
 

 

RELIGIOUS VIOLENCE 

 

It is often wondered why religious symbols are associated with acts of violence and one 

of the reasons behind it is that religion is exploited by violent people. This explanation of 

religion being an innocent victim of the darker forces of human nature is exaggerated 

but does contain some amount of truth. Religion is often exploited to fit personal 

agendas and it’s important to understand why that is the case – why people who are 

involved in potentially violent struggles turn to the language of religion sometimes. In the 

case of Sikhs, this means asking why the sort of people who faced economical, social 

and political issues, turned to preachers like Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale for leadership 

and guidance.  

By sacralizing the concerns, the political activists  gave them an aura of legitimacy that 

they did not have previously. The problem with this is that most of the concern which 

dealt with the inadequacy of Sikh political representation, for example, and the inequity 

of agricultural prices – were perfectly legitimate concerns, and did not need 

supplementary moral weightage of religion to give them respectability. Although 

Bhindranwale attracted the Jats with a peasant background who were largely unhappy 

with the gains of the Green Revolution being cornered by large landowners. And in fact, 

the people who were primarily occupied with these issues, which were the Sikh 

businessmen and political leaders, were occasionally in support of Bhindranwale, at 

least early on. Even when they became drawn into his campaign, their relations with 

him remained uncertain.  

The political demand that desperately needed legitimization that it could get was the 

demand for Khalistan, a separate Sikh nation. Separatist leaders were greatly 

influenced by Bhindranwale’s words… ‘When they say the Sikhs are not separate we’ll 

demand separate identity – even if it demands sacrifice’ (Bhindranwale, 1987). 

Bhindranwale himself, interestingly, never quite out rightly supported Khalistan. 

Whatever his own reservations about the Khalistan issue were didn’t interfere with his 

appeal to sacrifice, which made his rhetoric appealing to the separatists. It also created 

a platform for a potentially more powerful aspect of sacralization of political demands; 

the vision that religion could give moral sanction and authorization to violence. 

By recognizing a temporal social struggle with the cosmic struggle of order and 

disorder, truth and evil, political actors are able to benefit themselves of a perception 

that justifies the use of violence. Usually it is only the state that has the moral right to 

take life – for purpose of military defense, police protection or punishment – and the 

code of ethics established by religious traditions support this position. Nearly every 

religious tradition, including the Sikhs’, favors non-violence and forbids murder of 



 

 

humans. ‘For a Sikh’, Bhindranwale elucidates, ‘it is a great sin to keep weapons and kill 

anyone’. But he then goes to validate the occasional violent act in extraordinary 

situations, and states that ‘it is an even greater sin to have weapons and not to seek 

justice’. Many other religious leaders of various faiths may agree with Bhindranwale on 

this point. The rule against killing may be nullified in circumstances where social or 

spiritual justice is at stake. 

War provides a reason to be violent and for those who want to use the force of violence 

which is morally sanctioned, but do not have the official approval recognized by the 

government, find it helpful to turn to religion as the meta-morality that it provides, 

somehow, pacifies their conscience and turns the act from inhumane to acceptable or 

rather justified on religious grounds. By elevating an earthly struggle to the level of the 

cosmic, they can evade the usual ethical restrictions on killing. If their struggle includes 

an enormous battle of the spirit, then it is not morals but the rules of war that apply.  

Sociologist Mark Juergensmeyer's book Terror in the Mind of God, mentions that 

religion aggravates the tendency to divide people into dichotomies like friends and 

enemies, good and evil, us and them, by intensifying divisions up to a cosmic level. 

"What makes religious violence particularly savage and relentless" is that it puts worldly 

conflicts in a "larger than life" context of "cosmic war." Religious violence differs from 

secular violence as it is absolute, symbolic and is not restricted by historical time.  

The parties in a religious war claim to have much more loyalty to their sides than parties 

in a purely political war. Their interests can include national interests. That being said, it 

is noted that the best known incidents of religious violence throughout contemporary 

world have taken place where there the character of a nation state cannot be clearly 

defined. Palestine and Ireland are clear examples, but the revolution in Iran also 

involved itself with what the state should be like, and what elements of society should 

lead it. Religion has provided the basis for a new kind of leadership and for a new 

definition of a nation. 

 

Aspects of social revolution exist in Punjab as well. It is not the well-known leaders of 

the Akali party who have resorted to violence, but the younger, reserved and marginal 

group who consider the use of violence immensely authorizing and empowering. As 

Mao puts it, power derived from the barrel of a gun has a very direct result, but a 

psychological dimension to this power may be more potential. Frantz Fanon (1963) , in 

the context of the Algerian revolution, asserted that even a slight exhibit of violence may 

have infinite symbolic power to shake the masses into awareness. 

It is debatable if the masses in Punjab have been made aware of their own 

potentialities, but fierce actions of the militants have definitely made the masses 

increasingly aware of the militants’ powers thereby they have achieved a position of 



 

 

authority rivaling what police and other Government officials hold. The radical youth 

have established their own courts and Government offices as the statement follows.  

Young Sikh extremists being dangerous are notorious, and by draping their actions in 

the apparel of religion, they have offered their actions a legal validity and thus 

fundamentally political actions. By asserting their right to kill in their own hands, the 

committers of religious violence are putting forward a bold claim of political 

independence.  

Bhindranwale often spoke of the Sikh’s separate identity as that of a religious 

community with national characteristics, although he was not an open supporter of 

Khalistan. “QAUM” was the Urdu term he used for  religious community, with overtones 

of nationhood, used by Muslims earlier in guarding their right to a distinct nation, and 

the term was used by Punjab  untouchables in the 1920’s while trying to be identified as 

a separate social and political entity. “Miri –Piri “was another term worth mentioning, it 

indicates that the concept that spiritual and temporal powers are linked, symbolically 

represented by the two-edged sword and that defends Sikh support for an independent 

political party and the Sikh activists have risked their lives for God and the Sikh 

community, as goes a common saying. However, not the entire Sikh community 

supports their efforts, and the speeches of Bhindranwale clarify differences and rivalries 

within the community were among his main concerns. Some of Bhindranwale’s bitter 

words were pointing at Sikhs who he believed showed weakness and an inclination to 

make easy compromises.  

Bhindranwale the preacher of unity was in favor of all uniting around him and abiding by 

the norm of Sikh belief and behavior, and common community sentiments. Sikhs who 

were socially marginal to the community, including Sikhs belonging to the lower castes 

and those who resided abroad were fanatic supporters of Bhindranwale, here it is 

important to mention Beant Singh (the assassin of Indira Gandhi), who belonged to an 

Untouchable Caste was an ardent follower of Bhindranwale. Thus, a large sum of 

money and moral support for the Punjab militants came from Sikhs dwelling in faraway 

places like London, Houston and Los Angeles.  

With their identification with Bhindranwale, the Sikhs gained a certain sense of 

possessiveness. The Sikh communities in England, Canada, and America were 

emotional to his message that the Sikhs had to be strong, united and defensive of their 

tradition and supporters in Punjab, however, received a substantial benefit from 

associating with his cause. Even the politically active village youth and small time clergy 

were able to gain a measure of popular support and in this sense, Bhindranwale was 

encouraging a form of political revolution, and the constituency was similar the one that 

was garnered by the Islamic revolution in Iran. Often Bhindranwale’s message was 

questionably taken as a sanction of the killings some of the fundamentalist youth 



 

 

committed.  

 

When does Cosmic Struggle Lead to Real Violence?  

 

The waves of religious violence of the militant Sikhism could be that of the Palestinian 

Shi’ite Muslims Irish Catholics, or militant Christian fundamentalism in the United States. 

There are several exceptional communities which display the true color of cosmic 

struggle as acts of violence but those occupied in them say, including the Sikh activists,  

would be vexed if we drew an inference stating that their actions were merely for socio-

political advantages. The argument put forth is that they act out of the religious 

conviction and this is authentic up to a certain extent only. Victory over the evil is a 

fragment of religious logic, and virtually, each and every religious community carried 

with itself the impression of chaos and terror. It is necessary to note that in every 

occasion symbolic violence does not open up to bloodshed and even the yearning  of 

political leaders to utilize religious signs is not ample to change religion to a violent 

ending. The fact remains that at times religion shows evidences of propelling the 

dedicated more effortlessly into militant confrontation at times compared to other times, 

so, the question remains: when and why. 

 

Religious resurgence is not merely defined by the growth of fundamentalism, rigid 

attachment to a specific set of rituals and doctrines. It is occurring through series of 

renewed rituals and practices in both the public and private spheres. And demographics 

are reinforcing this trend. At present, resurgence of religious violence globally has 

emphasized on the need to answer the questions that have been raised and also to 

locate the features that result in violence. Social scientists have primarily focused on the 

socio-political surface; however some have tried tracing the actual logic of religion and 

its hues. For instance, David Rapoport identified several trends of Messianic 

movements, which have been numerous and episodic. An aspiration for antinomian 

liberation away from tyranny has been discovered as a cause that led to violence. If a 

Messianic believer thinks that he must participate in a struggle to “force the end”, the 

nature of the Messianic aspiration itself or the cause will become a factor conductive to 

terror.  

 

Features of religion as hinted at have been extracted directly from his understanding of 

the religious expression of cosmic struggle as from what had happened in the Sikh 

tradition. However, it is to be noted that the diverse tenets of religious commitment 

could be seen wherever religious violence have fallen out.                          

The Cosmic Struggle as played out in History   

 

If ‘religion-leads-to-violence', it is necessary for the devoted to presume that cosmic 



 

 

struggle is understandable by human terms. Again, if a tussle between the order and 

chaos, good and evil is seen to evolve from history, in an actual geographical location, 

among social competitors, it is probable that those prone to violence will turn to religion 

as the main ideological support.  

 

The mythical battles in the epics of Hindu Tradition (Ramayana and Mahabharata) have 

been used frequently as metaphors while speaking of struggles today just as the battles 

of biblical Judaism and Christianity and Sikh and Islamic history. Similar to Hindus, 

Muslim and Christian politicians are keen on creating allusions to literary and religious 

tradition amidst their speeches where they draw a parallel between their worldly foes to 

enemies spoken of in legendary battles. The remark that is often highlighted in this 

context is that, Hindu politicians only retell mythological tales rather than non-fictitious 

historical events. However, one may state that the boundary between history and myth 

is blurred. The “historical” occurrences of ancient Islam and early Christianity are 

portrayed with piety and involving mythology pious Hindus find factualism in Hindu 

mythology affirming chronicles of the epics are as genuine as accounts in the Bible or in 

Sikh narratives and they can lead you to where Krishna danced or even where he was 

born. Furthermore, history is an indispensable part of the Hindu consciousness than 

Christians or others suppose. The significant time cycles empower cosmic destructions 

in the world, with the culmination of the Dark Age in existence. And for such reasons, 

the Hindu tradition is approved of as one of the historical religions and does not lack 

reflections of worldly struggles and their divine intervention, dissimilar to what Oriental 

writers sometimes presuppose. 

 

An eminent tradition which appears to be absent of the notion of cosmic struggle is 

Buddhism. Moreover, this religion is an exception as Buddhism records no records of 

violence sanctioned by religion. However, in Thai history, there are justifications for 

Buddhist warfare and religious elements could be present in today’s conflicts of 

Buddhist movements in Sri Lanka.  Thai case would then be an exception to the whole 

tradition, if the aforementioned case is true. In general, there is practically no need of 

battles in Buddhism for the pious to prove the mettle. 



 

 

For years, the Kurukshetra war  has been considered as a Hindu mythological epic put across in 

the form of a book called the Mahabharata  

 

 

Believer’s Identification of the Personality with the Struggle  

 

The affirmation given by Buddhist tradition about spiritual conflict is the contradiction of 

the two understandings, one is that the flawed and delusive world is legitimate; and the 

other is a comparatively higher appreciation, leaping over the worldly notion by and 

large. And the justification of the combat that occurs in the world is given in such as it 

basically ensues in the human minds. This embodiment of the cosmic conflict, instead 

of being violent, leads to peace and also makes the Buddhists improbable towards 

violence. Likewise, according to many Sufi Muslims, the actual jihad is the dualism of 

good and evil present in oneself and the continuous struggle between them, and not at  

all in the mundane rivalry.  

  

If often religion and myth can be interpreted as spiritual allegory which communicates in 

coded form, truths about the sacred and eternal then one theme crops up again and 

again, in various guises, in the religions and myths of the world - both ancient and 

modern. This is the notion of a Cosmic Battle. History’s struggle is viewed as the reflex 

of cosmic struggle between the God and the Satan.  Though the concept of cosmic 

battle, being an internal concept, differs from the concept of historical battle, it goes 

conjointly in Sikh theology, even as per Bhidranwale’s idea. He explained that i t is the 

people, who are weak and they are the miscreants only. Similarly, Shei’ite Muslims 

were also tortured to be personally responsible for moral degeneracy, so they never 



 

 

armor themselves from the peripheral violence. Neither the internal insufficiency nor the 

external occurrence of violence, which alone can initiate the cosmic struggle; to explain, 

the cosmic struggle is believed to be intruded in the constituting ambush of human 

beings, associating it concurrently with the earthly violence. One, who believes that the 

struggle is caused by social forces, can never identify himself with the struggle. Again, 

one who believes that the conflict is completely within him will never search for it outside 

in the society. The actual violence occurs, when both of these situations synchronize.  

So, Bhindranwale convinced his followers about the fact that they alone won’t be 

fetching the burden. It will be their inner struggle which will convince them to be hooping 

with their comates and continue their battle in a more susceptible world of enemies, 

where success is more palpable.  It will make them morally liable to analyze them with 

the outer struggle. By asserting the story of Guru Govind Singh’s approach towards 

80,000 Sikhs to get beheaded for the religion and resulting only 5 acknowledging his 

approach, Bhindranwale pointed out that it was only the Sikhs, who are gradually wiping 

out the Sikhism, by their own hands. He said that the opportunity was in the hands of 

the Sikhs whether to be included in the group of 5 or in the other group of 79,995. Even 

if both the devils have not yet been liquidated with each other, the decisions taken up by 

individuals can still make a variation. 

 

 It is not only the tradition of Sikhism, but also in Christianity, Judaism and Islam, where 

one can find the link between the external and internal areas of the cosmic struggle. As 

it was mentioned, that Shi’ite Muslims live with a communal guilty feeling as they failed 

to defend Husain, one of the instigators of their tradition, when he was attacked and put 

to death by the savage Yahid. By specifying the Shah and president Jimmy Carter as 

the enemies, some of them revoked that same conflict during the Iranian Revolution 

when Yahid came back. Undoubtedly, those people should be attacked. The Iranian 

radical Shi’ites was never to commixture their gui lt and slips a historical convenience to 

right an ancient wrong. 

  

Exactly this same logic has turned many Christians into atrocious anti-Semitists. When 

an individual bears the responsibility for the execution of Jesus, it is an impression of 

good Christian loyalty. But there are Christians who take part in denial and forsake of 

Jesus, which is the stuff of many a psalm and tirade. According to the belief of some 

Christians, the foes to whom Jesus was delivered were Jews. So the present-day 

intrusion on Jewish Community, acts as a match-stick to illume their feel of 

accountability. 

 

 



 

 

The Continuation of Cosmic Struggle in the Present World  

 

The belief that the sacred struggle, just like the ancient times, continues in some 

different forms today, acts as the spiritual defense of the Sikhs, Shi’ites and anti -Semitic 

Christians’ actions. This principle also astounds the members of Gush Emunim. Gush 

Emunim is an Israeli messianic and right-wing activist movement which aims to 

establish Jewish settlements in the West Bank, the Gaza Strips and the Golan Heights; 

this movement has achieved Israel’s victory in the Six-Day War which epitomizes the 

fact that the era of militant redemption has already started. [The Six-Day War (Hebrew: 

Milhemet Sheshet Ha Yamim, Ḥarb 1967, "War of 1967"), also known as the June 

War, 1967 Arab–Israeli War, or Third Arab–Israeli War, was fought between June 5 and 

10, 1967 by Israel and the neighboring states of Egypt (known at the time as the United 

Arab Republic), Jordan, and Syria.] 

    

Not the whole Israel community indulged within the movement with same devotion. 

Similarly, not all the Christians, Muslims and Shi’ites were satisfied with the  fact the 

prophetic combat of their tradition is really accessible.  There are many of the trusting 

concurrence to this notion within which the struggle remains, for which the person of 

belief didn’t felt the inner strain between conviction and incredulity, assertion and 

rejection, regulation and anarchy. But they sometimes ought to be convinced about the 

fact that the contradiction directly outbursts on a social plane, in case when the social 

world seems to be scientific and amiable. Bhindranwale turned this objection into one of 

the principle tasks of his ministry. According to him, it is very much necessary to aware 

people about their oppressed condition. 

 

To Bhindranwale, the display of regular social order lies in the fact that how successfully 

the wicked forces hide their satanic plans. Somehow, through his logic, he was obliged 

to believe that even without any proper indication of the truth; the Punjabi society was 

wrenched into a great struggle. Even before Punjab was castigated by the recent 

rampage, Bhindranwale talked about a more ferocious violence that has reigned, where 

the normal order was solely an impious hypocrisy.   He was dead against of the serene 

façade that covered his community and he had a feeling that for this reason, many o f 

his devotees often baffled about his sayings. He said ‘Many of our brothers, fresh from 

the villages, ask, “Sant ji, we don’t know about enslavement”. For that I have to tell you 

why you are slaves’. In his words, “I don't fear for a physical death, but when my 

conscience dies, that is a real death. Freedom from slavery is achieved only when a 

person starts to feel and understand that he would prefer death to life as a slave.” 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syria


 

 

The demonstration which he has given as the proof of Sikh persecution was hugely 

confined as the cases of antipathy of police. This hostility emerged after the growth of 

coercion in Punjab. Many of his accusations, for example explanation of the treatment 

of his followers who hostage Indian Airplanes, had a distinctive and unique enclosure- 

“If a Sikh protests on behalf of his Guru by hijacking a plane, he is put to death…. None 

of the Sikhs in these three hi jacking attacked any passenger nor did they damage the 

planes. But the rule is that for a fellow with a turban, there is a bullet…For a person who 

says ‘Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna, Hare Rama’, there is a Government appointment. 

Sikh brothers, this is a sign of slavery.” 

 

But the people who went against Bhindranwale, failed to win over his logic. The one, 

who acknowledged to Sikh violence, was considered to be autocrat. And the one who 

did not reciprocate, for them, the violence kept on enlarging. Again when the signs of 

violence were missing, that was a time when there was neither violence nor repression, 

it was a sign of malicious calm for Bhindranwale. 

 

 
Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale in front of Harmandar Sahib sometime before the Operation  

 

  

 



 

 

The Struggle is at a point of Crisis  

 

Bhindranwale, on several occasions, raising the immediacy of the struggle hinted that 

the outcome was in confusion. His conception of the immensity of the evil he confronted 

and torpor of Sikh response turned the prognosis dismal. At times Bhindranwale 

regarded that the efforts of few dedicated Sikhs had been doomed, proclaiming that the 

Sikh Community was witnessing a threat while on the other hand, he was hopeful of the 

betterment. Furthermore, he conceived that the struggle was about to set foot in the 

‘decisive phase’. 

 

The interesting part about the earth-shaking rhetoric is the unpredictability. Had the 

outcome been predictable, there would be minor scope of violent actions. Knowing that 

the foe could win, there wouldn’t be grounds to fight back. Weston LaBarre describes 

the dreadful circumstances revolving around the Ghost Dance religion of Plain Indians. 

Preconceiving the defeat, the tribe diverted its approach from the worldly to spiritual 

conflict, entertaining a perspective of a ritual dance could conjure spiritual force for 

knocking down their opponent alien cavalry. 

 

   
Ghost Dance Religion 



 

 

LaBarre opined that it was absolute desperation which compelled to turn towards 

religion. Again, in the same context, it could be stated that, had they known of a victory 

without struggle, there wouldn’t have been a need for any form of engagement. William 

James talks of ‘healthy minded religion’, which is nothing but passive pacifism. For 

instance, the optimistic claims of mainstream Protestant churches, that social progress 

is inescapable while other pacifists have been involved in conflict directly. The best 

resemblance of pacifist leaders who at times narrowly moved about the edges of 

violence were Mohandas Gandhi, father of the nation (India), and Menno Simmons, an 

Anabaptist after whom the Mennonite church has been named. They maintained that 

without human endeavor, the desired outcome could never be attained.  

 

It is worth mentioning here, that Bhindranwale and Gandhi were alike as both observed 

the world in notions of cosmic struggle and both held their cause as set on a subtle 

balance of opportunity and oppression, assuming that human actions could alter scales. 

Yet, what was distinguished them was nothing but violence. 

 

Acts of Violence have a Cosmic Meaning 

 

The human deeds in the Sikh cause cannot be termed as pacifist, as Bhindranwale 

declared that there could be not deliverance without a weapon. Yet, he was careful to 

mention that these weapons could not be used indiscriminately. It is a known sin for any 

Sikh to use weapons to hurt the innocent, and no greater sin than possessing weapons 

and not putting it to use to protect their faith. Bhindranwale thus was armed though 

never for once did he openly confess. He longed to ‘die fighting’- a wish that eventually 

came true, within months. 

 

Bhindranwale was of the opinion that those who executed religiously sanctioned 

violence deserved to be honored. He often referred to himself as the ‘humble servant’, 

and an ‘uneducated fallible person’. Bhindranwale transparently shared a part of the 

more moderate Akali leader Longwal’s modus operandi as well as his political 

constituency and chose to be guided by Baba Deep Singh, one of the most revered 

martyrs of Sikh history. Analogously, Bhindranwale thought of himself as destined to 

martyrdom. He has been alleged to have claimed ‘Baba Deep Singh had to struggle for 

several miles to lay his head in this place, while I am privileged to give mine right here’ 

(Mahmood 1997:23). 



 

 

 

Baba Deep Singh Ji (The Saint Soldier) 

 

 

To a great number of Bhindranwale’s followers, he thus achieved a heroic martyrdom 

and presently, one simply does not hear of Bhindranwale in any terms any other than 

‘Santji’. Whatever Bhindranwale may have appeared to the media and the Indian 

government all through his life, he has been excused, as one unarguably forgives as a 

heroic soldier of a glorious war. Moreover, his words and deeds clearly evoked a deep 

sense of response among many Sikhs. To many, Beant Singh, the bodyguard of the 

then prime minister Indira Gandhi who participated in her assassination, is supported as 

a saintly hero. Perhaps, it could be put as, if Gandhi had been a demonic foe, the 

assassin must therefore be equivalently exalted.  

 



 

 

                                                   Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale 

 

 

It may resemble a horrifying contradiction that some of the most saintly individuals are 

those who encourage the activists of religious violence. However, it is to be interpreted 

as, those who strive for religion perceive them as an ethical battle for the good and their 

targets are ultimately seen as conductive for peace, even if bloodshed comes along the 

path. On the contrary, all religiously faithful individuals might not recognize the same 

struggle of divine proportions and their motive is to waken folks and mobilize the 

community, fight evil forces and demonstrate in a melodramatic manner that there are 

thousands ready to give their lives on his side and deliver the divine judgment of death. 

The essence of cosmic struggle is that order will be victorious over chaos. The irony is 

that innumerable individuals ought to die for unquestioned visions for victory to prevail.  

 

 

 


