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Major Cults of the 1990’s

A cult is a religious group whose practices and beliefs differ from those of the dominant or mainstream religions.  Cults vary tremendously, and much disagreement surrounds the definition of a cult and which groups should be classified as cults.  Today, scholars generally use the terms alternative religion, new religion, or new religious movement to describe groups that deviate from the religious mainstream.

Alternative religions have appeared throughout history.  Although many of them soon disappeared, others persisted, and some eventually became established denominations.  Religions once classed as cults include the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Theosophy, and Christian Science.  The 1990’s were filled with they’re own share of cult activity.  However, before analyzing the groups of the 90’s, it is important to look at one of the most significant cult events in the past 30 years, the Jonestown Massacre.
Jonestown was a commune of the People's Temple Sect, northwest of Georgetown, Guyana.  It was established in 1974 by American Jim Jones, who originally founded the sect among San Francisco's black community.  After a visiting United States congressman was shot dead, Jones enforced mass suicide on his followers by instructing them to drink a cyanide-laced drink.  More than 900 died, including over 240 children.
The Jonestown Massacre demonstrates the trends of some cults that are clearly dangerous.  They provoke violence or antisocial acts or place their members in physical danger.  A few, such as Jonestown, have caused the deaths of members through mass suicide or have supported violence, including murder, against people outside the cult.  Sociologists note that violent cults are only a small minority of alternative religions, although they draw the most media attention. 

Dangerous cults tend to share certain characteristics.  These groups typically have an exceedingly authoritarian leader who seeks to control every aspect of members’ lives and allows no questioning of decisions.  Such leaders may hold themselves above the law or exempt themselves from requirements made of other members of the group.  They often preach a doomsday scenario that presumes persecution from forces outside the cult and a consequent need to prepare for an imminent Armageddon, or final battle between good and evil.  In preparation they may hoard firearms.  Alternatively, cult leaders may prepare members for suicide, which the group believes will transport it to a place of eternal bliss.

Over a decade after the Jonestown Massacre, several other cults gained worldwide notoriety in the 1990s.  The Brach Davidians of Waco were an American religious movement that became widely known in 1993, when most of its members were killed in a fire that destroyed their headquarters near Waco, Texas.  The fire marked the end of a 51-day siege by United States federal agents.  The confrontation resulted in the death of more than 80 Davidians, including about 20 children.  Four federal agents also died.

In 1994, 53 members of the International Chivalric Order Solar Tradition, commonly called the Solar Temple, died in suicides and murders at two villages in Switzerland and at a site near Montréal, Québec, Canada.  The Solar Temple members believed their deaths would result in the transit of their spirits to another planet.  

More members of this cult died of suicide or murder from 1995 to 1997.


Aum Shinrikyo was a Japanese religious movement founded by Asahara Shoko in 1987.  It contained elements of Hinduism and Buddhism and was founded on the millenarian expectation of a series of disasters that would bring an end to this world and inaugurate a new cosmic cycle. In 1995 its members released nerve gas into the Tokyo subway system, killing 12 people and injuring 5,000. The group has been linked with other nerve-gas incidents and violent crimes. It claimed some 50,000 members, mostly in Russia, at the time of the bombing. Membership collapsed in the wake of the bombing, but it had grown to some 2,000 members by the early 21st century. The group changed its name to Aleph in 2000.

Heaven's Gate was the name of a cult led by Marshall Applewhite.  The end of the group came along with the appearance of the Hale-Bopp comet.  It created a public sensation in the United States in 1997.  Applewhite convinced 39 followers to commit suicide so that their souls could take a ride on a spaceship that they thought was hiding behind the comet. 

In preparation for their suicide, male members of the cult underwent castration, and drank citrus juices to ritually cleanse their body of impurities.  In the wake of the cult's suicide, some attributed the cult's ability to attract new members on the growth of the Internet.  The 39 bodies of the cult members were found on March 26, 1997.  A video of the bodies, covered neatly with purple blankets and wearing brand new Nike sneakers, was shown repeatedly during the media coverage following the suicides.
As the 1990’s came to a close, the amount of so-called “Doomsday Cults” rose based on religious apocalyptic thinking tied to the Christian calendar.  Part of it was linked to the Y2K computer problem, which some extremists see as a key element in the conspiracy to bring about "one world government.  As the year 2000 approached, many groups saw Armageddon as drawing near.  Even though many of these millennial groups simply died out, cults are still very much a part of today’s society.
