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Abstract 

This essay joins the ongoing discussion about satanic discourses by examining the activism of 

a new religious movement, The Satanic Temple, founded in USA 2013. While focusing on 

The Satanic Temple’s activism, the present study investigates how the movement formulates 

political goals and religious dogmas, explores what frames for argumentation it applies and 

explicates how these are manifested in protest campaigns. Employing as theoretical 

perspectives Mouffe’s concept of agonistic democracy and Burke’s poetic styles as frames for 

social movements, this study illuminates how The Satanic Temple’s activism aims to disrupt 

the hegemonic order through non-violence strategies and subversive art. The Satanic 

Temple’s subversive interventions raise a debate about the separation of Church and State and 

the limits of religious tolerance. 

Keywords: New Religious Movements, Satanism, The Satanic Temple, activism, non-

violence, discourse analysis
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Introduction 

 

Religiously motivated activism 

In January 2014 a young religious group in the USA known as The Satanic Temple gained 

media attention and caused Christian protests with its request to place a statue of Baphomet 

alongside the Ten Commandments outside the Oklahoma State Capitol (Capitol View - 

Monument interview). As a reaction to Evangelical after-school programming, in 2016 the 

movement introduced their own alternative, After School Satan Clubs for children (Hinton, 

2016, October 21). These and other campaigns of the controversial religious movement have 

raised the question whether The Satanic Temple are “devil-worshipers” keen on shattering the 

peace of Christian Americans or a subculture of non-theistic Satanists whose goal is to spur a 

debate about the premises of a secular and pluralistic society. 

Scholars have announced the return of religion in the public space (Berger 1999). The process 

defined as de-privatization of religion goes against the grain of social scientists’ prognosis 

about  growing secularization as the most plausible future development (Haynes 2012:1). This 

thesis builds on the knowledge that religion has been a significant aspect of non-violent 

movements for justice around the globe. Rieger (2007:1213) argues that religion and politics 

cannot be separated and that activism is more than a mere attribute attached to religion: it is 

“one of the most basic expressions of religion, and it feeds back into religious sensitivities and 

understandings”. Mahatma Gandhi’s work against apartheid in South Africa and colonial 

oppression in India, the Civil rights movement and the Chicano movement for farm workers' 

rights in the USA, as well as various forms of liberation theologies in Latin America are all 

examples of activism which have founded their political aims on spiritual values or in 

different ways implied religious rhetoric and symbolism in their struggles (Ganz 2010; Satha-

Anand 2015, Shearer 2015; Azaransky 2017; Burdick & Hewitt 2000).  

 

Aim and research questions 

While considerable academic work has been done on major religious traditions’ involvement 

in campaigns for justice, the relation between Satanism and nonviolent activism remains a 

relatively unresearched area. By using theoretical perspectives about non-violent action, 

justice and democracy, this inquiry aims to find out in which ways a religious movement 
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within the satanic discourse engages in campaigns for social change. The study would 

contribute to mapping the broader issue of Satanism’s links to politics, by focusing on The 

Satanic Temple which was founded in 2013. This group has been chosen because of its 

outspoken political agenda and involvement in non-violent activism. The Satanic Temple 

deserves scholarly attention since the rhetorical arsenal of its campaigns is complex, relying 

on both subversive comedy, religious rituals, protest performances and references to scientific 

argumentation. The study has accordingly no ambition to be covering the entire field of 

Satanism’s liaison with the political sphere. 

The research questions are formulated as follows: 

What are the goals of The Satanic Temple’s activism and in what ways are they related to 

the movement’s religious identity, dogmas, and symbols?  

What religious and epistemological frames are applied for political argumentation? Is 

non-violence articulated as a principled or a practical issue? 

What poetic styles (as outlined by Burke) are used as frames in the analysed campaigns?  

 

Material 

This study will focus on The Satanic Temple’s activity in the USA. The interventions of  the 

Temple are generally targeting socio-political conditions in the United States and are 

performed in this geographical area. Although the movement is sometimes presented as an 

international phenomenon, the global spreading of The Satanic Temple is still very limited. 

As Joseph P. Laycock remarks, “[t]here have also been tiny groups around the world, often 

consisting of little more than a Facebook page, that call themselves a TST chapter but have no 

actual connection to the organization (2020:47). 

The empirical backbone of this inquiry comprises mainly online sources. Part of them present 

the analysed issues and events from the perspective of The Satanic Temple. The Satanic 

Temple homepage provides information about the movement’s tenets, mission, protest 

guidelines and campaigns on a local and national level. Another online source which gives 

insights into the Temple’s activism and its underlying religious or ideological motivation 

from the viewpoint of the movement’s central figure is The Lucien Greaves Archive. This 

page contains essays by The Satanic Temple’s co-founder and spokesperson Lucien Greaves 



3 
 

and interviews with the latter. I will also include media coverage on The Satanic Temple’s 

campaigns in the research material. 

The initial evaluation of The Satanic Temple’s activism shows that the movement explicitly 

addresses two main issues, the Religious Right and the Satanic Ritual Abuse (SRA) scare, 

which will be discussed more elaborately in the next chapter. The selection of the analysed 

campaigns is therefore based on these two main targets. To further narrow down the empirical 

material, I have chosen to focus on campaigns where activism is articulated through 

subversive art. The list below shows which campaigns will be included in the present inquiry. 

Rally for Governor Rick Scott 

Oklahoma Ten Commandments and Baphomet 

After School Satan 

Veterans’ Monument 

The Satanic Temple Adopt-A-Highway Campaign 

I will not include the following campaigns in the analysis: The Satanic Temple vs. Scottsdale 

AZ, Protect Children Project, Religious Literature for Schools, Religious Reproductive 

Rights, Right to Accurate Medical Information, Grey Faction, Florida Capitol Holiday 

Display, Arkansas Baphomet, Black Mass at Harvard, Pink Mass in Mississippi, as well as 

several campaigns driven by local chapters such as Menstruatin’ with Satan. These campaigns 

fall outside the scope of this inquiry for several reasons. The campaigns concerned with 

women’s reproductive rights (Religious Reproductive Rights and Right to Accurate Medical 

Information) and the rights of the LGBT community (Pink Mass in Mississippi) touch upon 

discourses which require a separate analysis. The campaigns Arkansas Baphomet and Florida 

Capitol Holiday Display have a target similar to the goal of Oklahoma Ten Commandments 

and Baphomet and Veterans’ Monument, which makes them redundant for the purpose of this 

limited study. Regarding the Black Mass at Harvard, there is no clarity whether the planned 

ritual was performed, and in what form, which makes the analysis of the campaign difficult. 
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Theoretical and methodological frame 

This project relies on Gene Sharp’s concepts of non-violent action. In his seminal work, The 

politics of nonviolent action (1973), Sharp analyses the nature of political power and outlines 

the methods and dynamics of non-violent struggle. Sharp defines political power as a form of 

social power, which is used in pursuing political goals (Sharp & Hårsmar 2016). Political 

power is practised by state institutions but also by the people who support these institutions or 

disagree with them. Sharp’s social concept of power implies that political power can be 

directly regulated at its sources, by adopting three categories of non-violent methods: protest 

and persuasion, non-cooperation, and interventions. A successful campaign depends on 

strategic planning, goal-oriented choice of non-violent methods and effective tactics for 

mobilization. It is crucial to maintain the non-violent character of the struggle in order to 

create sympathies for the campaign in the own society, on an international level and in the 

opponents’ circle, as well as to minimize the risks for violence escalation. The use of violent 

actions will most likely undermine the campaign’s goals, lead to loss of support, or even 

cause the dissolvement of the movement. Sharp concludes that it is easier to keep a non-

violent discipline, especially in intense conflict situations, if the campaign does not rely on 

hate-rhetoric. 

Some scholars have criticized Sharp for boiling down non-violence to a pragmatical tool and 

paying less attention to the its principal aspects. Research on non-violent activism has been 

shaped by a dichotomic understanding of nonviolence either as a religious and moral 

conviction or an effective technique (Eddy 2014). Yet, other scholars argue that the 

distinction of principled vs pragmatic non-violence is in fact illusory (Satha-Anand 2015) or 

not useful as an analytic tool (Vinthagen 2015). Kennet Burke (1959) has shown that social 

movements can be understood as vast ritual dramas “staged” by employing a tragic or a comic 

style. These styles correspond to attitudes towards the problem which a social movement is 

willing to combat and affect its articulations and their outcomes. Burke describes the tragic 

frame as “the cult of the kill” because social problems are understood as an “evil”, projected 

onto a “scapegoat” that eventually must be sacrificed in order to achieve “redemption” 

(Carlson 1986:447).  The comic frame, on the other hand, adopts unique ‘ritual’ forms and 

creates “a consciousness of the system as a system, revealing its inherent weaknesses, and 

preparing an aware populace to deal with them” (ibid.). Eddy (2014:446) takes Burke’s 

concepts further, proposing the tragic and comic styles as “mechanisms of divergent forms of 

non-violence that aid in the respective categorizing of pragmatic and principled non-violent 



5 
 

performances”. Eddy sees parallels between principled non-violence and a social movement’s 

embrace of a comic frame. When a tragic frame shapes a campaign, it can imperil the non-

violent character of the movement due to its tendency to underplay the importance of non-

violent discipline. 

The analysis of The Satanic Temple’s interventions in the American society will also depend 

on the political thought of Jean-Francois Lyotard and Chantal Mouffe. Both challenge the 

accuracy of Jürgen Habermas’ model of deliberative democracy which implies that a good 

dialog based on rational principles can lead to consensus and conflict settlement. Lyotard’s 

postmodern understanding of justice questions the possibility of a consensus based on a 

universal reason (Capeheart & Milovanovic 2007:126f). Lyotard argues for the need of “an 

idea and practice of justice that is not linked to that of consensus” because the ideal state of 

consensus, as outlined by Habermas, is not possible in postmodern societies where the grand 

narratives are displaced by myriads of micro narratives or language games (ibid.). Each 

location of a language game narrates its own notion of justice, and consensus would mean 

“violence to the heterogeneity of language-games”; the goal should therefore be to “maximize 

as much as possible the multiplication of small narratives”, argues Lyotard (ibid. 127).  

 A similar notion is articulated by Mouffe (1999) whose concept of agonistic democracy, or 

agonistic pluralism, is again a critique of the Habermasian model of deliberative democracy. 

Like Lyotard, Mouffe uses Wittgenstein’s theory of language to question the very idea of a 

rational consensus and ideal speech situation presupposed by the Habermasian procedural 

justice. Instead of grounding legitimacy on rationality, and by that replacing a neoliberal 

model of the public sphere with a model where political issues are understood as moral 

questions and answered with a rational consensus, Mouffe underlines power and antagonism 

as ineradicable aspects of the political. The key term hegemony refers to “[t]he point of 

convergence — or rather mutual collapse — between objectivity and power” (Mouffe 

1999:752f). Social objectivity is constituted through power and inevitably implies exclusion 

of some voices, since the political practice creates unity by defining “us” and “them”.  

While fully overcoming the “us and them” dichotomy is impossible, an agonistic pluralism 

can be achieved by defining the other not “as an enemy to be destroyed, but as an ‘adversary,’ 

i.e., somebody with whose ideas we are going to struggle but whose right to defend those 

ideas we will not put into question” (ibid. 755). The adversaries are still our opponents, but 

their voices are recognized as legitimate. This redefinition of enemies into adversaries 

transforms political antagonism into agonistic pluralism. Agonistic democracy aims “not to 
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eliminate passions nor to relegate them to the private sphere in order to render rational 

consensus possible, but to mobilise those passions towards the promotion of democratic 

designs”, argues Mouffe; it facilitates “the subversion of the ever-present temptation that 

exists in democratic societies to naturalize their frontiers and essentialize their identities” 

(ibid. 755ff). In respect of Burke’s poetic styles, it appears that a tragic frame would generate 

antagonistic tensions in a society, whereas the adoption of a comic frame indicates a 

movement towards agonistic pluralism. 

The analytical tools introduced by Laclau and Mouffe in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy 

(1985) can be utilised in the analysis of hegemony and discursive struggles manifested in the 

empirical material of this study. According to the ontological position of Laclau and Mouffe, 

there is no objective material reality that can be analysed independently from discourse. 

Social phenomena are all created and mediated by political, discursive processes. This does 

not mean that no reality or material objects external to thought exist. As Laclau and Mouffe 

(1985:108) explain: “An earthquake or the falling of a brick is an event that certainly exists, in 

the sense that it occurs here and now, independently of my will. But whether their specificity 

as objects is constructed in terms of ‘natural phenomena’ or ‘expressions of the wrath of 

God’, depends upon the structuring of a discursive field”. Meanings can never be permanently 

or completely fixed; they are constantly negotiated and reinvented in the struggle between 

competing discourses. What discourse analysis does then, is not to tell who is wrong and who 

is right about reality, but to describe how perceptions about reality are constructed by 

discourses and presented as natural and neutral.  

Discourse is defined as “an attempt to create a stable structure of meaning within a particular 

domain” (Rear & Jones 2013:378). By structuring signifiers into a meaning system, a 

discourse necessarily excludes other meanings. A discourse becomes hegemonic, when the 

social practices it nurtures are perceived as natural and not as products of a dominating 

political power. Discourse is constructed through a variety of articulations — practices that 

establish relations among the elements in a web of meaning (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985). A 

nodal point is a central reference point that unifies a discourse and shapes its identity by 

arranging the meanings of other signifiers within that discourse. When a nodal point figures in 

competing discourses where different meanings are ascribed, it is regarded as a floating 

signifier. The difference between the two is that nodal point “refers to a point of 

crystallisation within a specific discourse”, whereas floating signifier indicates “the ongoing 
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struggle between different discourses to fix the meaning of signs” (Phillips & Jorgensen 

2002:28). 

The first step when approaching the empirical material of this project will be to outline the 

discourses where The Satanic Temple is an active voice for social change by analysing a 

selection of their protest campaigns. Each campaign has a stated goal which helps to identify 

the hegemonic structures it contests. In order to see how The Satanic Temple’s activism is 

related to their political goals and affirmative values, I will analyse articulations such as 

statements, symbolic art, rituals et cetera. Depending on the medium of articulation, the 

analysis will focus on a variety of semiotic resources. When analysing the articulations and 

the hegemonic discourses which they try to disrupt, I will look for floating signifiers that The 

Satanic Temple and its opponents are competing to define. The next step will be to find out 

whether the protest movement relies more on a tragic or comic style, how this frame is 

manifested in articulations and to identify moves towards political antagonism or agonistic 

pluralism in The Satanic Temple’s interventions. Finally, I will approach the question of 

principled or pragmatic non-violence by again examining the articulations. 

 

Previous research 

The Satanic Temple belongs to the analytical category contemporary Satanism. A definition 

of Satanism from the perspective of social history is formulated by Massimo Introvigne, who 

demarcates Satanism as “(1) the worship of the character identified with the name of Satan or 

Lucifer in the Bible, (2) by organized groups with at least a minimum organization and 

hierarchy, (3) through ritual or liturgical practices” (2016:3f). Introvigne broadens the first 

part of his definition by explaining that the figure of Satan can be understood as real or 

symbolical and is not limited to the Judeo-Christian perception of Satan. As for the 

organisational and ritual aspects of Satanism, Introvigne insists that the sole expression of 

philosophical ideas about Satan without some level of organisation and a form of ritual 

practice should not classify as Satanism. 

A good introduction to the diversity of satanic discourses is offered in the volume The Devil’s 

Party: Satanism in Modernity (Faxneld & Petersen 2013). This collection of essays, based on 

both historical-philological and anthropological methods, examines the formation of satanic 

discourses in a variety of sociocultural contexts. The book follows the formation of satanic 

traditions from self-declared Satanists in early modern Sweden, through English romantic 
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poetry, to satanic movements in the 20th century. The editors of the volume employ a 

distinction between “discourse on the satanic”, which refers to predominantly Christian 

perceptions and constructions of Satanism, and “satanic discourse”, which is created by self-

declared Satanists. The editors also identify two forms of satanic discourse. The first one is 

defined as “rational” or “symbolic” Satanism, where the figure of Satan is adopted as a 

symbol of freedom and progress, and the second one as “theistic”, since Satan is regarded as a 

real deity. 

A similar distinction as that proposed by Faxneld and Peterson is made by van Luijk in his 

study Children of Lucifer: The origins of modern religious Satanism (2016). The author 

builds his inquiry into the emergence of religious Satanism on the categories “attribution”, 

which refers to the etic, mostly pejorative definition of others as Satanists, and the emic 

“identification” with or “appropriation” of Satanism. Particular attention is paid to the motif 

of sex, science and liberty, which van Luijk traces from the satanically inspired Romantic 

poets to the Satanist movement of Anton Szandor LaVey. Yet, Romantic and LaVeyan 

Satanism are different “schools” regarding not only philosophical conceptions but also 

political stands, argues van Luijk: “Whereas Romantic Satanism was generally speaking a 

“Left-wing” affair, and conspicuously so, LaVeyan Satanism and most of its later offshoots 

were clearly situated on the right in most matters of political ideology, sometimes even 

leaning toward neofascism or neo-Nazism” (2016:400).  

Fexneld (2014) makes a survey about the adoption of Satan as a symbol in the feminist 

struggle against patriarchy in the thesis Satanic Feminism: Lucifer as the Liberator of Woman 

in Nineteenth-Century Culture. The study traces expressions of satanically inspired feminism 

in a variety of text materials, as well as paintings, sculptures, and artefacts from the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, highlighting the subversive power of the satanic 

discourse.  Kennet Granholm (2009) reviews the satanic rhetoric’s radical potential in the 

movement for animal rights. The author discusses animal rights ideologies of the “Left-Hand-

Path” movements the Temple of Set and Dragon Rouge. Petersen (2014) examines the 

development of Satanic discourses in the Digital Age. His study demonstrates how 

contemporary Satanism is utilizing internet as a tool for communication and as a virtual social 

space. 

While researchers have explored Satanist formations in a historical perspective, there is still 

need for studies focusing on emerging movements. The historical and sociological study, The 

Invention of Satanism (Dyrendal et al 2015), focuses mainly on the formation of the Church 
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of Satan during the 1960s and follows its influences back through folklore, Romantic 

Satanism, Theosophy, and Alister Crowley’s works. In the epilogue, the authors summarize 

shortly the first campaigns of The Satanic Temple based on their media coverage and contrast 

the movement with the Church of Satan. The authors draw the conclusion that the Church of 

Satan have generally practiced an “individualist” and “aesthetic” form of Satanism, whereas 

the more collectively oriented Satanic Temple engage in a political activism; by using 

“pranks” and “mockumentary”, The Satanic Temple have however succeeded in making the 

movement “a serious venture” (Dyrendal et al 2015:224). The first monograph on The Satanic 

Temple, Speak of the Devil: How The Satanic Temple is Changing the Way We Talk about 

Religion by Joseph Laycock (2020), is based on discourses which emerge in the media 

reporting on the movement, blog and editorial entries, as well as interviews and field studies 

in several chapters of the movement. The author examines how The Satanic Temple 

undermines the myth of America as a Christian country and forms new ways of talking about 

religion, evil and pluralism. 

The previous research has indicated how Satanist currents develop in the tension between 

attribution and appropriation of Satanism as religious belief and practice, philosophical 

concept, and ideological symbol. The present study will contribute to the discussion about the 

relation between discourses on the satanic, satanic discourses and the political domain. While 

examining The Satanic Temple’s activism, this inquiry will explicate how the movement 

relies on religious and epistemological frames to argue for its political goals. Employing a 

theoretical perspective of agonistic democracy and poetic styles as frames for social 

movements, I will argue that The Satanic Temple attempt to disrupt the hegemonic order 

through non-violence strategies and subversive art. 
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Background: The mythology of evil 

 

In this inquiry I align myself with Frankfurter in his concept of evil as a discourse — a 

rhetoric used to frame experiences and not as an autonomously existing diabolic force 

(2006:11). Frankfurter highlights the patterns of a reoccurring mythology of evil conspiracy. 

His analysis shows that at the bottom of persistent myths of evil lie “ways of thinking about 

Otherness, of imagining an upside-down world that inverts our own, of encountering local 

malevolence suddenly in universal scope, and of sensing the collapse of vital boundaries 

between ‘us’ and those monstrous ‘others’“ (2006:5). Frankfurter sees the problem with 

applying a rhetoric of evil in the construction of boundaries beyond which certain actions are 

no longer considered human and are not comprehended in the context of underlying social 

dynamics. 

The myth of evil conspiracy is already evident in second century’s Roman rumours of foreign 

cults such as the mystery cult Bacchanalia, eastern magi, Judaism and early Christianity, to 

name a few (Frankfurter 2006:3ff). Accusations of sexual deviations, child murder, 

cannibalism and other atrocities that pervert the human custom were made against groups 

which were considered a threat to the social order of the Roman empire. Similar fantasies of 

perverse and monstrous practices moulded the Satanic witchcraft panic in the early modern 

Christian world, maintains Frankfurter. Despite different sociocultural contexts, the myth of 

evil conspiracy seems to be perennial. The Satanic Ritual Abuse (SRA) scare from the 1980s 

and 1990s, which is crucial for understanding The Satanic Temple’s activism, exhibits the 

same patterns as ancient and early modern evil conspiracy panics. 

Classical components of the SRA scare include the claim that an underground Satanist 

network is involved in child abuse and sacrifice; the Satanists use “cultic mind control” to 

manipulate their victims by splitting their psyche into multiple dissociated personalities; the 

supressed memories of ritual abuse can be recovered by therapists using hypnosis techniques 

(Lewis 2016). The notion of sinister rituals in the SRA controversy is inspired by traditional 

medieval conceptions of Black Masses which involve blood sacrifices and orgies between 

humans and demons. The satanic abuse stereotype is exemplified in the following quote: “A 

young teenage girl, impregnated during a satanic ritual, is forcibly delivered of her nearly 

term baby, forced to ritually kill the child and then to cannibalize its heart as cult members 

watch” (Passantino & Passantino cited in Lewis 2016:211). The concept of “satanic 
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programming” of the mind is related to the scandal surrounding CIA’s controversial research 

project MK-Ultra, whose goal has been to induce schizoid states in individuals (Lewis 2016). 

Non-negligible for the emergence of the SRA phenomenon are also the effects of popular 

culture — the “satanic blockbusters” Rosemary’s Baby (1968), The Exorcist (1973), The 

Omen (1976), the books The Satan Seller (1972), Michelle Remembers (1980) et cetera. 

Media coverage also plays an important role for the rise of sensationalism about alleged cultic 

crimes (ibid.). Dyrendal, Lewis and Petersen draw the conclusion that SRA “was not 

something someone did to the body, but something done to the mind through advertising, 

entertainment, and all the other suspects of conservative Christian culture critique” 

(2015:132). 

The realm of the perverse and repulsive is constructed as an imagined antithesis to a 

mainstream culture; it provokes fear, but also fascination (Frankfurter 2006:75ff). 

Fundamental to the construction of evil conspiracies through the centuries has been the focus 

on ritual. People’s fascination with demonic rituals centred on violence and sex, which 

flourishes in the classical and early modern ages, continues in present days. Whereas “a 

properly ordered culture engages in properly ordered sacrifices”, evil or satanic rituals 

constitute deliberate inversions of mainstream customs (ibid. 77). The idea of evil ritual 

practices reveals a paradox: on the one hand the domain of the demonic is associated with 

chaos, disorder and a non-human condition; on the other hand the adherence to ritual makes 

evil appear as an organized structure, very similar to that of a civilized society. In this way, 

the monstrous is constructed with familiar, but inverted features; instead of bringing God’s 

beneficence, as a proper ritual would do, the satanic ritual causes harm, damage, moral decay, 

and death. 

The SRA phenomenon can be analysed as a form of moral panic (Wright 2011:125): “a social 

condition in which the official reaction to persons or events is significantly disproportionate to 

any actual threat posed”; characteristic for the moral panic is that the perceived danger to the 

fundamentals of society “is presented in stereotypical fashion by interest groups through 

claim-making activities designed to get the attention of authorities and mass media”. To 

ensure that the claims are taken seriously, the so called “moral entrepreneurs” adopt a strategy 

of “deviance amplification”: a convergence of more tolerable phenomena, such as new 

religious movements, subversive groups, homosexuality, or abortion, with horrifying practices 

like sexual abuse, molestation and murder (ibid.). 
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The preoccupation with evil based on historically reoccurring mythological patterns results in 

a new diagnostic and criminological term, Satanic Ritual Abuse, which is introduced in USA 

and UK despite lack of evidence for the alleged Satanist crimes (Frankfurter 2003:108ff). 

Using a discourse of evil is always intertwined with hierarchies of power, underlines 

Frankfurter (2006:70f). Individuals who interpret social practices through the framework of 

evil hold a position of authority. By targeting scapegoats, they present themselves as the 

agents of salvation who work for the destruction of evil which strengthens further their 

authoritative position. The experts in satanic evil from the modern time’s SRA panics can be 

found in both religious and secular spheres; they might be evangelical ministers, social 

workers, police officers or psychiatrists. The involvement of institutions and professional 

expertise in the discourse on the satanic adds an aura of scientific legitimacy to the SRA 

claims (ibid.).  

Using Burkes theory of poetic styles, we can define the social dynamic of the SRA scare as a 

tragic frame. The alarmists of the alleged satanic crime use the mythology of evil to react 

against social phenomena which they regard as a treat to their fundamental values. The 

widespread belief in an international Satanist conspiracy follows a similar logic as the cult 

controversy and moral panic of the 1960s  when conservative Christians are confronted with 

the Hippy counterculture and the arrival of new religious movements. Alarmed by the rapid 

socio-cultural changes, conservative evangelicals take the role of “crusaders against the 

Antichrist whom they believe a priori is living now among us” (Carlson et al 1989 cited in 

Lewis 2016: 211). As Wright (2011:136) point out, “[t]he demonization of ‘liberalism’ as a 

root cause of social ills and moral decay by conservative politicians allied with the Religious 

Right was compatible with an emergent belief in a vast underground satanic cult conspiracy”.  

The social movement Religious Right is characterized by a conservative political agenda. As 

Huntington elucidates, the core of conservatism is preservation and protection of the existing 

socio-economic and political order and its ideology is rooted in religion (1999:31f): 

In contemporary America, religious commitment and conservatism march arm in 

arm in battle against secularism, relativism and liberalism. In conservatism, man 

is not the measure of all things. A Supreme Being and a supreme law, natural or 

divine, exist that are outside the control of human beings. To reject the existence 

of a Supreme Being and a supreme law transcending human will is to start down 

the path toward moral anarchy and "might makes right." "If you will not have God 
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(and He is a jealous God)", T.S. Eliot observed in 1940, "you should pay your 

respects to Hitler or Stalin." (Huntington 1999:36) 

The Religious Right is supported mainly by fundamentalist and Pentecostal evangelicals, but 

has sympathizers also among other orthodox Christians, Muslims and Jews (Wilcox & 

Robinson 2011:8f). It has founded organizations such as Focus on the Family, Family 

Research Council, Concerned Women for America. The Religious Right mobilizes against 

abortion, same-sex marriage, sexual permissiveness et cetera and works for the legal 

acknowledgment of USA as a Christian country. According to Dodds (2012),  it was not only 

the ban on prayer in school, the legalization of abortion or the election of Jimmy Carter that 

motivated conservative Christians to get into politics; the strongest catalyst was when the tax-

exempt status of private religious schools got under attack under the 1970s: “Despite its 

loudly voiced pieties about doing God’s work in America, the Religious Right came to be 

mainly because of Mammon” (Dodds 2012:283). 
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The Satanic Temple’s activism 

  

The hegemonic order targeted by The Satanic Temple 

Looking at The Satanic Temple’s activism through the prism of Mouffe’s and Laclau’s theory 

of antagonism and hegemony, the social dynamics of the SRA panic from the 1980s and 

1990s appear as a product of a hegemonic order, identified by The Satanic Temple as “the 

theocratic Right” which the movement wants to undermine. A hegemonic order is established 

through exclusion of other voices and possibilities of interpreting reality; as Mouffe 

elucidates, “[w]hat is at a given moment considered to be the ‘natural’ order — together with 

the ‘common sense’ that accompanies it — is the result of sedimented hegemonic practices; it 

is never the manifestation of a deeper objectivity outside the practices that bring it into being” 

(2007:3). This inquiry will examine how The Satanic Temple subverts hegemonical 

discourses on the satanic, the mythology of evil adopted during the SRA panic and argues 

about the role of religion in the public space. 

There is a clear relation between The Satanic Temple’s involvement in political issues and the 

dominating discourses on the satanic that trigger the SRA scare. Co-founder and spokesperson 

of The Satanic Temple, Lucien Greaves makes the following comments on the SRA 

phenomenon and its formative effects on contemporary Satanist movements: 

Even in fairly educated circles it is sometimes assumed that there was some kernel 

of truth in the tales that emerged during the anti-Satanist “moral” panic of the 

1980s. The conspiracy theory of a parallel society of homicidal Satanic cultists is 

nothing more than the delusional rantings of frightened mobs, the likes of which 

historically slaughtered Jews and presumed “witches” in the Middle Ages. (Mehta 

2013, December 4) 

I grew up in the shadow of the satanic panic (of the 1980s). People used to talk 

about roving hordes of Satanists, as an enormous homicidal criminal cult. I think 

there were community meetings about it. Church groups were trying to ban heavy 

metal music and Dungeons & Dragons games […]. There was a real push to force 

people back into traditional, conservative values. People went to prison during 

that time on supernatural accusations! It was basically a witch-hunt. It turns out it 

was all based upon lies — a very egregious misrepresentation of Satanists. It was 
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those lies that helped make the Satanists of today. It really had an effect on me, 

and made me pay attention to it.” (Lucien Greaves of the Satanic Temple, 2014, 

May 27) 

Greaves defines the phenomenon Satanic Ritual Abuse — which emerges as a floating 

signifier in the discourse on the satanic and its competing discourses — in terms of 

“conspiracy theory”, “delusional rantings”, “lies”, “misrepresentation” and “supernatural 

accusations”. By implying that the SRA scare is not grounded on scientific evidence and 

rational thinking, Greaves invites us to dismiss it as a narrative. Comparing the events with 

witch-hunt and persecution of Jews by “frightened mobs”, Greaves re-defines the aspect of 

terror in the SRA scare by presenting the alleged perpetrators as victims. According to 

Greaves, the real motivation behind the SRA panic has been the imposition of a traditionalist 

and conservative worldview which mirrors  “the Judeo-Christian religiopolitical monopoly” 

(Mehta, 2013, December 4). 

Several of The Satanic Temple’s protest campaigns are aimed at challenging the privileged 

status of Christian values in the American society, questioning their expressions in the public 

space (Introvigni 2016:554). The movement’s co-founders, Harvard alumni Malcolm Jarry 

and Lucien Greaves (pseudonyms), share a deep concern about the growing political influence 

of American evangelicals (Laycock 2020:27f). Greaves’ critique of the socio-political 

conditions in the United States can be summarised in three points: (1) the Christian Right is 

gaining more supporters than ever across different denominations; (2) the Christian Right is 

lacking a clear political platform; (3) their voting has been inconsistent with, or even opposite 

to, the conservative values they stand for: 

American Christendom of recent generations has enjoyed an unprecedented 

ecumentical [sic] unity under the banner of the religious right. Sectarian 

differences have become all but invisible as “values voters” perplexingly align not 

with a political platform that most clearly represents most of their shared doctrinal 

values, but one that equally represents none of them at all. We have recently 

watched as religious voters devolved from an unconvincing struggle to find 

scriptural justification for their contemporary non-Biblical agendas (i.e. the “pro-

life” platform), to even discarding their contemporary pious sense of “family 

values” and dignity altogether by aligning themselves behind a twice-divorced 
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pussy-grabbing plutocratic president who seems to embody none of the alleged 

Christly values of charity and benevolence. (Greaves 2017, February 6) 

Greaves tries to raise the awareness about “the theocratic right” as a naturalized hegemonic 

order; he invites us to see the conservative Christian moral as nothing more than “tribal 

Standards of Conduct” and  “superstition-based impositions” which might be framed as 

“immovable” and “sacrosanct” but are in fact arbitrary conventions (Greaves 2017, February 

6). The unquestioned authority of the Religious Right makes them “the only rightful 

beneficiaries of Religious Liberty”, argues Greaves. Regarding the accusations against The 

Satanic Temple for being a prank organisation, whose only goal is to molest Christians, 

Greaves maintains that the movement’s activism is an attack against “a misguided sense of 

religious exceptionalism that has plagued the United States for a very long time” (Mehta 

2013, December 4).  

 

Political goals 

Lucien Greaves explains in an interview that The Satanic Temple’s objectives are “to engage 

actively in political/cultural dialogues and re-assert religious pluralism” (Mehta 2013, 

December 4). The notion of going back to a state of established pluralism, or “a level playing 

field for minority beliefs” which confines the increasing influence of the Religious Right is 

based on the understanding that America was originally founded as ”a religiously pluralistic 

nation” (Greaves 2017, February 6). In his argumentation Greaves refers to The First 

Amendment to the US Constitution which he means “requires government viewpoint 

neutrality” on religious issues (ibid.). Amendment I reads: “Congress shall make no law 

respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging 

the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to 

petition the government for a redress of grievances”. The problem is that the question of 

“original intent” is interpreted in a different way by conservative voices, as Hutchison 

clarifies; for them USA has always been a Christian — according to some a Protestant — 

country “not simply because of nineteenth-century historical developments but because the 

early settlers and Founders had established a Christian country; and because these Founders, 

in doing so, had been implementing God’s own intentions” (Hutchison 2003:226). 

The Satanic Temple join forces with the Freedom from Religion Foundation, Americans 

United for the Separation of Church and State, American Atheists, the American Humanist 
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Association, and other organisations which work for secularism. “Our monuments are made 

in defence of secularism, and we are very clear about that”, declares Greaves (Haute Macabre 

2017, June 28). He stresses on the importance of secularism for a democratic society and 

international peace:  

Secular democratic states are less likely to engage in war against each other and 

less likely to engage in terrorism or political violence than autocratic states. The 

rise in democratic states and the concurrent diminution in autocracies correlates to 

the global trend in reduced violence. Intermingling cultures — free to 

“appropriate” from each other — fare better than insular ethnic/ 

religious/nationalist cults. (Haute Macabre 2017, June 28) 

Greaves’ viewpoint on secularism is similar to Hillary Clinton’s assertion presented in the US 

State Department’s International Religious Freedom Report from 2011: “Religious freedom 

provides a cornerstone for every healthy society. It empowers faith-based service. It fosters 

tolerance and respect among different communities. And it allows nations that uphold it to 

become more stable, secure, and prosperous” (Lehmann 2013:645f).  

There are no clear statements regarding the Temple’s political affiliations. According to their 

guideline for protest campaigns, a movement for social change should follow sensible 

principles and not be bound entirely to the political agenda of specific parties or 

organizations: “By standing for issues, there are more options for commonality with people 

who may otherwise have become adversaries” (Effective Protest). The focus on principles 

implies also to denounce identity politics. Regarding the issue of religious diversity, this 

suggests to object to religious discrimination against all groups, not just Satanists. 

 

The Satanic Temple’s affirmative values 

At the time when The Satanic Temple organize their first public campaign, the Rally for 

Governor Rick Scott in 2013, the movement takes its first faltering steps in formulating a 

belief system (Laycock 2020). On their homepage the Temple present a fictional history of 

the newly established religious movement by mocking Neil Brick. He is known as the founder 

of S.M.A.R.T. — an organization closely connected to the SRA scare, whose goal is to spread 

“information on the connections between secretive organizations, ritual abuse, and mind 

control, by encouraging healing from the damage done by child abuse, ritual abuse and mind 
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control, and by encouraging survivors to network” (Ritual Abuse Pages). According to The 

Satanic Temple’s satiric narrative, “[i]n 2012, Neil Bricke, raised in a multigenerational 

Satanic Temple tradition of worship, decided, with the blessings of his fellow Satanic 

devotees, to officially found the Satanic Temple” (ibid.). The original version of the 

movement’s religious dogmas portrays Satan, who has “the compassion and wisdom of 

angel”, as the ruler of the physical universe (Laycock 2020:31). Co-founder Jarry disregards 

however this first attempt at formulating the Temple’s affirmative values as “some bullshit 

pretend doctrine” (ibid.). The Temple’s current religious doctrine is summarized in seven 

fundamental tenets: 

I 

One should strive to act with compassion and empathy toward all creatures in 

accordance with reason. 

II 

The struggle for justice is an ongoing and necessary pursuit that should prevail 

over laws and institutions. 

III 

One’s body is inviolable, subject to one’s own will alone. 

IV 

The freedoms of others should be respected, including the freedom to offend. To 

wilfully and unjustly encroach upon the freedoms of another is to forgo one's own. 

V 

Beliefs should conform to one's best scientific understanding of the world. One 

should take care never to distort scientific facts to fit one's beliefs. 

VI 

People are fallible. If one makes a mistake, one should do one's best to rectify it 

and resolve any harm that might have been caused. 
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VII 

Every tenet is a guiding principle designed to inspire nobility in action and 

thought. The spirit of compassion, wisdom, and justice should always prevail over 

the written or spoken word. (Tenets) 

The above cited doctrine places blind faith in authorities — both religious and secular — in 

opposition to scientific evaluation and free thinking based on wisdom, reason, and critical 

self-reflection. The ethical principles compassion, empathy, nobility, and respect for the 

individual’s integrity are presented as guidelines in the pursuit of justice. The hermeneutic 

instruction in the seventh tenet underlines that a purely literal interpretation of the tenets 

should be subordinate the overarching principles in the movement’s creed. The second tenet 

highlights the importance for a democratic society to scrutinize and challenge the existing 

normative order in the ongoing process of negotiating justice. This notion is in line with 

Lyotard’s understanding of justice as a dynamic process of “working at the limits of what the 

rules permit, in order to invent new moves, perhaps new rules and therefore new games” 

(Capeheart & Milovanovic 2007:127). What makes justice vital is accordingly the possibility 

to question rules and invent new practices.  

Regarding the question what kind of justice should be promoted —  retributive or restorative 

— the text of the sixth tenet implicitly puts forward the latter. Whereas the retributive 

approach asserts that those who commit crimes deserve a proportionate punishment, the 

advocates of restorative justice criticize the moral benefits with further suffering, proposing as 

an alternative “a process of reparation or restoration between offender, victim, and other 

interested parties; and that this is achieved not through a criminal process of trial and 

punishment, but through mediation or reconciliation programmes that bring together the 

victim, offender and other interested parties to discuss what was done and how to deal with it” 

(Walen 2014; Duff & Hoskins 2017).  

The notion that each individual is entitled to inviolable rights and freedoms, presented in the 

fourth tenet, resonates the spirit of liberalism in John Lock’s political theory. Locke’s 

fundamental thesis in The Second Treatise of Civil Government (1690), that people are born 

free and equal, is modified by the scenario presented in chapter III, “Of the state of war”, 

where the author states: “he that, in the state of society, would take away the freedom 

belonging to those of that society or commonwealth, must be supposed to design to take away 

from them everything else, and so be looked on as in a state of war”. By entering the state of 
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unjust war against another person the individual loses his or her human status and the 

freedoms and rights given by birth: “such men are not under the ties of the commonlaw of 

reason, have no other rule, but that of force and violence, and so may be treated as beasts of 

prey” (ibid.). It is not clear what the hypothetical scenario “To wilfully and unjustly encroach 

upon the freedoms of another is to forgo one's own” would imply, according to The Satanic 

Temple’s doctrine. Presumably, this does not suggest depriving citizens of their fundamental 

rights and freedoms and treating them like slaves, as in Locke’s political theory. A more 

reasonable interpretation would be that the tenet addresses the limits of freedom of speech 

regarding accusations of blasphemy. 

In an interview with Tucker Carlson regarding the debate about the memorials in Veterans’ 

Park in Belle Plaine, Minnesota, Lucien Greaves explains that “Satanism embodies 

enlightenment values — emblematic of the ultimate rebellion against tyranny” (Fox News 

2017, July 20). In Greaves interpretation, the era of Enlightenment — when religious 

authorities are questioned by scientific arguments and concepts of separating church and state 

are evolving —  appears as the formative age of the satanic discourse. The Satanic Temple 

have repeatedly underlined the non-theistic character of their movement. “Satan, to us, is 

symbolic of our rejection of tyranny, and we bow to no God or gods”, elucidates Greaves 

(Mehta 2013, December 4). The Satanic Temple is trying to distinguish its rationalistic ethos 

from the occult tendencies in Anton Szandor LaVey’s Church of Satan. In their “handy dandy 

visual guide to the differences between the two most prominent Satanic organizations that for 

some reason people keep mixing up” the Temple state that neither organization believes in an 

actual Satan but members of the Church of Satan still nourish belief in Magick which Greaves 

dismisses as superstition (“What is the difference…”). “Some of us gravitate toward the 

anomalous — a rule’s obscure exceptions — forming broad metaphysical interpretations. So 

long as one’s thinking remains open to the possibility of correction, this can actually be an 

interesting intellectual exercise” (Letters to Satan). 

According to Olav Hammer (2004:44f), esoteric movements rely on discursive strategies for 

delineating ”positive and negative significant Others” which helps them straighten their own 

positions and claims. When we apply Hammer’s categorization of legitimation strategies used 

in the esoteric field — “appeal to tradition”, “scientism as a language of faith” and “narratives 

of experience” — it occurs that The Satanic Temple apply predominantly the first two of them. 

The movement relies on tradition by embedding their affirmative values in concepts 
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developed by enlightenment philosophers and authors of the literary Satanism, at the same 

time dis-embedding themselves from the close related LaVeyan Satanism: 

Our canon embodies the Romantic Satanism of Milton, Blake, Shelley, to, 

particularly, Anatole France, whose Revolt of the Angels is a primary text in TST. 

From its inception, modern Satanism, as it came to be defined in the 

Revolutionary era of Romantics, was very much a non-theistic movement aligned 

with Liberty, Equality and Rationalism. With that in mind, I think we’re rather 

closely aligned with early Modern Satanism, rather than some type of wildly 

aberrant, unique and unrecognizable contemporary off-shoot. (Haute Macabre) 

The narrative of the ultimate rebel against tyranny, the use of blasphemy as a tool 

for liberation against imposed, frivolous, sanctified superstitions; the cultivation 

of the individual will and rationalism unencumbered by “faith” or blind 

subjugation; the willingness to stand as an outsider with a sense of justice that is 

independent of laws and institutions; all are embodied by the literary Satan. 

(Haute Macabre) 

In Greaves’ view, the Church of Satan’s credo is similar to the philosophy of  “radical Tea 

Party Christians on the theocratic Right”, it comprises “Ayn Rand-inspired Social Darwinist 

authoritarian-fetishizing libertarianism, but with a bit of occultic ritual magic thrown in” 

(Haute Macabre). Despite being a progressive opponent of “faith-driven mindlessness”, 

LaVey is disregarded for being against the Rights Revolution and the Hippy counterculture of 

the 1960s: “He imagined a stratified and tribally divided, non-democratic world. He 

advocated police state politics” (ibid.). The Satanic Temple, on the other hand, promote 

pluralism and individual freedom. 

 

Religious and epistemological frames for argumentation 

A crucial premise in The Satanic Temple’s activism has been to position themselves as a non-

theistic, but still religious movement. The Temple’s religious identity has become a floating 

signifier in a discursive struggle about the essence and limits of the phenomenon religion. The 

spokesperson Greaves contextualizes the movement in a broader cultural frame, employing a 

non-Eurocentric understanding of religion which is not narrowed down to the Abrahamitic 

traditions: “Religion without superstition isn’t a new idea. Some religions, such as Jainism 
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and Confucianism are explicitly non-theistic” (Greaves 2017, February 6). He puts great 

emphasis on the “sense of authentic religious attachment” stating that “The Satanic Temple, 

while openly non-theistic and non-supernaturalist, is entirely sincere in its religious 

identification” (ibid.). This argument addresses accusations that the movement is not a “real” 

religion but a prank organization whose goal is to troll Christians. The Temple employ a 

definition of their Satanist identity as being both religious, cultural, and philosophical, 

comparing it to “cultural religious identities held by agnostics, sceptics, and non-believers”  

(ibid.).  

Members of the movement define themselves as “religious non-believers” using Satan as a 

symbol in their struggle against tyranny (Mehta 2013, December 4). Satan is understood as a 

“metaphorical literary construct”, a liberating figure opposing supernatural and authoritarian 

worldviews (Haute Macabre). A theistic form of Satanism would not be compatible with the 

movement’s doctrine since “’worship’ is antithetical to Satanic anti-authoritarian and 

freethought values” (Greaves 2017, February 6). The spokesperson argues that a non-theistic 

creed looms an emancipatory potential for the mind and body and is therefore a force for 

social change: “I feel that theists are subjugated by their myths, while we are empowered by 

ours. The literary Satanists of the Revolutionary Era understood this, and their power to 

change the world by way of altering the cultural mythological structure was certainly not lost 

on them” (Haute Macabre). This attitude is reminiscent of LaVey’s pragmatical view on faith: 

“Unlike those who depend on dogma and blind faith, you can choose your fictions to live by” 

(cited in Faxneld 2013:85). Yet Greaves stresses on the non-arbitrary character of the 

movement’s affirmative values. 

The insistence on the movement’s religious character is of uppermost importance for its work 

for secularism and pluralism since it makes possible to initiate legal disputes against religious 

privilege: “We’re not trying to destroy religious privilege and exemption; we are coming at it 

in a way that we can find a legitimate plateau on which religious privilege can work in a 

pluralistic society”, says Greaves (Tarico 2015, November 21). He motivates the political 

agenda of The Satanic Temple — despite being proponents of a secular society — by 

underlining the close ties between religion and politics in the United States: “every time we’re 

referred to as a political activist group that simply “uses” religion to make a point about 

Church/State separation, we hope that a balanced scrutiny will be applied to the organizations 

we often find ourselves in conflict with — those that use the label of Christianity to advance 

an oppressive political agenda” (Greaves 2017, February 6). Without being legally 
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acknowledged as a religious movement, The Satanic Temple would not have the same 

opportunity to intervene in the public space as their adversaries. 

Another argumentative strategy used against the movement’s opponents is what Hammer calls 

“scientism as a language of faith”. The Religious Right is portrayed as “fundamentalists” and 

“supernaturalists”, while the own movement is given an aura of rational freethinking. The 

Temple’s belief in rationalism and scientific evidence is contrasted against the conservatives’ 

“superstition”,  unreasoned faith, and reliance on scriptural justification. This is a discursive 

strategy to overthrow a hegemonic order by undermining the epistemological foundations of 

its truth claims: 

We hold nothing so sacred as to be unquestionable; No Truth impervious to 

revision in light of new knowledge. We strive to reserve belief in only that which 

is demonstrably true and hold to even those with the reservation that they, too, 

may ultimately be overturned. In this, we embrace the role of the heretic — heresy 

as it applies to the unceremonious discarding of archaic fetters which bind reason 

and would persist in counter-productive dogmas. (Mehta 2013, December 4) 

The Satanic Temple attacks the hegemonic order by adopting the position of a marginalized 

other. They identify themselves with the “unjustly accused, the slandered minority, and the 

unsilenced inquirer” (ibid.). Greaves explains that “the solidarity of outsiders, those judged 

and excluded by the mainstream” is what Satanism means for him (Oppenheimer 2015, July 

11). He criticizes the evil-projecting onto scapegoats used by voices who alarm about 

increased violence in the US society — a logic which Burke defines as a tragic frame: 

“’Othering’ strengthens tribal bonds as they unify themselves against a common enemy, and 

the creation of unease and general panic can be used by leaders to manipulate their followers 

who offer them the latitude to protect them by whatever means” (Haute Macabre). 

 

Non-violence and art as subversion 

The Satanic Temple have summarized the non-violent ideology of their protest movement in a 

list of principles stated on their homepage (Effective Protest). They consider activism as an 

act of free speech and emphasize that the right to free speech cannot be used as an excuse for 

incidents of harassment, oppression or violence: “If your protest calls for the deprivation of 

rights and liberties of others, intimidates others, harasses or threatens others, silences others, 
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then you are an enemy of freedom no matter what the justification”. Mouffe’s concept of 

agonistic pluralism implies that while rational consensus might never be achieved, a 

democratic society should nevertheless create space for divergent viewpoints. The logic of a 

hegemonic order excludes voices that are not consistent with its ideology. The Temple’s 

opponents use arguments as blasphemy and hate speech to reject expressions of satanic 

culture in the public space. According to Catholic blogger Mark Shea The Satanic Temple’s 

ritual Black Mass, which was planned to take place at Harvard University, would be an act of 

blasphemy: “the blasphemy is directed, not toward Zeus, Quetzelcoatl or Mars, but toward the 

one true God” (Laycock 2020:135). The Temple regard the rhetoric of blasphemy used by the 

Religious Right as a hegemonic strategy: “Being offended is not the same as being harassed; 

The Satanic Temple offends many people because they are offended by Satan, but that does 

not give others the right to silence us.” Regarding hate speech, Greaves underlines that such 

incidents are offenses against the First Amendment and should not be tolerated (Haute 

Macabre). 

Non-violence is formulated as a principled issue in the pursuit of justice, and the elucidation 

why violence can never be acceptable is based on the argument of reason and not moral:  

“Engaging in, promoting, inciting, and/or celebrating physical violence that deliberately 

targets civilians is never justifiable. If you justify your involvement with people who 

deliberately try to murder civilians by invoking a narrative about justice, then you are 

dangerously delusional”. The notion of non-violence is also embedded in the fundamental 

tenets of The Satanic Temple. Central to the value system of the movement are the 

“compassion and empathy toward all creatures” and the statement that “[o]ne’s body is 

inviolable”(Tenets).  

The importance of strict adherence to non-violent strategies has caused tensions in the lines of 

the protest movement. Jex Blackmore, a performance artist, previous spokesperson for the 

Temple’s Reproductive rights campaign and leader of Detroit chapter, decides to leave the 

Temple after disagreements with the National council of the organisation. Blackmore 

performs a satanic ritual in Detroit including pig heads on spikes and the following 

controversial declaration: “We are going to disrupt, distort, destroy… We are going to storm 

press conferences, kidnap an executive, release snakes in the governor’s mansion, execute the 

president” (Laycock 2020:68). The performance artist is then asked by the Temple’s  National 

council to resign from her role as a spokesperson. Penny Lane, director of the documentary 

about the Temple, Hail Satan? (2019), says Blackmore did not announce the performance 
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ritual as an event of The Satanic Temple (Merlan 2019, May 20). According to Blackmore the 

disagreement between her and the Temple was not only concerning the controversial event 

but also issues of “inclusion and equitability” (ibid.). She states in an article that The Satanic 

Temple is pervaded by “a culture of racism and sexism”, followed by other previous members 

of the organization who make accusations of corruption and blackmailing (Laycock 

2020:69f). 

As a counter-culture movement, The Satanic Temple employ a variety of aesthetic strategies 

to undermine the hegemonic practices of their opponents. In the following section I will 

discuss how the Temple use subversive art and satire as a form of non-violent activism. 

Mouffe (2007:3) describes the public space as “the battleground where different hegemonic 

projects are confronted, without any possibility of final reconciliation”. Following the same 

track, Jeff Werner (2018) problematizes the role of culture in the post-democratic condition of 

western societies. Culture is taking over functions traditionally associated with the political 

sphere, becoming a dynamic playground for social debates. Political questions are 

increasingly discussed in the field of culture, while political institutions engage less in debates 

on ideological topics like nationalism, democracy, historiography etcetera. This development 

is characterized by two parallel processes — the “politization of culture” and the 

“aestheticization of politics” (ibid. 12).  

Public art has the potential to create space with ideological implications (Sjöholm Skrubbe 

2007:17). When placed in the public realm, a sculpture becomes an integral part of the urbane 

landscape. Its interpretation by the viewers is a meaning making practice and a re-evaluation 

of power relations. Art can be affirmative for the current hegemonic order or engage in 

subversive projects. Democratic art created for the general public is expected to be critical; it 

can challenge the established consensus about lines between public and private, rearrange the 

public space and reshape the social structures embodied there (Werner 2018:95). Considering 

Mouffe’s theory of democracy as pluralism, subversive art can be understood as an agonistic 

intervention in the public space: “critical art is art that foments dissensus, that makes visible 

what the dominant consensus tends to obscure and obliterate. It is constituted by a manifold of 

artistic practices aiming at giving a voice to all those who are silenced within the framework 

of the existing hegemony”(Mouffe 2007:5). 

Regarding the original idea behind The Satanic Temple, Greaves states: ”We wanted an active 

and relevant Satanism” (Correcting the Church of Satan “Fact Sheet”). The initial concept of 

the movement’s activism is to create documentary films covering their campaigns, which 
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could invite other citizens to mobilize for similar causes. Since the Temple’s co-founder Jarry 

is involved in film production, using this medium for their activist goals seems logical; as 

Laycock (2020:34) suggests: “If a filmmaker starts a new religion, how would they begin 

other than with making a film?” Greaves puts great emphasis on the role of culture for the 

religious identity of The Satanic Temple: “Since the religious construct of Satanism doesn’t 

believe in the supernatural, we turn to literature and art as icons for deeply held beliefs” 

(Pohle 2016, September 27). He explains that “the power of metaphor, the vital necessity of 

narrative to cultivate and define one’s sense of self and purpose, the atavistic desire for art” 

are inherent parts of the movement (Haute Macabre). Similar to Mouffe’s (2007:4) assertion 

that the political and the aesthetical are inseparable, making it meaningless to differentiate 

between political and non-political art, Greaves insists on the close ties between art and 

activism: “Never separate art and activism. Never let your activism be artless, and never allow 

your art to be orthodox” (Haute Macabre). Art is given a special place at the Temple’s 

international headquarters in Salem and part of the main exhibition is dedicated to SRA scare 

which is a main target of the movement’s activism. 

The Satanic Temple’s interventions are often satirical which is used as an argument by their 

opponents to regard the movement as a prank organization and not a serious religion. Greaves 

underlines that the Temple is not a “a satirical religion” despite making use of satire in their 

activist campaigns: “Our identification as Satanists isn’t ‘satirical,’ however, we’re not 

adverse to using humor and satire to highlight various hypocrisies and absurdities we run up 

against. This point is entirely lost on some people who seem to believe that everything is 

mutually exclusive, and one organization can’t be more than one thing at a time” (Haute 

Macabre). The paradigm of play and provocation summarizes Satanists’ emic attitudes 

towards the mythology of evil, as narrated by the dominating discourses on the Satanic. As 

Dyrendal et al observe, “Everyone from LaVey to Aquino to the most austere Black Metal 

warriors employs and frequently enjoys the friction arising from acting out stereotypes for an 

unsuspecting public” (2015:223). Greaves explains that the purpose of the Temple’s “play 

with misconceptions” about Satanism is to make people re-consider “whether we’re really this 

sinister cult of homicidal maniacs”(Gremore 3013, July 26). Satire is understood as an 

effective subversive strategy which is complementary to rational argumentation: 
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Just as the Yes Men1 use very catching theatrical ploys to draw attention to a 

progressive agenda, we play upon people’s irrational fears in a way that hopefully 

causes them to re-evaluate what they think they know, redefine arbitrary labels, 

and judge people for their concrete actions. I believe that where reason fails to 

persuade, satire and mockery prevail. Whereas many religious groups seem to 

eschew humor, we embrace it. (Bugbee 2013, July 30) 

 

Subversive interventions against the Religious Right and the SRA scare 

 

Rally for Governor Rick Scott 

The Satanic Temple’s first public appearance in 2013 is a response to a bill signed by Florida 

governor Rick Scott which gives the green light for students to say prayer at meetings and 

sporting events (Laycock 2020:31). The Satanic Temple use the opportunity to “celebrate” the 

bill which they say gives also Satanic students the right to express their faith at public events. 

“So we created this mock rally in support of Rick Scott,” explains Jarry, co-founder of the 

movement, “where we were coming out to say how happy we were because now our Satanic 

children could pray to Satan in school” (Oppenheimer 2015,  July 11). The message of this 

very first campaign is in line with the Temple’s political goals since it puts on the table the 

question of secularism and religious pluralism. “We thought it’d be a good thing for religious 

diversity — surely Rick Scott meant this only for Christians, but if he opened the door, now 

the marginalized religions had the chance to come in”, comments Greaves (Lucien Greaves of 

the Satanic Temple, 2014, May 27). The organizers of the campaign hire the actor Michael 

Wiener to play a satanic “high priest” at the Rick Scott rally, which takes place at the steps of 

the Florida capital building in Tallahassee on January 25, 2013 (Laycock 2020:32). The other 

participants in the satirical performance are Lucien Greaves who holds the banner “Hail 

Satan! Hail Rick Scott!”, a Satanic student Cassandra Wagner and four “minions” with black 

cloaks. “The high priest”, wearing a black cape and horns, declares: “We feel confident that 

Rick Scott has helped initiate the inevitable — opening the gates of hell to unleash a new 

Luciferean age that will last one thousand years and beyond! Hail Rick Scott! Hail Satan!”; 

when a person from the crowd shouts at him that he will go to hell,” the high priest” answers: 

 
1 Yes Men, Andy Bichlbaum and Mike Bonanno, are an anti-corporate activist duo whose subversive 

interventions include “to infiltrate a bunch of conferences, produce some fake newspapers, and otherwise expose 

the wrongdoings of miscellaneous, mostly corporate evildoers” (About Us). 
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“I believe it and I am very excited about it” (ibid. 33). Although the rally is designed as a 

satirical performance, the Satanic Temple assert that they are serious about the issues 

addressed in this intervention. The analysis of the following campaigns shows that the 

movement have been consistently pursuing the political goals of secularism and pluralism. 

 

Oklahoma Ten Commandments and Baphomet 

One of The Satanic Temple’s most notable campaigns is the rally for placing a Satanist 

display on the Capitol grounds in Oklahoma, a state in America’s Bible Belt. The incentive 

for this radical intervention has been the installation of a Ten Commandments monument 

outside the Oklahoma State Capitol in 2009. The Temple’s spokesperson Greaves objects 

against “the explicitly religious connotations of the counter-Constitutional, flagrantly 

theocratic and tyrannical ‘Thou Shalts’, which prohibit such American values as Free Speech 

(‘Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain’) and Religious Liberty (‘Thou 

shalt have no other gods before me’)”(Letters to Satan). Greaves remarks that the Republican 

state representative Mike Ritze, whose family funded the Ten Commandments monument, is 

in fact promoting the spreading of the satanic agenda: ”You don't walk around and see too 

many satanic temples around, but when you open the door to public spaces for us, that's when 

you're going to see us" (Satanists plan statue to stand alongside Ten Commandments in 

Oklahoma 2013, December 8). 

 In 2014 The Satanic Temple propose the state's Capitol Preservation Commission to donate 

their own monument, a statue of the occult symbol Baphomet. Other religious, secular or even 

satirical organisations such as The Universal Society of Hinduism, People for the Ethical 

Treatment of Animals and the Pastafarians make their own applications for monuments, the 

latter proposing to donate a statue of the Flying Spaghetti Monster (Laycock 2020:6). Not 

surprisingly, this development conjures controversy and protests of concerned Christians. As 

a resolution to the tensions, Oklahoma's Supreme Court rules against the accommodation of 

religious symbols on state property, referring to laws on the separation of church and state. 

The Satanic Temple’s Baphomet cannot be displayed, and the Ten Commandments 

monument is eventually removed from the Capitol grounds. “The entire point of our effort 

was to offer a monument that would complement and contrast the 10 Commandments, 

reaffirming that we live in a nation that respects plurality, a nation that refuses to allow a 

single viewpoint to co-opt the power and authority of government institutions”, comments 

Greaves (Letters to Satan). The Baphomet statue is unveiled at a ceremony held by the Detroit 
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chapter in the summer of 2015, which involves a gay couple kissing (Selk 2018, August 18). 

The statue is now exposed at The Satanic Temple’s headquarter in Salem which is open to 

visitors. 

As a symbol, Baphomet has a long history going back to the Middle Ages. The name is first 

mentioned in 1098 by Anselm of Ribemont during the First Crusade, perhaps as a reference to 

Islam’s prophet Muhammad; in Anselm’s narrative the Muslims “called loudly upon 

Baphomet” (Bauer 2020). It is also mentioned as the idol which the Knights Templars bowed 

to according to their accusers. The French occult author Éliphas Lévi, born Alphonse-Louis 

Constant, develops the concept of “Astral Light”, or “Great Magical Agent” — a universal 

force which can be used for good and evil purposes — and sees Baphomet as its manifestation 

(Introvigne 2016:106f). In his volumes Dogme et Rituel de la Haute Magie (1854-56) Lévi 

offers a description of Baphomet: a goat creature with a pentagram upon its forehead as a 

symbol of Light; “the sign of occultism [i.e. the sign of the horns] is made with both hands, 

pointing upward to the white moon of Chesed, and downward to the black moon of Geburah”, 

which is an expression of the balance between mercy and justice (ibid. 108). 

The Temple choose the occult symbol Baphomet for their monument because “it embodies 

opposites and celebrates contrasts" such as above and below, animal and human nature, male 

and female gender (Morgan 2015, August 1). They make their own interpretation of the image 

that Lévi used for the cover of his occult work. The New York artist Marc Porter uses the 

naked torso of the punk legend Iggy Pop as inspiration for Baphomet’s body (Laycock 

2020:11). The torch between the horns, which in Lévi’s version is a symbol of the soul, is 

interpreted by the Temple in a more secular way as “the pursuit of knowledge” (Morgan 

2015, August 1). Baphomet is not depicted as the hermaphroditic deity with two breasts, 

which in Lévi’s concept is a symbol of humanity, but accompanied by two children, a boy and 

a girl, who stand for the male and female opposites. According to the Church of Satan, this 

aesthetical choice reveals the Temple’s transphobic and paedophiliac tendencies (Laycock 

2020:38). Greaves explains that “exposed breasts would lead to an opportunity for Oklahoma 

to claim that our monument defied so-called decency standards” (Haute Macabre). It would 

also raise a discussion about gender which might distract from the monument’s purpose to put 

the issue of religious pluralism on the table (Morgan 2015, August 1). According to Greaves, 

the presence of the Baphomet monument in the public space would represent “an homage to 

the unjustly accused, the heretics and the scapegoats: those burned, hung, stoned, and tortured 

during witch-hunts and crowd panics […] an homage to the moral underpinnings of our 
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secular Judiciary which works from a presumption of innocence, places the burden of proof 

upon the accuser, and refuses to recognize claims of divine authority or anti-blasphemy 

legislation” (Haute Macabre). The Temple have used the statue in other battles over biblical 

monuments on public ground. 

Veterans’ Monument 

The movement’s campaign Veterans’ Monument from 2017 raises again the issues of 

secularism and pluralistic society. It is an objection against a statue called Joe in the Veteran's 

Park in Belle Plaine, Minnesota, representing a soldier praying over a grave marked with a 

cross. In this campaign the Temple cooperate with The Freedom from Religion Foundation 

which threatens to sue the city for violating the First Amendment's Establishment Clause 

(Campaigns). When the question about secularism is raised, the display is removed from the 

park, but residents rally to install it again. As a response, the City Council of Belle Plaine 

designates a limited area of the Veterans Memorial Park as a free speech zone where all 

contributions are welcome, if they venerate the veterans (Satanic Monument To Be Installed 

In Veterans Park 2017, May 5). The Satanic Temple’s response it to submit proposal for a 

monument entitled "Baphomatic Bowl of Wisdom" designed by Chris Andres and crafted by 

Pretty Hate Machining. 

The controversy regarding display of religious symbols on the city’s public ground results in 

demonstrations where representatives from Minnesota’s Christian groups and people, who 

identify themselves as Left-Hand Path2 followers, express their different viewpoints (Prayer-

filled protest held ahead of satanic monument installation, 2017, July 15). “It’s certainly better 

to preserve the First Amendment than to preserve your notions of religious supremacy on 

public grounds. That’s certainly not what America was founded on and certainly not what our 

soldiers fought for,” Greaves comments (Satanic monument to be installed in Veterans Park, 

2017, May 5). However, The Satanic Temple cannot place their memorial in the park because 

the City Council of Belle Plaine pass a second resolution according to which "allowing 

 
2 The term Left-Hand Path refers to movements that explicitly relate to Satan as symbol or deity, as well as to 

groups that do not identify themselves as Satanists (Granholm 2014:59ff). Movements of the Left-Hand Path are 

characterized by the following discourses: ideology of individualism, meaning that the individual’s spiritual 

growth is central to the movement’s goals; goal of self-deification, which implies focus on practices, such as 

rites of initiation, where the individual is understood as a creator or demiurge; and antinomianism, which 

suggests that creeds and practices are challenging a normative system of established religions and cultural 

practices. Granholm argues that the label Satanism has pejorative connotations and should therefore be replaced 

by the analytical category Left-Hand Path. 
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privately-owned memorials of displays in [Belle Plaine Veterans Memorial Park] no longer 

meets the intent or purpose of the Park"(Davis 2019, April 4). Now the Temple are suing the 

city of Belle Plaine for violation the First Amendment rights and breach of contract. (Sawyer 

2017, December 11). “I think they were maybe taking the gamble that we wouldn’t come 

through on producing our monument, and now I think they’re maybe gambling that we won’t 

file a lawsuit,” Greaves comments. “They would be wrong on both counts” (ibid.). 

Although not displayed on public ground, The Satanic Temple’s Veterans’ Monument is 

conceived as a subversive intervention which undermines hegemonic conceptions of 

patriotism and religious identity in America’s Army. The memorial features “a black steel 

cube with a golden inverted pentagram on each side and an empty soldier’s helmet on the top” 

(Mele 2017, May 8). It has a plaque with the following inscription: "In honor of Belle Plaine 

veterans who fought to defend the United States and its Constitution" (Davis 2019, April 4). 

The artist Chris Andres, whose father is an Army veteran, regards himself a Satanist (Gell 

2017, July 18). As an artist he explores sexuality and religious symbolism; one of his earlier 

works, the photograph “Sparkle Veteran” from 2010, is a tribute to American gay veterans. 

Andres explains that the minimalist touch of the monument, which is intended to invoke 

“sobriety and reverence”, is inspired by the Vietnam Veterans Memorial by Maya Lin. For 

Andres, the concept of the monument has a deep spiritual meaning: “The use of black metal 

represents a void […] and the gold is designed to reflect light onto the viewer, like a religious 

icon. It’s a sort of Luciferian light, but it still represents the hope that people carry with 

them”(ibid.). The artist sees his work as a tribute to all the soldiers who defend the values in 

the constitution of the United States, and a way to raise awareness about the rich diversity of 

worldviews represented in the Army: 

[The memorial] is about loss, ultimately. It’s about people — life, death, loss, 

service, and our country. And the question is what's the most appropriate way to 

do this and still show that veterans are just as diverse as the people they serve? To 

show them only within one belief system, that would be inappropriate and I think 

dishonourable. […] Not everyone is Christian. There's room for all of us, but 

some of us just don't want to share. Veterans defend the Constitution so we can all 

have our liberties. Veterans are just people. They're messy. They’re diverse. 

Hopefully the Satanic Monument will help show that they're not all the same. We 

all deserve to see ourselves reflected in our society — especially those that defend 

our society. (Gell 2017, July 18) 



32 
 

The Satanic Temple Adopt-A-Highway Campaign 

The Satanic Temple have made several attempts to reframe the mythology of evil which 

characterizes the SRA scare from a tragic to a comic style. With their participation in the 

Adopt-a-Highway program the Temple aim to subvert the sinister image of Satanists 

associated with filth and decay.3 The Arizona chapter has called their local campaign 

Highway to Hell. According to the project’s homepage, participants in the Arizona campaign 

gather four times a year to clean a designated piece of a highway; they have removed 

hundreds of tons litter and debris from a roadway in Casa Grande, AZ. The goal of the project 

has been “to help other Arizonans enjoy a clean and beautiful state” (Highway to Hell).  

The advertisement video, Satanic Temple Adopt a Highway, used for crowdfunding the 

movement’s participation in the New York Department of Transportation's Adopt-a-Highway 

program, opens with the statement: “Support, camaraderie, and compassion. These are the 

values of nurturing communities. The Satanic Temple is dedicated to keeping our public 

spaces clean, safe… and enjoyable for all people. ” The comic style of this material is 

manifested through audio-visual semiotic resources which recall elements of the SRA 

discourse in a subversive way. The video’s starts with a disturbing flickering montage which 

can be perceived as hypnotic. A minimalist piece by the contemporary composer Nuno Malo 

created for the film Luv is used as a background sound. The dark, repetitive sound creates a 

notion of mystery and suspense. We see the eagle from the national coat of arms of US and 

the unfinished pyramid with an eye in a triangle radiating light, known as the Eye of 

Providence. These symbols are depicted on the obverse and reverse side of the Great Seal of 

the United States but here we see them covered by The Satanic Temple’s logo with inverted 

pentagram and a goat’s cranium. This imagery alludes to the conspiracy theories surrounding 

the SRA scare according to which Satanists infiltrate the US Government and engage in mind 

control practices. The mythology of evil is evoked by a black and white scene showing Eve 

with the snake, followed by cartoon images of Adam and Eve under the tree of the knowledge 

of good and evil. The satirical effect is created by contrasting the evil conspiracy invoking 

audio-visual semantics with the benevolent intent of the above cited statement. The aim of 

this subversive articulation is summarized on Greaves’ crowdfunding page at Indiegogo: “To 

stand forth as a ‘Satanist’ is to rend from the persecutory, affrighted mob a convenient out-

 
3Adopt-a-Highway program is launched in 49 US states and in some parts of Canada. “In exchange for regular 

litter removal, an organization (such as Cub Scouts or Knights of Columbus) is allowed to have its name posted 

on a sign in the section of the highways they maintain” (Adopt-a-Highway). 
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group label, demanding that individuals be judged for their concrete actions, not their fealty to 

arbitrary social norms and illusory categorizations” (The Satanic Temple Adopt-a-Highway 

Campaign). 

After School Satan 

In September 2016, The Satanic Temple launch the campaign After School Satan, which is 

the movement’s extracurricular program for public schools (Campaigns). The background of 

this protest project is the Supreme Court decision regarding Good News Club v. Milford 

Central School from 2001 —  a precedent which makes it legal for religious organizations to 

organize extracurricular activities in public schools. The aim of the Temple’s intervention is 

to offer an alternative to the religious after school programme of the Child Evangelism 

Fellowship (CEF) called Good News Clubs. Therefore, the movement applies for student 

clubs only in districts where the Evangelical organization is present in public schools. The 

Temple react against the Good News Clubs’ mission which is to “evangelize boys and girls 

with the Gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ and to establish (disciple) them in the Word of God 

and in a local church for Christian living.”  They disapprove of the emphasis on “sin”, 

“obedience”, “punishment”, and “hell” in the Good News Clubs’ curriculum literature: “We 

prefer to give children an appreciation of the natural wonders surrounding them, not a fear of 

everlasting other-worldly horrors” (Educatin’ With Satan). In an interview for Fox 10 Phoenix 

Stu de Haan, head of the Arizona chapter of the Satanic Temple, explains why the movement 

wants to engage in student’s extracurricular activities: “One of the fundamental tenets of The 

Satanic Temple is that we should adhere to the best scientific knowledge of our time”(Arizona 

chapter of Satanic Temple addresses 'After School Satan'). With this initiative the Temple 

present a secular alternative for working parents who do not want their children to be exposed 

to proselytization. The Temple’s intention is neither to convert children nor educate them 

about Satanism but to focus on “science, logic, reason and to avoid topics like […] eternal 

damnation, superstition and supernatural things that the CEF Good News Club teach in their 

programme”, states de Haan. 

The advertisement video of the campaign (After School Satan Clubs coming to public 

schools) alludes to the hegemonic order’s preconceptions about Satanism which have 

contributed to constructing the tragic frame of the SRA scare. The audio-visual semantics 

induce a sinister atmosphere reminiscent of horror movies. Monochromatic moving images 

toned in sepia and blood red hue show spiders, scary dolls, children going backwards and 

playing in the woods, a billy goat associated with Satan and the Baphomet statue. Together 
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with the disturbing industrial sound and the horrifying unintelligible voice in the video, these 

images create a distressing effect which is not only the opposite of what is considered 

appropriate for children but might be frightening for their parents too. There are repeated 

scenes showing dark school corridors with lockers. This might be a hint at an incident of the 

SRA scare which occurs in Sabine Country, Texas in the summer of 1989. According to the 

rumours, a satanic cult was abducting children for ritual sacrifice; "the walls of the school 

were stained in blood, animal organs were discovered in lockers, and teachers were 

instructing students in satanic activity" (Wright 2011:123). By using stereotypes of the SRA 

panic in a satirical way, The Satanic Temple frame their campaign in a comic style. 

According to Laycock (2020:53) After School Satan Clubs have become “TST’s biggest 

media coup”. Despite many bureaucratic obstacles, the Temple have succeeded in organizing 

clubs at elementary schools in Sacramento, Portland; Nehalem, Oregon; Tacoma, Washington 

and Taylorsville, Utah (ibid. 56).  
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Conclusion 

The present study has explicated how a movement from the domain of contemporary 

Satanism negotiates its religious identity in an ongoing struggle for social change. Mobilising 

around political goals such as religious pluralism and secularism, The Satanic Temple define 

themselves as a religious but non-theistic movement employing the symbol of Satan as a rebel 

against tyranny. In its identity formation the movement seeks a connection with Romantic 

Satanism, distinguishing the own doctrines and practices from LaVey’s Church of Satan. In 

sharp contrast to existing preconceptions of Satanist cults as dangerous and violent 

subcultures, The Satanic Temple have adopted an image of a socially relevant and politically 

engaged organisation interested in dialog.  

By employing non-violence and satire as a subversive strategy, The Satanic Temple try to 

demonstrate that they are neither a morbid cult with hidden agenda nor a joke show but a 

socially engaged movement with clearly stated political goals. The political goals secularism 

and religious diversity are defended by employing a rationalistic frame for argumentation. 

The importance of knowledge and scientific facts is embedded in the movement’s creed. Key 

principles such as knowledge, compassion and freethinking are articulated as a fundamental 

basis for the work against hegemonic social practices which the Temple want to challenge. 

Activism is articulated as an expression of free speech which is only legitimate when free of 

hatred and violence. Despite the adherence to non-violence as a principle — which is 

manifested in The Satanic Temple’s fundamental tenets and guidelines for effective protest — 

the controversy with Blackmore’s satanic ritual in Detroit reveals internal disagreements 

regarding the importance of a strict non-violence rhetoric. 

The hegemonic order that the movement attempts to disrupt is identified as the Religious 

Right and the tragically framed mythology of evil which characterizes the Satanic Ritual 

Abuse scare. The movement objects to interpretations of the religious freedom clause which 

result in religious exceptionalism for the Christian mainstream culture and silencing of other 

communities. By relying on subversive art in their campaigns, The Satanic Temple try to 

reframe the SRA panic in a comic style. The analysis of The Satanic Temple’s protest actions 

has shown that the movement’s activism is a step towards agonistic pluralism. The Temple’s 

endeavours to install satanic displays on public grounds or organize extracurricular activities 

for children are only intended as a balancing viewpoint. Crucial for the agonistic-democratic 

nature of The Satanic Temple’s activism is the adherence to equal participatory principle. 
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Hence, there is a need for further investigation into the accusations of discriminatory attitudes 

raised by previous members of the movement.  

Although it seems unrealistic that the display of a satanic monument will be welcomed on 

public grounds in the foreseeable future as a complement to a Christian one — a vision that 

according to the movement would be a symbolic manifestation of religious pluralism and 

tolerance — The Satanic Temple have nevertheless succeeded in raising a debate about the 

meaning of the concept religious freedom and the limits of tolerance.  
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