
CHAPTER FIVE 

1995-Aum Shinrikyo 

If asked why we are oppressed, it is because we are the true 
religion that liberates people from the CUTTent mistaken world. 
- Yoshinobu Aoyama, head of Aum Shinrikyo Justice Ministry! 

Aum is a mighty obstacle to the evil that rules this world. 
-Shoko Asahara2 

The Violence 

The Japanese new religion known as Aum Shinrikyo stands in contrast to 
Jonestown and the Branch Davidians, because Aum devotees detained, 
coerced, tortured, and killed people, and pursued the development of 
weapons of mass destruction in a national context in which the activities of 
religious organizations were not scrutinized by law enforcement agents. 
Aum's guru, Shoko Asahara, and his devotees saw themselves as belonging 
to a persecuted religious organization, but the activities of their cultural 
opponents were miniscule compared to the violence perpetrated by Aum 
devotees. Aum leaders were anxious to block investigation of Aum 
rikyo because of crimes that members had committed before serious 
tural opposition had developed. In terms of financial resources and 
violence against members and outsiders, Aum Shinrikyo makes Jim Jones's 
Jonestown and David Koresh's Mount Carmel Center appear small-scale. 

Aum Shinrikyo leaders and members were preparing to commit rev­
olutionary violence, but the violent acts committed by Aum members 
were motivated by the fragility of their millennial group. The combination 
of a lack of monitoring by law enforcement agents, internal weaknesses 
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within Aum, and Aum members' sense of being in conflict with external 
opponents prompted a group of Aum devotees to coerce andlor murder 
people to protect their ultimate concern, the creation of the Buddhist mil­
lennial kingdom, Shambhala. As at Jonestown, high-level Aum devotees 
became bonded by their shared participation in rituals of violence, which 
prepared some of them to commit ever-escalating acts of violence. The 
dualistic millennial theology taught by Asahara provided a justification 
fo r committing murder. 

The name of this Japanese new religion includes the Hindu and Bud­
dhist sacred syllable "Om" (pronounced «aum"). Shinrikyo can be trans­
lated as "teaching of the supreme truth." Asahara taught that "Aum" in 
Sanskrit referred to the creation, preservation, and destruction of the uni­
verse. Therefore, Aum Shinrikyo waS an organization that taught the 
truth about creation and destruction.) This waS no ordinary truth; it was 
the supreme truth for which devotees were asked to kill or die. 

On Monday, March 20, 1995, at 7:45 A.M., five members of Aum Shin­
rikyo boarded five subway trains at different stations in Tokyo. Each of 
the trains was scheduled to converge at 8:15 A.M. at the Kasumigaseki sta­
tion located near the headquarters of the National Police Agency and 
other government buildings . At 8:00 A.M., these devotees deposited plas­
tic bags containing sarin4 on the floor, punctured the bags with sharpened 
umbrella tips, and immediately disembarked. People began coughing, 
choking, and vomiting, and those closest to the sarin collapsed. The fumes 
of the deadly nerve gas injured over 5,000 Tokyo commuters, and twelve 
people died.5 The Aum members who released sarin gas on the Tokyo 
subway were a cardiovascular surgeon, Dr. Ikuo Hayashi (48), a former 
graduate student in particle physics, Toru Toyoda (27), a specialist in 
applied physics, Masato Yokoyama (31 ), another applied physicist, 
Kenichi Hirose (30), and an electronics engineer, Yasuo Hayashi (37). 
They were all members of Aum's Science and Technology Ministry.6 

This was not the first instance of murder committed by Aum Shinrikyo 
members, nor was it the last. The March 20, 1995, gas attack on the Tokyo 
subway was merely the most dramatic and large-scale act of violence com­
mitted by Aum devotees. It had been preceded by an attempt to release bot­
ulinus bacteria at Kasumigaseki station five days prior to the sarin gas attack. 
That effort failed because equipment placed in a briefcase did nOt work 

Subsequently, Aum Shinrikyo devotees confessed to a variety of vio­
lent crimes, and evidence of murders was discovered. 

Purposeful and accidental gas releases had occurred prior to the 
Tokyo subway attack. In July 1993 residents near an Aum Shinrikyo cen­
ter in Kameido in Tokyo complained about a foul-smelling gas . Aum 
officials refused entry to police seeking to investigate. On June 27, 1994, 
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The failure of Aum Shillfikyo to achieve its ultimate concern and to 
establish the millennial kingdom by recruiting large numbers of people 
to become shukkesha led Asahara to resort to the tactic of recruiting new 
members and increasing the fervid commitment of devotees by preaching 
the imminent end of the world. Predicting armageddon and moving its 
date closer led to the necessity of preparing to create armageddon, because, 
according to Asahara, a Buddha could not err in his prophecies. Asahara 
and the other leaders became bold in their quest to destroy existing Japan­
ese society, since there were no repercussions from the death of Majima in 
1988 or the murders of Taguchi and the Sakamoro family in 1989. The vio­
lent coercion of members and even nonmembers to donate large sums of 
money to Aum was spurred by the sense that armageddon was imminent; 
extreme measures were necessary to build the Shambhala kingdom. Their 
dualiStic perspective, us versus them, the good warriors of spirituality ver­
sus the evil world contaminated by materialism, dehumanized people 
whom Aum members deemed unworthy or who were blocking the 
accomplishment of the salvation kingdom. Asahara's paa doctrine ratio­
nalized that killing unbelievers, traitors, or enemies of Aum benefited the 
victims, since the guru took on their bad karma and, thus, enabled them to 
achieve rebirth in the higher realms. 

Shoko Asahara drew on two distinct religious traditions highly con­
ducive to authoritarianism-the Judeo-Christian apocalyptic tradition 
that radicalizes one's relationship with the ordinary world and has given 
tremendous authority to messiahs in many times and places, and the Hindu 
and Buddhist siddha tradition, in which the guru cannot be questioned 
because the guru is God (in Hinduism) and one's salvation depends on 
rotal surrender and obedience to the guru. The remarkable degree of death 
and destruction accomplished by Aum Shinrikyo devotees resulted from 
the combination of these twO religious traditions within the cultural con­
text of respect for authority in Japan. 129 

In contrast to the American context, Aum Shinrikyo had free rein in 
Japanese society to kill numerous people and develop weapons of mass 
destruction due to lack of scrutiny by law enforcement agents. In reaction 
to government abuses prior to and during World War II, Japanese law 
enforcement agents did not typically investigate religious organizations or 
conduct COvert intelligence gathering by undercover work or wiretap­
ping. The report of the National Police Agency in 1996 concluded that 
police officers lacked expertise in religious groups and in the types of 
weapons Aum's scientists were developing. It also noted that Japanese 
police were not centralized and did not have authority to conduct investi­
gations in other prefectures. The Tokyo Metropolitan Police were unable 
to search Aum's Kamikuishiki headquarters in Yamanashi Prefecture. 
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There was no national investigative unit in Japan, such as the FBI in the 
United States. 13l 

While Japanesc law enforcement agents were oblivious to the criminal 
activities of Aum devotees, Aum Shinrikyo acquired the means and the 
will to carry out armageddon. The sarin gas attacks in Matsumoto on June 
27, 1994, and on the Tokyo subway on March 20, 1995, had the short­
term aims of neutralizing Aum's enemies and prOtecting Aum's mission of 
creating the Shambhala kingdom. Therefore, the violence committed by 
Aum devotees was motivated by the organization's fragility and the 
endangerment of the ultimate concern. Fortunately, Aum devotees did not 
have the opportunity to carry out their revolutionary plan to 
armageddon in November 1995. 
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