ernment officials frequently proclaim terrorism in the name of religion and
ethnicity, as one of them put it, “the most important security challenge we
face in the wake of the Cold War.”?

Throughout this study we will be looking at this odd attraction of
religion and violence. Although some observers try to explain away reli-
gion’s recent ties to violence as an aberration, a result of political ideol-
ogy, or the characteristic of a mutant form of religion—fundamental-
ism—these are not my views. Rather, I look for explanations in the
current forces of geopolitics enhanced by a strain of violence that may
be found at the deepest levels of religious imagination. Religion may not
be the cause of the anger that leads to violence in most places around
the world, but it can vastly complicate the way that anger is expressed.

Within the histories of religious traditions—from biblical wars to
crusading ventures and great acts of martyrdom—yviolence has lurked
as a shadowy presence. It has colored religion’s darker, more mysterious
symbols. Images of death have never been far from the heart of reli-
gion’s power to stir the imagination. One of the haunting questions
asked by some of the great scholars of religion—including Emile Dur-
kheim, Marce Mauss, and Sigmund Freud—is why this is the case.
Why does religion seem to need violence, and violence religio_n, and
Why is a divine mandate for destruction accepted with such certainty by
Some believers? 15

que militants in Spain and
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.Although SSCh 4 S,OIU:IOH Is enticing, the fact is that the line is very
thin between “terrorists and their “nonterrorist” supporters. It is also
not clear that there is such a thing as a “terrorist” before someone con-
spires to perpetrate a terrqnst act. Although every society contains socio-
paths anq others v&Tho sadlstically enjoy killing, it is seldom such persons
who are involved in the? deliberate public events that we associate with
terrorism, and few studies of terrorism focus exclusively on personality
The studies of the psychology of terrorism deal largely with social pSy:
chology; that is, they are concerned with the way people respond to
certain group situations that make violent public acts possible.* I know
of no study that suggests that people are terrorist by nature. Although
some activists involved in religious terrorism have been troubled by men-
tal problems, others are people who appear to be normal and socially
well adjusted, but who are caught up in extraordinary communities and
share extreme worldviews.

Most of the people involved in acts of religious terrorism are not
unlike Dr. Baruch Goldstein, who killed over thirty Muslims as they
were praying at the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron. Goldstein was a
medical doctor who grew up in a middle-class community in Brooklyn
and received his professional training at Albert Einstein College of
Medicine in the Bronx. His commitment to an extreme form of Zionism
brought him to Israel and the Kiryat Arba settlement, and although he
was politically active for many years—he was Rabbi Meir Kahane’s
campaign manager when he ran for the Israeli parliament—Goldstein
did not appear to be an irrational or vicious person. Prior to the attack
at Hebron, his most publicized political act had been a letter to the edi-
tor of the New York Times.® If Goldstein had deep and perverse person-
ality flaws that eventually surfaced and made him a terrorist, we do not
know about them. The evidence about him is to the contrary: it indi-
cates that, like his counterparts in Hamas, he was an otherwise decent
man who became overwhelmed by a great sense of dedication to a social
vision shared by many in the community of which he was a part. He
became convinced that this vision and community were profoundly
assaulted, and this compelled him to a desperate and tragic act. He was
certainly single-minded about his concerns—even obsessed over them—
!)ut to label Goldstein a terrorist prior to the horrible act he committed
mplies that he was a terrorist by nature and that his concerns were
simply a charade. The evidence does not indicate either to be the case.
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In most cases in .thfs book, r?ligious language is used to characterize
this conflict. When it is, what difference does religion make? Do acts of
violence conducted by Hamas have different characteristics from those
~ conducted by secular movements, such as the Kurds? The question is
whether religious terrorism is different from other kinds.
~ Inthis book it will become clear that, at least in some cases, religion
~ does make a difference. Some of these differences are readily apparent—
~ the transcendent moralism with which such acts are justified, for
~ instance, and the ritual intensity with which they are committed. Other
.~ differences are more profound and go to the very heart of religion. The
' familiar religious images of struggle and transformation—concepts of
~ cosmic war—have been employed in this-worldly social struggles. When
these cosmic battles are conceived as occurring on the human plane,
they result in real acts of violence.
~ This leads to yet another question: when religion justifies violence, is
simply being used for political purposes? This question is not as sim-
ole as it may first appear. It is complicated largely because of the renewed
role that religion plays in various parts of the world as an ideology of
public order—especially in movements of religious nationalism—in
which religious and political ideologies are intertwined. As the cases in
is book will show, religion is not innocent but it does not ordinarily
to violence. That happens only with the coalescence of a peculiar
- of circumstances—political, social, and ideological—when religion
mes fused with violent expressions of social aspirations, personal
pride, and movements for political change.
~ For these reasons, questions about why religious terrorism has
‘occurred at this moment in history have to be raised in context. By
“context” I mean the historical situations, social locations, and world
- views related to violent incidents. To understand these, we will explore
not only the mindset of religious activists who have committed violence
but also the groups that have supported them and the ideologies to
- which they subscribe.

SEEING INSIDE CULTURES OF VIOLENCE

Terrorism is seldom a lone act. When the Kouachi brothers attacked the
headquarters of the Charlie Hebdo satirical magazine in Paris many in
their Algerian immigrant community felt vindicated for what they saw
as efforts by the magazine to humiliate their community and their reli-
gion. When Anders Breivik unloaded his weapons on a youth camp in
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culture of militant Chr is“‘{" groups that extends throu
grates. Behind the Ndorwegmn defender of Christendom, Anders Breivik
who went on & MUFCETOUS rampage at a youth camp near Qg in 2011,
was a European subculture of hatred toward Muslim immigrants 1o°,;hl,
1993 bombing of the World Trade Center was initially thought to.b he
work of only a small group of individuals linked to blind E et't ;
sheikh; only later was it found to have wider connections to thegv};l;rlﬁ:
wide Al-Qaeda network of Islamif: activism associated with Osama bin
Laden. Inall of these cases the activists thought that their acts were sup-
ported not only by other people but by a widely shared perception that
the world was already violent: it was enmeshed in great struggles that
gave their own violent actions moral meaning,

This is a significant feature of these cultures: the perception that their
communities are already under attack—are being violated—and that
their acts are therefore simply responses to the violence they have expe-
rienced. In some cases this perception is one to which sensitive people
outside the movement can readily relate—the feeling of oppression held
by Palestinian Muslims, for example, is one that many throughout the
world consider to be an understandable though regrettable response to
a situation of political control. In other instances, such as the imagined
oppression of America’s Christian militia and Myanmar’s 969 Buddhist
movement, the members’ fears of Muslim hoards poised to take over
their cultures or the allegations of collusion of international govern-
ments and the United Nations to deprive individuals of their freedoms
are regarded by most people outside these movements as paranoid delu-
sions. Still other cases—such as those involving Sikh militants in India,
Jewish settlers on the West Bank, Muslim politicians in Algeria, Catho-
lic and Protestant militants in Northern Ireland, and anti-abortion
activists in the United States—are highly controversial. There are sober
and sensitive people to argue each side. In many cases, such as in the
terrorist acts perpetrated by ISIS and Al-Qaeda, specific political griev-
ances are magnified into grand spiritual condemnations.

Whether or not outsiders regard these perceptions of oppression as
legitimate, they are certainly considered valid by those within the com-
munities. It is these shared perceptions that constitute the cultures of
violence that have flourished throughout the world—in neighborhoods
of Jewish nationalists from Kiryat Arba to Brooklyn where the defense
of Israel is part of daily conversations, in mountain towns in Idaho ar‘1d
Montana where religious and individual freedoms are thought by (?hns-
tan militants to be imperiled by an enormous governmental conspiracy,

ghout the United
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 of Terrorism) and Bruce Hoffman’s Inside Terrorism, which covers both
" pistorical and contemporary incidents;'¢ studies in the social psychol :
~ of terrorism by Walter Reich and Jerrold Post; 7 political an:l)’ses 081)1’
s Louise Richardson’s What Terrorists Want, Martha Crensha}v,v’s ‘:‘;Ck
a; on the structure of terrorist organizations in Algeria, and Peter Merk:’s
~ analysis of left-wing terrorism in Germany;' and the contributions of
~ paul Wilkinson and Brian Jenkins in analyzing terrorism as an instru-
ment of political strategy."

These works leave room for other scholars to develop a more cul-
rural approach to analyzing terrorist movements—efforts at recon-
structing the terrorists’ worldviews from within, what I have called
epistemic worldview analysis. This research has led to a number of sig-
nificant case studies, including analyses of the Christian Reconstruction
movement by Julie Ingersoll, the Christian Identity movement by James
Aho, Irish paramilitarists by Martin Dillon, Sikh militants by Cynthia
Keppley Mahmood, Jewish activists by Ehud Sprinzak, Hamas suicide
bombers by Paul Steinberg and Anne Marie Oliver, and the Pakistani
Taliban by Mona Kanwal Sheikh.? These and other works, along with
my own case studies and some interesting reportage by international
journalists, make possible an effort such as this one: a comparative cul-
tural study of religious terrorism.

This book begins with case studies of religious activists who have
used violence or who justify its use. The first half of the book contains
chapters on recent acts of terrorism related to almost all of the world’s
major religious traditions—Christians in Europe who have opposed
Muslim immigrants, and those in America who supported abortion
clinic bombings and militia actions such as the bombing of the Okla-
homa City federal building; Catholics and Protestants who justified acts
of terrorism in Northern Ireland; Muslims associated with the rise of
I8IS in Iraq and Syria, the Al-Qaeda attacks on the World Trade Center
in New York City, and Hamas targets in the Middle East; Jews who
supported the persecution of Palestinians, the assassination of Prime
Minister Yitzhak Rabin, and the attack in Hebron’s Tomb of the Patri-
archs; Hindus linked to assaults on Muslims in the Indian state of
Gujarat, and Sikhs identified with the killing of India’s prime minister
I"qifa Gandhi and Punjab’s chief minister Beant Singh; and the Bud-
d}}lSt militants affiliated with Southeast Asian anti-Muslim violence and
W“h the nerve gas attack in Tokyo’s subways.
terf:fl;e these case studies are not only about people directly invo.lved in

Ist acts but also about the worldviews of the cultures of violence
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n—with all its images and ideas—to be reasserted as a public
king in the background of much of religion’s unrest and the
for its political revival, I believe, is the virtually global devalu-
of secular authority and the need for alternative ideologies of pub-
& 1t may be one of the paradoxes of history, graphically dis-

incidents of terrorism, that the answers to the questions of
contemporary world still needs religion and of why it has suf-
d such public acts of violence, are surprisingly the same.




