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To The Reader Many of you receiving this journal have previously received its predecessor, the Cultic Studies Newsletter. The CSN attempted to provide individuals interested in the study of cults and cultic processes with a mechanism for sharing ideas and information about publications, research, and events of note. Readers‟ responses to the CSN, however, indicated a need for a more formal and enlarged publishing organ. Hence, the Cultic Studies Journal was created. The CSJ will continue to fulfill the main functions of the CSN – by including news of events of note, information on research in progress, lists of references, and the opportunity for readers to share ideas. The CSJ, however, will publish more and longer articles than was possible with the SCN. Theoretical essays and comments about cults and cultic processes are acceptable, as are empirical reports. Contributions from all disciplines are encouraged. And, of course, readers‟ comments, criticisms, and suggestions are welcome. Michael D. Langone, Ph.D. Editor



COMMENTS On the Discontinuous Model of Sirkin et al. I would like to comment on the concept of “destructive cultism,” and particularly on the “discontinuous model” of Sirkin et al. (Cultic Studies Newsletter, December 1983). 1) Values can never be excluded from facts and analyses; nevertheless, the concept of “destructive cultism” seems egregiously tendentious and crudely moralistic – almost like a hypothetical concept of “evil cultism” or “godless communism.” 2) The tendentious concept settles by definition issues which should be viewed as problematic and subject to empirical investigation, e.g., it does not automatically follow that totalitarian – charismatic leadership produces destructive consequences for individuals or societies. This should be an empirical question, not a definitional fiat. 3) A continuous model seems more realistic to me than a discontinuous model. Many groups focus on a single prophet, messiah, or spiritual master as a symbolic identity figure, but the latter‟s direct and comprehensive control over members‟ lives varies from group to group. In its heyday, the Divine Light Mission was less regimented than some groups, despite the emphasis on the spiritual authority of Guru Maharaj Ji. As sociologist Jim Richardson has pointed out, Jim Jones enjoyed more direct personal control over his followers in Jonestown than does Rev. Moon, because the latter‟s organization is bureaucratic, multilevel-hierarchal and partly decentralized. With the death of Swami Prabhupada, ISKCON has become somewhat decentralized. Do Sirkin et al no longer consider Hare Krishna to be a destructive cult? The defining properties of a group type should be distinct from the types‟ consequences, e.g., its “destructive” effect. Continuous models appear to me to be more realistic than discontinuous models. Thomas Robbins, Ph.D. Mt. Pleasant, Michigan
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Points of Interest from Articles in Two Christian Magazines Enclosed are several interesting articles from HIS Magazine and Christianity Today (see “Selected References” section – Editor). Therein are several points of interest: 1) The prevailing opinion of evangelicals is (now) opposed to the use of deprogramming by well-meaning parents and church groups. 2) The techniques of persuasion used by cults mind-control. “Brainwashing,” however, is member‟s way of saving face and excusing apparently is not the usual way most cults get



include manipulation, deception, and (now) considered to be an ex-cult himself for having been duped, and their members.



3) Theological doctrine remains a primary distinguishing trait of cults, new religions, and aberrant Christian groups. 4) Cultic processes do sometimes characterize (aberrant) Christian groups, and where this can be pointed out, the public (and the Christian community in particular) is well served. 5) There are a number of challenges for cult research groups issued by Enroth and Melton in the Christianity Today interview, which scholars should pay attention to, e.g., the need for information on those new cults which are growing faster than the ones we traditionally research. 6) The theological and sociological classification of the countless new cults into meaningful, larger groupings in order to better understand them and more effectively counsel those members who want to get out. 7) The appeal of the cults to nominal, cultural Christians and Jews should encourage us to get our act together and provide more of the authority, fellowship, idealism, and commitment which college students and unwary cult prospects are consciously and unconsciously looking for. 8) The unethical and sloppy journalism of those who inadequately research and unfairly report the more sensational aspects of cult practices, as if they were true across the board. Dietrich Gruen Associate Director Inter-Varsity Department of Evangelism



Are Religious Cults Religious? Religious cults have been a subject of ongoing, occasionally stormy controversy for the past fifteen years, during which time they grew rapidly. Some estimate that there are now as many as 2,500 cults with an international membership ranging from three to five million, most of whom are single, white, middle class young adults. And the clashing views that have formed appear to be as much in conflict as ever. Cult defenders consist chiefly of sociologists and faculty of divinity schools, organizations concerned with civil liberties‟ issues, and clergy and laymen representing religious organizations and institutions. Cult critics, on the other hand, are mainly ex-cultists, parents of children who are or have been cult converts, psychotherapists who have treated former cult members, lawyers who have been involved in cult litigation, some clergy, and a few academicians. Arrayed against each other in unyielding positions, they pose the question: Are religious cults really religious?
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Those defending cults accept the cults‟ claim to be religious as bona fide. Furthermore, they regard them as being staunchly devoted to upholding a sound, moral alternative to our anomic culture, whose fundamental moral values have become weak, ambiguous, and subject to shifts in majoritarian or modish preferences or trends. From this perspective, cults appear to help resolve the confusion and uncertainty that trouble young adults by providing them with a clear sense of meaning, purpose and direction. In addition, there are religious scholars who consider cults to be much the same as the cults of schismatic religious movements of much earlier eras. Such groups also began with small numbers and were regarded as bizarre, even dangerous, developments by the dominant religions of their times. These scholars are quick to note that some extremely unconventional groups, such as early Christianity and Protestantism, have since attained world-wide acceptance and prominence. Consequently, they further suggest that some of the contemporary religious cults may become important, established religions in the future. For this reason, they consider it imperative that cult converts be guaranteed their freedom of religious choice and worship in accordance with the principles of a democratic society that protect and support religious pluralism. A similar line of reasoning is shared by representatives of major religious bodies, civil liberties organizations, and others who hold that there is a compelling need to uphold the First Amendment so as to protect everyone‟s religious liberties. In their judgment, religious cults are merely nonconformist groups holding unorthodox beliefs that, while not widely understood or approved, must nonetheless be assured protection. Those who disagree with such views content that this is not the case. They maintain that there is as yet no hard evidence from any source indicating that the members of any religious cult (Eastern, Christian, Satanic, or those marginal to them, such as EST) were provided before conversion with all relevant, factual information about the central aspects of cult life and beliefs or given the opportunity to examine and assess such information at their leisure and free from pressure by members. Indeed, as virtually any ex-cult convert will attest, quite the opposite is true. Cult prospects become cult converts with remarkably little knowledge of the realities of cult doctrinal view and the daily life of cult members. Thus, the contentions of those who so object to deprogramming cult converts on the grounds that their Constitutional rights are being violated are, in fact, invalid. There are still other grounds for casting doubt on the cults‟ and their defenders‟ claims to religious legitimacy. For example, some cults‟ recruiting techniques involve the deliberate masquerading of their identity until cult prospects have been induced to convert, as is the case with the Unification Church. Most cults, however, identify themselves or are identifiable when they first approach prospective converts. But all cults intentionally and effectively resort to deception, misrepresentation, distortion, and false statements concerning the actualities of cult life and how their beliefs and ways of life will improve their members‟ well being. Indeed, they calculatedly mislead those whom they proselytize into believing a problem-free life that offers them a state of perfection awaits them subsequent to conversion. Moreover, while cult proselytizers will attempt to recruit virtually anyone who affords them the time to speak to them, they carefully seek out the gullible, weak, naïve, and vulnerable – those who are most susceptible to cults‟ fraudulent promises. These are extraordinarily alluring to many young adults. Furthermore, those troubles by drug use, emotional problems, and loneliness – as numbers of them have been during their pre-cult life – find that the cult‟s regimented life provides them with the structure, order, and certainty they need. This stability and the effects of indoctrination deprive them of the opportunity to make their decisions independently, while thrusting them into a permanently passive-submissive role in relationship to the cult leaders and those to whom they delegate power. Moreover, cult converts are generally induced to believe that they can attain a state
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of perfection, personified by their leaders, by being completely and unswervingly obedient to them and the doctrines they espouse. Regardless of the recruiting techniques employed by cults, they are but a prelude to their ultimate goal of dominating their converts by gaining control of their minds and then manipulating and abusing them psychologically and, for some, physically. Unknown numbers of cultists suffer from malnutrition, fatigue and illness and some undergo emotional breakdowns which go untreated. In addition, they characteristically undergo drastic personality changes as a result of the cults‟ mind-controlling and indoctrination processes. In actuality, their individuality is stifled and their personal development halted, however long the euphoria that follows conversion may last. Cultists become utterly consumed by their blind adherence to their leaders‟ doctrinaire beliefs, which are intolerant of all other religions and cults. Generally unknown to the public and apparently ignored or dismissed by their defenders, cults render their members subservient by imposing Spartan regulations on all important aspects of their lives. For example, they rigidly prescribe their place and hours of work, the time devoted to religious rituals and discussions, and their diets, as well as control their social and inter-sexual relationships. Moreover, they deliberately turn them against their parents, siblings, and friends who, as non-believers, are held to be evil and, therefore, dangerous to them and their cults. Consequently, parents suffer great anguish and sorrow, for they literally lose their children who become cult converts. Casting further doubt on the claim of cults that they are authentically religious is the fact that some cult officials have been convicted of smuggling and selling drugs and firearms and of breaking into federal offices in order to steal documents. Other cults have forced their converts to sue their parents for huge sums of money after the latter had abducted and deprogrammed them (unsuccessfully). Perhaps worst of all is that cults control their members through guilt and intimidation in order to prevent them from questioning, reasoning, and acting independently, thus casting them into a servile state that is emotionally very damaging. Many cults have substantial incomes and benefit from the unpaid labors of their members, who work excessively long hours. Moreover, cults enjoy a tax-free status, since the Internal Revenue Service has ruled that they are religious groups. Meanwhile, they continue to seduce many of our best and brightest young adults into joining them, with the result that their self-fulfillment and contributions to society are lost. Cult predations such as these are perpetrated without compunction in the name of religion. Yet if the Ten Commandments are used as the standard for evaluating how religious cults deal with their members and society, there is truly nothing about cults that is religious. Edward M. Levine, Ph.D. Professor of Social Psychology Loyola University of Chicago
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Women, Elderly, and Children in Religious Cults Marcia Rudin Abstract Although most reports concerning cults suggest that the majority of converts are young adults, there is growing documentation attesting to the negative impact of cults on elderly and children. In addition, special abuses of women in cults have become a cause of concern. This paper discusses reports on the cult-related experiences of these three neglected groups and makes recommendations regarding appropriate remedial actions. Introduction Two hundred seventy-six of the 913 who died at Jonestown, Guyana in November 1978 at the command of Reverend Jim Jones were young teenagers and small children 1. Another third were elderly, including several people in their nineties 2. The Jonestown settlement is gone, but the nightmare of cult life lingers on for many small children, young teens, and elderly caught up in other religious cults. We tend to think of cultists as being single young adults between the ages of approximately eighteen to twenty-six. But this is no longer the whole story. Some groups have existed now for fifteen and twenty years. But, as time passes, cult life, like everything else, undergoes change. One of these major changes is that cults are becoming a family matter. Now, more and more cultists are married, if not before joining, then afterwards, often paired off by the leaders. They are having children. And families are joining groups such as The Way International, Church Universal and Triumphant, The Walk, and the proliferating Bible movements which appear on the surface to be family-oriented, conventional churches3. The existence of family ties within the group complicates the scene and makes it more difficult to break away, for often the defecting cultist must leave behind a spouse, child, or even a parent, perhaps never to be seen again. Before discussing in detail women, elderly, and children in cults, a word about methodology. I gather most of my information from former cult members and families and friends of former or present members, which is, as critics of the counter-cult movement assert, a bit like asking only divorced people their views on marriage. Well, I believe these sources to be the real “experts” on the cult scene. Perhaps there are happy women, elderly, and children in these groups. But we cannot ignore the by now thousands of first-hand accounts of abuses in cult life, especially the growing number of horrifying tales of child abuse. Women Women in cults share more than equally in the general exploitation and abuse of adult cult members with which we are so familiar, perhaps because their extra burden of guilt and dependency conditions them more easily for total submission to God 4. As Una McManus says of her marriage in The Children of God, “I was being signed away, given into slavery. From now on I would belong to my husband. He controlled me, his leaders controlled him, and Moses (Berg) controlled all of us”5. Women suffer particularly from the lack of life choices in cults, especially regarding marriage, sex, and childbearing. They are often paired off to men in the group according to the man‟s or the leader‟s dictates, perhaps when as young as thirteen or fourteen 6. In July, 1982 over 2,000 couples matched by the Unification Church were married by Reverend Sun Myung Moon in a mass ceremony in Madison Square Garden. Many of the brides and Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 7



grooms had never met before7. The Unification Church also prevents couples from marrying: former members testify they had to wait as long as three years before getting engaged and another two years before marriage8. Moon claims to follow “the divine revelation of God” in determining if and when his married followers can have sexual intercourse. Newlyweds in the Unification Church must wait at least forty days to consummate their marriage9. Cult heads often dictate when to – or not to – have a baby. A former disciple of Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh reports he has heard first-hand accounts of forced abortions and sterilizations of women in the Rajneesh group and that Rajneesh‟s three-hundred top women disciples are sterilized10. Pregnant women in cults may receive inadequate pre-natal care and diet and deliver under unsanitary conditions with poor, if any, medical attention. Some women in cults have died during childbirth11. Some mothers are not allowed to raise their own children or to see them alone or often 12. Some mothers have had to leave their children behind when they break away from a cult13. Former members of Hare Krishna speak of poor treatment of women. Girls‟ education is geared to preparation for homemaking in their early, often arranged marriages 14. Ex-member, Susan Murphy claims she wasn‟t allowed to attend public school because “Hare Krishna teaches that women are not intelligent enough for schooling” 15. Founder Prabhupada explains that women can never be equal to men because of their childbearing functions and their lower mentality16. A leader of the Boston temple preaches that women‟s brains weight only half of men‟s17. The men organize and direct the temple administration and supervise religious ritual because they “are better suited to spiritual development (than are women) because they are less tied to the material world” 18. Susan Murphy relates that in her Boston temple the women were fed “like dogs” with scraps from the table after the men had finished eating19. Women in some groups suffer considerable physical abuse20 and are often subject to sexual abuse. Young girls in the Rajneesh Foundation and Children of God report rapes 21. Children of God leaders order and orchestrate sexual orgies for everyone in the group 22 and order, some observers say, carefully trained women disciples to use their sexuality to recruit new members and solicit property and large donations, a technique leader David (Moses) Berg calls “Happy Hooking” or “Flirty Fishing”23. Jim Jones forced Jonestown women into public homosexual and heterosexual couplings, sometimes in front of their children24. Often male leaders have sexual access to the women in the group, as Jones did. A former high official in Swami Muhktanada‟s Siddha Yoga Dham of America asserts he left that organization because he heard “scores of stories” of “numerous” seductions of young women, some only teenagers, “in the name of Tantra initiation”25. Other former members confirm the Guru had sexual relations with young women in his group26. Elderly We do not know the exact numbers or percentages of elderly involved in cults, as statistics in this as in all other areas of cult life, are sparse. Older people are particularly embarrassed about and reluctant to admit cult membership, and may fear harassment if the “go public.” Cultists who joined when young are now, like the rest of us, growing into middle or old-age. Moses Durst claims the average age of Unification Church members is now thirty-one years27. A few parents of young people in cults have joined their children‟s groups because they perceive that is the only way they can continue to have relationships with them 28. And some cults are actively seeking elderly members, particularly in California and Florida where there are many retirees29.
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In 1977 the California-based Church Universal and Triumphant sent out a letter urging senior citizens to join and “set the example for youth” 30. Former member Gregory Mull, sixty-one years old, estimates that about fifteen percent of CUT members are over fifty years of age31. The Church views its recent purchase of a seven-million-dollar, 12,000 acre ranch in Montana as an opportunity “to get personally involved in the definite expansion of a golden-age community”32. A few years ago a Unification church missionary in Florida publicly announced the Church‟s desire to expand its membership to include the elderly. Now, UC members present program s for seniors in condominiums there and “witness” to them from door to door33. Workers in a Unification Church sponsored organization called The Bay Ridge (New York City) Home Church Association slip material under doors of elderly offering help with “chores such as baby-sitting, house cleaning, garden work,” etc. 34. One of the Unification Church members in charge of this operation testified at the New Castle Zoning Board of Appeal hearings that such offers of service are only ways of getting into peoples‟ homes to solicit for members and donations 35. Elderly in Birmingham, England have been approached through a free magazine entitled “Our Family”36. A woman who works with senior citizens centers in Brooklyn recently told me that Unification Church members came to her centers and invited the elderly there to attend the mass wedding ceremony at Madison Square Garden last July37. Full-time elderly members of The Way International live in the group‟s “Sumnset Corps” in Rome City, Indiana38. In an October, 1981 communication to Way adherents leader Victor Paul Wierwille urges senior citizens to live together in “Way Homes” throughout America 39. Many elderly contribute money to the Divine Light Mission or follow leader Maharaj Ji all over the world41. The group recruits heavily among elderly Jews in Miami Beach 42. Former Walk member David Clark estimates about twenty percent of Walk followers are over fifty43. How do elderly fare in these groups? The senior citizens in The People‟s Temple (one third of the group) went hungry, lived in squalid, crowded conditions, and received no medical care44. They roiled in the jungle settlement‟s workshops and fields. Visiting U.S. officials, however, were told the elderly were only pursuing hobbies and not working 45. Thus, they could continue to receive their social security checks, which Jones took from them as his major source of income46. Cult observers in southern Florida have heard many stories of groups in the area bilking seniors out of food stamps and social security payments 47. More affluent elderly all over the world are urged to turn over homes and property or to sell them and donate the profits to the group48. David Clark asserts that The Walk forces elderly to donate money and sign deeds for the church‟s “visionary projects” 49. Gregory Mull relates that older CUT members “work part-time for the organization and also hold outside jobs in order to pay room and board to the church and to donate additional money to it. They told me I would die if I didn‟t give them money,” Mull says. “When you go on „permanent staff‟ at Camelot (the church‟s headquarters) you have to sign over your property. They control your money and don‟t allow you to give any to your children 50. Mull relates at Camelot “some older people sleep in goat barns and boiler rooms, sometimes forty to fifty people in one room in triple-decker beds. It looks like a concentration camp. Yet older people live in constant fear of getting ill or becoming too old to work because if you can‟t work, you‟re out”51.
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Children There are now thousands of small children in religious cults. There are 5,000 small children in the European-based Children of God alone52. They are born into cults or brought in when one or both parents join. Some counter-cult activists believe cults all over the country are seeking foster children to raise in their groups 53. (Jim Jones built up his multi-million dollar fortune largely from payments to the Peoples‟ Temple from the state of California for the many foster children and wards of the state in his group 54.” The Tony and Susan Alamo Foundation is advertising all over the country asking expectant mothers to give the children to them to raise instead of seeking abortions55. Some cults are actively recruiting young teens and small children. The Way International‟s rock bands perform at shopping malls and school assemblies often without telling school officials of their Way connection56. Several public and parochial school teachers have invited young children to their homes for bible Study or “Christian Fellowship” meetings without telling parents they are affiliated with The Way57. A Des Moines, Iowa woman reports that her twelve-year-old son is the third paperboy in the city to be approached by The Way recently. The boys have been picked up while delivering newspapers, taken to a “religious gathering,” and then returned to their paper routes. Her son has since disappeared, and she believes his disappearance is connected to The Way 58. In August, 1979, former Unification Church member Christopher Edwards and others told the New York State Assembly Public Hearings on Treatment of Children by Cults that the Moon organization has social, community, and patriotic activities and front groups such as the High School Association for the Research of Principles to interest younger teens, even though it claims it does not recruit anyone under the age of eighteen 59. Edwards also told the committee that several years ago when he was in the church he attempted to set up an “elementary school in San Francisco under a false name with false papers” 60. Neither parents of prospective students nor area principals he solicited for support knew of the school‟s connection with the Unification Church or that its purpose would be “to convert their children and make extra income for the church” 61. In May of 182 California school officials investigated reports that volunteer workers and temporary staff members at Roosevelt Junior High School in Oakland were “proselytizing and recruiting” members for the Unification Church62. Former Children of God member Una McManus relates how disciples witnessed to young children in front of schools in England, saturating them “from the youngest to the oldest, with Mo letters. Mo instructed us to aim specifically for the younger kids who were more impressionable and willing to believe than their elders”63. Many children in cults are subjects of bitter custody suits when one parent leaves the group and the child is left behind with the other, or when grandparents seek to remove grandchildren from a cult. Many parents and grandparents claim the groups do not let them see the children, do not honor their legal visitation rights, or do not turn the children over when they gain custody. Some assert cults hide children by transferring them to other headquarters throughout the world. (See documentation for specific cases64. How are children treated in these authoritarian groups that are often physically isolated from the outside world? There are mushrooming reports that children are separated from parents and siblings, receive inadequate medical care, sometimes even from the moment of birth, may not have their births recorded or receive inoculations, get inadequate or no schooling at all, live in crowded and unsanitary conditions, suffer from improper diets which can damage their physical and mental growth, and are subject to sexual abuse, and undergo harsh discipline and physical abuse so severe it has in many cases led to death 65. Small children in the Unification Church are often separated from their parents66. Offspring of marriages that took place before parents joined the church are considered to be “claim by
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Satan”67. Observers believe Neil Salonen resigned as president of the American branch of the Unification church because he was unhappy about the poor quality of education in Unification church schools68. Dr. Lowell Streiker reports former Unification church members and even present members express unhappiness to him over the poor treatment accorded pre-school children in the church communal nursery in upstate New York69. “Mothers are sent off to „do their own thing‟ for the church. Members who are between permanent assignments are given the job of caring for those children,” Streiker explains. “They are exhausted and this is considered to be a „bottom of the barrel‟ assignment.” The children are often badly neglected and have a “high incidence of emotional disturbance” 70. The many small children in the Hare Krishna communes and farms throughout the world sleep on floors in sleeping bags, eat a strict vegetarian diet excluding meat, eggs, and fish, and awaken at 3 a.m. for the daily 4 a.m. worship service71. Babies and toddlers are cared for in a nursery. At age five – and some say even at two or three72 children go away to a Krishna boarding school, where they study Sanskrit Hindu scriptures and chanting 73. The group separates girls from boys at about age ten 74, when the girls then study primarily cooking, sewing and household management in preparation for an early marriage, while boys go on to higher academic studies or train for skills such as farming or carpentry 75. Former high Krishna official Cheryl Wheeler asserts that her son was endangered physically because he wasn‟t properly supervised, did not have adequate dental care or clothing, was possibly being used sexually76, and underwent “educational indoctrination that will render him incapable of functioning in society,” that the group alienated him from her, and that it subjected him to “extreme and brutal disciplinary methods”77. Susan Murphy, who joined Hare Krishna when she was only thirteen years old, claims she became a slave and was subjected to years of “ill health, bad diet, vermin-infested living conditions, brainwashing, and being forced to beg on the streets”78. A former member of CUT testified that while she was at Camelot her children didn‟t live with her “due to lack of facilities” and she was allowed to see them only twice a month for three to four hours. “Guru Ma teaches that your real father is God and your real mother is the World Mother…your brothers and sisters are those in the teachings, not those born of the same parents.” She says children at the church-run Montessori schools must “decree repeatedly to the masters79. Gregory Mull reports CUT has an official child spanker 80. Critics accuse The Body of Christ of forcing families apart, severely disciplining and abusing children, and keeping them out of public schools81. TV executive Skip Webster, whose three grandchildren were in the River of Life Ministry in California, claims his eight-month old grandson was “severely beaten with a belt by his mother” in order to “drive Satan from him,” that babies in the group were fed only water for up to three days, that a nine-year-old boy was left alone for several nights in the Arizona desert, and than none of the children was properly educated82. Garbage Eaters subsist on garbage and are neglected and beaten to insure obedience83. Oregon officials removed twelve children from the Christ Brotherhood commune there when they discovered the children were not attending school 84. Children in the Church of God and True Holiness in North Carolina performed hard labor at a poultry company, were beaten, nearly starved, and forced into arranged marriages85 before leader Robert Carr was sent to prison for violating United States slavery laws 86. Children in some groups are subject to sexual abuse. Young girls in the European-based Children of God report rapes87 and engage in “Happy Hooking”88. In August 1979, Children of God published a pornographically illustrated booklet entitles, “My Little Fish,” which encourages child sexuality and sexual use of children, even by parents 89. Recent reports indicate that sexual activities of children with other children and with adults in the group is now “commonplace and accepted” and that children as well as adults are suffering from the venereal disease now rampant in the group 90.
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In 1982 in Oregon, the leader of the Christ Brotherhood was convicted of rape and sodomy of girls in his group as young as six or seven 91. Disillusioned followers of Swami Muktananda say the Guru had sexual relations with girls in their early teens92. Children in the Vashon Island, Washington, Wesleyan Community church are subject to therapy sessions which include simulated breast-feeding of adults93. The children at Jonestown were also subject to severe sexual abuse. Jones forced girls as young as fifteen to sexually serve influential Californians whose favors he courted 94. Jones and other adult supervisors sexually assaulted some youngsters95. If parents were caught talking privately, their daughters were, according to author Kenneth Wooden, “forced to masturbate in public or to have sex with someone they didn‟t like before the entire Jonestown population, children as well as adults”96. Many children have died in destructive religious cults due to medical neglect. The Fort Wayne, Indiana News-Sentinel has documented sixty-one deaths to date from medical neglect97 thirty-nine of them infants or children98, in the Indiana-based Faith Assembly, whose members believe in faith healing and are forbidden to seek medical help. Other observers say there have been at least seventy-three deaths, most of them women or children, in The Faith Assembly in five Midwestern states alone99. This figure most certainly does not reflect the total number of deaths in this group since it has branches in twenty states in the United States and in Switzerland and Australia100. According to statistics provided by the Children of God, between March 1978 and March 1982 alone fifty-seven people, thirty-five of them children, died in that group from lack of medical care101. One former member who witnessed the deaths of five children asserts that they died from treatable diseases such as pneumonia or died because the mother did not receive adequate pre-natal care102. There have been at least three infant deaths in the Northeast Kingdom Community church in Island Pond, Vermont, whose 123 children do not receive medical care 103. Newborn babies have died in The Overcomers in Montana104, church of the First Born, and The Glory Barn Faith Assembly105. Children in some groups are subject to harsh physical abuse. Children in The Northeast Kingdom Community Church (also known as The Yello Deli) are subject to frequent and lengthy bare-bottom beatings with wooden rods106. In the Wesleyan Community church on Bashon Island, Washington, children are beaten with coat hangers and a long stick107. Five members of the Church of Bible Understanding were charged with severely beating the twelve-year-old son of their leader, who ordered the beatings 108. The former wife of the leader of the Church of the Risen Christ in Ohio testified that even children less than a year old were severely beaten to make them obey God 109. Before they died at Jonestown, the children in the People‟s Temple were, as punishment, forced to dig holes and then refill them, imprisoned in a small cellar, and kept in a small plywood box for weeks at a time 110. Security guards beat children and stripped and forced young girls into a cold shower or a swimming pool111. The few youngsters who tried to escape from the jungle settlement had electrodes wired on their arms and were given electric shocks or had chains and balls welded to their ankles112. There have been some deaths as a result of extreme physical abuse. Twenty-three month old Joey Green was paddled to death in the Stonegate Commune in Charles Town, West Virginia, where children were routinely paddled to insure absolute obedience 113. Twelveyear-old John Yarbough was beaten to death in the House of Judah in Allegan, Michigan, in July, 1983114. The group‟s leader, “Prophet” William Lewis, was acquitted but the boy‟s mother, Ethyl, was recently convicted of manslaughter115. In April 1981, four members of
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The River of Life Tabernacle in Montana, including the boy‟s parents, were convicted of beating five-year-old James Gill to death with electrical cords and a fiberglass stick 116. A five-year-old in the Black Hebrews of the Children of Israel in Ohio died after he was beaten and forced to eat red peppers because he had violated the group‟s food laws117. Conclusion What can be done to improve the lives of women, elderly, and children in destructive religious cults? By pointing out the exploitation and abuse of children, elderly and women in cults we can reach a wider range of interest groups. We should alert pediatricians, nutritionists, and other child advocates. We must inform PTA‟s and legislative committees charged with the legal protection of minors, such as Assemblyman Hoard lasher‟s Child Care Committee in New York, which sponsored hearings into child abuse in cults in New York in August of 1979. Gerontologists, special commissions and committees on the aging, and other professionals concerned with the physical and mental welfare of the elderly must be alerted. Surely women‟s rights and feminist organizations, such as NOW, can be mobilized into action. Such special-interest groups can assist general cult research and educational organizations, such as the Citizens Freedom Foundation and the American Family Foundation, in providing extensive preventive education programs aimed specifically at women, elderly, and young children. Networks must be set up so that lawyers involved in the rapidly growing numbers of childin-cult custody cases (as well as with general cult-related issues) can exchange information and assist each other in this new and hitherto untested legal area. All present legislation should be enforced and new laws passed where necessary to ensure that religious cults do not break civil and criminal laws with regard to women, elderly, and children, as well as all other cult members. There are many areas where the legal system can be used to ensure that cult members lead better lives. State education officials can make sure the children go outside to a public school if the group‟s educational facilities fail to meet state standards. Inspectors can check for violations of sanitary and health codes, can make sure that births are recorded, and can check to see that infants and children receive immunizations and medical care. Officials can ascertain if minors are being transported across state lines and should apply kidnapping or abduction laws if they suspect children are being hidden from relatives. Authorities should monitor violations of child labor laws, minimum wage laws, and interstate commerce code violations. Authorities should watch for violations of Thirteenth Amendment federal antislavery statutes which outlaw involuntary servitude (being compelled to keep a job one doesn‟t want) and peonage (being prevented from leaving a job because a debt – imaginary or real – has not been paid118. Child abuse laws should be enforced so that children who are physically or sexually abused are permanently removed from the group. Laws concerning physical and sexual abuse of children should be placed under felony codes in states where they are presently under juvenile codes, in order that perpetrators may receive harsher sentencing. For example, the judge presiding in the Joey Green fatal beating case could give the boy‟s parents a maximum sentence of one year in prison and fines of $1000 each, because at that time child abuse was not under the felony code in West Virginia. (It has since been transferred to the felony code because of public outrage over the Joey Green case 119. Those who neglect children‟s health should be held legally accountable. It is now very difficult to prosecute parents for deaths from medical neglect if they have acted out of religious conviction, because when Congress passed the Child Abuse prevention and
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Treatment Act in 1974, it allowed states to obtain federal money for child protection services only if they exempted from child neglect laws religious groups practicing faith healing120. In other words, those who let a child die out of religious conviction cannot be prosecuted. While this rule has been revoked on a federal level, it is still operative in forty states. These state laws should be changed, something that will have to be done on an individual state-by-state basis121. Involved in this discussion are complex issues of parents‟ rights to raise a child according to their chosen religious faith vs. the government‟s right and duty to protect the welfare of the child. However, in a 1944 U.S. Supreme Court decision, Prince vs. The Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Justice Rudledge declared “Parents may be free to become (religious) martyrs themselves. But it does not follow that they are free to make martyrs of their children before they have reached the age of full and legal discretion, when they can make that choice for themselves”122. God knows the cults do not have a monopoly on child abuse, exploitation of elderly, and unequal treatment of women. And, of course, we should act to correct these abuses wherever they are found. But some religious groups are perpetrating such acts in the name of religion and are hiding from criticism and prosecution behind First Amendment guarantees of freedom of religion. One must distinguish between freedom of religious belief and freedom of action as a result of these beliefs. We do have freedom of religious belief in the United States, but in a civilized society one cannot have complete freedom to act out one‟s beliefs. The First Amendment does not provide immunity when religious groups violate civil or criminal laws. Notes 1. 2. 3.
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Brainwashing and the Moonies Geri-Ann Galanti, Ph.D.



Abstract This article reports on the experiences and thoughts of an anthropologist who, under an assumed identity, participated in a 3-day Unification church workshop. Although the author‟s expectation that she would encounter “brainwashing” techniques was not met, she was, nevertheless, struck by the subtle, yet powerful, socialization techniques through which the UC members were able to influence her. She concludes that, to be effect, preventive education in this area must address the subtleties of the socialization processes that can bring about major personality changes. I recently had an encounter with what has been termed “brainwashing,” when I spent a weekend at Camp K, a Moonie training camp in Northern California. As a result of my experience there, I would like to offer a few comments on the nature of brainwashing from the perspective of an anthropologist. I went to the camp to do research for a project on deprogramming. I thought it was important to see what the “programming” was all about. I pretended, however, to be a young woman who wandered into their church by chance, and who knew little about Rev. Moon or Moonies. To begin with, I was allowed plenty of sleep and given a sufficient amount of protein. Both mornings, I got out of bed around 8:30 or 9:00 – when I was tired of laying around. No one made me get up early. We were given eggs, fish, tuna, something that looked like “chicken spam,” lasagna (meatless, but plenty of cheese) and other foods. We were constantly being fed – three meals and about two snacks per day. Most people looked a bit overweight. In any case, the two things I was looking for that might “brainwash” me were not present. I was further disarmed by the fact that the group let me know right up front that they were the Unification Church, and followers of the Reverent Moon. The San Francisco Bay area center had earned a rather bad reputation for hiding that fact until a new recruit was already well entrenched in the group. Apparently, this is no longer true. I walked into the church on Bush Street in San Francisco on a Friday evening, and the first thing that was said to me was “You understand that this is the Unification Church and that we‟re followers of the Reverent Moon?” They also had a permanent sign on the front of their building stating “Unification Church.” The first evening at Bush Street, after showing some interest in the Church, I was shown a videotape about the Church and Reverend Moon. In order to go to their camp for the weekend, I had to sign a release, which clearly stated that I was going with the Unification Church. However, the fact that they were now being honest about who they were, in contrast to their past deceptiveness, served to weaken my defense. The first night, I heard the word “brainwashing” used four or five time, always in a joking context. I finally asked John, my “spiritual father,” why that word kept cropping up so often. He said it was because people often accuse them of being brainwashed. The explanation I heard several times that weekend in this regard is that “people are so cynical and they can‟t believe that we can be happy and want to help other people and love God and each other. So they think that we must be brainwashed to feel this way. Ha! Ha!” I was also told by two different Moonies abouat a recent psychological study comparing Moonies with young adults from other mainstream religious groups. They told me that Moonies came out much better in terms of independence, aggressiveness, assertiveness, and other positive characteristics. The group is apparently meeting the criticism leveled at
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them head on. Their explanations seemed so reasonable. They would ask, “We don‟t look brainwashed, do we?” And they didn‟t. I somehow expected to see glassy-eyed zombies. I didn‟t. There was one new member – he‟d been in the group only a month and a half – who seemed to fit that stereotype. When I talked to him, his gaze wandered, his eyes not fixed on anything. But everyone else seemed perfectly normal. They were able to laugh and joke (about everything except themselves, which I‟ll discuss later) and talk seriously about things. The only thing that really struck me as strange was a kind of false over-enthusiasm. Any time anyone performed, which was often, everyone would clap and cheer wildly. They were good, but not that good. During lectures, they would underscore points with a hearty “yeah!” I must admit, however, that by the end of the weekend, much of the enthusiasm seemed more charming than odd. Since the issue was brainwashing, I was constantly monitoring my mental state. During lectures (three per day, each lasting about an hour to an hour and a half), I would sit there and smugly critique the lecture (to myself) as it was presented. My intellectual faculties were as sharp as ever. I was able to note the kinds of techniques they were using as well. Immediately before each lecture, we would sing songs from their songbook, to the accompaniment of a guitar. Their songs are very beautiful, and the lyrics always upbeat. As a result, you start off the lecture feeling good from the singing. The lectures are always ended by singing a few more songs. This puts a whole aura of “goodness” around the lectures. The lectures were carefully orchestrated so as to create a feeling in the listener that they must be “learned,” rather than analyzed. I could discuss this in greater detail, but for now, I will return to the issue of brainwashing. Despite the use of questionable and manipulative educational techniques, I was constantly aware of the functioning of my intellect and of my beliefs, and at no time did I feel that they were being influenced. This may not be the case with an individual who has not spent 13 years in college, but, as will become clear, it only underscores the power of brainwashing. As an anthropologist, I found their beliefs interesting; as an individual, I found them ridiculous. Nor did I experience any altered states of consciousness to indicate that I was being hypnotized in any way. So I thought I was safe. What I didn‟t realize is that the “brainwashing” – or to use a better term, “mind control” – doesn‟t come until later. And what is really being talked about is a process of socialization, one which goes on in every household around the world. Human beings are not born with ideas. Ideas are learned. Anthropologists, more than any other group, perhaps, are aware of the variety of beliefs that are held by people around the world. We acquire these beliefs through a process that involves observation, imitation, and testing. Beliefs that are acquired in childhood are generally the strongest, although they may be changed through experience as one grows older. When we have experiences that conflict with our world view, we either rationalize the experience (e.g., I couldn‟t find my necklace in the jewelry box yesterday, but today it‟s there – I must have overlooked it, or someone must have taken it and put it back), leaving our beliefs intact (e.g., objects don‟t magically disappear and reappear), or, if it happens too often and we are presented with an alternative world view which accounts for it, we may change our beliefs. (This is the stuff that Kuhn writes about in his classic book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.) it is possible to explain the same event in many ways. What cults do is to offer an alternative way of looking at things. When everyone holds the same belief but you, their view starts to make sense. Society, especially the smaller scale societies we had throughout most of human evolution, could not operate smoothly if everyone were to hold a different belief about the nature of reality. Millions of years of evolution have selected for a human tendency to be influenced by the beliefs of others. If this were not the case, how could any child be socialized to be a Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 21



member of the group? There are, of course, rebels and visionaries, people who do not accept the beliefs of the group. But they are much fewer in number. Furthermore, adolescence seems to be a major time for group conformity. Teenagers appear to have a strong need to belong, to look and act like one of the group. And it is these adolescents and post-adolescents who are most strongly attracted to cults. How does mind control work? Let me rephrase that. Even “mind control” is too strong a term, for it, too, conjures up visions of men reaching invisible fingers into your brain, controlling your thoughts and actions like a puppeteer. I think of it more as a socialization process in which one is led to think like the rest of the group. Robert Lifton, in his seminal book entitled: Thought Reform and the Psychology of Totalism: A Study of Brainwashing in China, outlines the eight conditions that result in ideological totalism: milieu control, mystical manipulation, need for purity, personal confession, acceptance of basic group dogma as sacred, loading the language, subordination of person to doctrine, and dispensing of existence. As I see it, all of these features conspire to do two things: (1) isolate the person within a particular cultural context so that that context becomes the only reality, and (2) make the individual feel that if he becomes a member of the group, he will be special. These features are an inherent part of any culture, and not necessarily purposefully contrived to achieve particular aims. Let me give an example. Several years ago, I spent a summer doing fieldwork in Guatemala. After a month in the field, I couldn‟t remember a lot of things about home, e.g., my husband‟s voice. He was back in the U.S. Reality was where I was, in Guatemala. One regret I have is not buying more of the beautiful Indian weavings. The reason I didn‟t was that they were “too expensive.” The finest cost approximately $30. To buy something similar here would cost well over $100. But I had internalized the Guatemalan standard of money. That summer, no one was purposely trying to control my environment. It was controlled by virtue of the fact that I was spending most of my time in a small rural village. Though I retained most of my American ways and beliefs, my sense of reality was slowly changing, and Guatemala became the standard by which I tested reality. Regarding the notion that ideological totalism functions to make an individual feel that if he joins the group, he will somehow be better than everyone who is not a member – this is not a new concept. All cultures promote this idea about themselves. The attitude is called “ethnocentrism.” Everything we do is right and natural; everything outsiders do is unnatural, barbaric, etc. The names that most small scale societies use to refer to themselves generally translate into something meaning “the people” or “human beings,” implying that everyone who is not a member of the group is somehow less than human. Perhaps I am overstating the case, but what I saw the Moonies do was to do on a smaller scale what all cultures do with their members. The techniques they use are for the most part, not very sinister. They are things we encounter in everyday life. They are how we become socialized. The cult becomes a total subculture. Which brings me to what I think is the most important part. In the beginning, they don‟t influence you by changing your beliefs. As I said earlier, they did not affect mine in the least in that short weekend. (although I should point out that my beliefs are very clear and strong. Most people who join the church are self-described “searchers”: they‟re looking for answers.) the way they get to you is emotionally. If you stay with an isolated group of people long enough, you will eventually begin to think like they do, act like they do, see the world as they do. It‟s part of human nature. It‟s what we anthropologists mean when we talk about enculturation. The degree of enculturation (taking on the culture of another group) will depend upon the relative amount of time you associate with people from your
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own culture and from the new culture, among other factors. If you associate only with members of the new culture, acculturation will generally be much more rapid. So how do they get you to stay? By giving you a good time, by being likeable, by being happy. Of all the things I expected to happen that weekend, the last thing I expected was to have a good time. Except for the lectures, which I found rather boring and insulting (I thought they were aimed at about a third grade level), I really had fun. We sang a lot, people performed songs and poems, we put on a group talent show, we played volleyball. We became children again, with no responsibilities. It was like being at camp; in fact, it was called camp: Camp K. the setting was beautiful – in the mountains, along a creek, with lots of trees. They also make you feel really good about yourself. One of the famous Moonie techniques is “love bombing,” which basically consists of giving someone a lot of positive attention. For example, one morning, Jane said to me, “You know, you‟re really one of the most open people I‟ve ever met. You don‟t put up any defenses. You‟re really open. I think that‟s so great.” When she said this, part of my mind went “flash. Love-bombing, love bombing.” But the other part of me went, “Yeah, but it‟s really true. (Don‟t we all like to believe the best about ourselves?) She probably really means it.” In any case, it made me feel good. Despite my intellectual recognition of what she was doing, emotionally, I bought it. Another technique they use is to make you feel part of the group. New recruits were constantly encouraged to take part in the many performances that were put on. During one of the initial group sessions, when we were introducing ourselves, I mentioned that I like to dance. That night, when we were making up our presentation for the “talent show,” everyone kept urging me to choreograph our musical number. I felt a bit shy about it, but then figured, why not? I had never seen a more supportive group in my life. There was no way to fail – except not to take part. I had about 5 minutes to make up and teach a number to a group of 15. needless to say, my “dance” was simple and rather silly. But it was all in fun and didn‟t matter. It made me feel a part of the group. It also gave them ample opportunity for more love-bombing. After the show and all the next day, at least a dozen people came up to tell me what a “great” dance it was. Despite the fact that I knew it wasn‟t, it still felt good to have people compliment me on something that is important to me. I was made to feel good by being part of the group. They also made me feel that I was a lot like individual members of the group. Part of my “cover” was that I was a third grade school teacher. (I did teach 3 rd grade for 10 weeks once.) when I told this to my “spiritual father” he replied, “I used to be a school teacher too.” He kept emphasizing how much alike we are. (We‟re not.) He also told me how much I remind him of a close friend of his. Someone else told me how much I reminded her of her sister-in-law. Other people told me that I look “so familiar.” It was rather transparent to me that this was merely a technique to make me feel that we were not so different and I could be a part of them. (Actually, this technique was too obvious and not effective on me.) Socialization also works through subtle peer pressure. At the end of Saturday evening, we once again got in our groups to discuss “what we liked best about the day.” As we went around the circle, people mentioned things like the lecture we had on Rev. Moon, or the movie about the Unification Church, or something that was said in the lecture. As it was coming around to me, I was thinking, “My honest answer would be the volleyball game. I really had a great time playing volleyball. But if I say that, I‟m going to sound really shallow compared to everybody else. And I know I‟m not shallow.” So I chose something that was also true, thought less so, but which sounded much better. When my turn came, I said, “I really enjoyed meeting a lot of really nice people.” Because of a general human tendency to try to create a positive image of ourselves, I was slowly becoming socialized
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into the ways of the group. If this were a group that valued physical activity, my true response would have been appropriate. But this was a group that valued God, love, ideals, and so I found myself shaping myself in a way that emphasized the aspects of my being that were most acceptable to the values and standards of the group. We are all multifaceted. It is a common experience to find that different people or groups of friends being out different aspects of our personality. Generally, we change subtly as we interact with each group, thus emphasizing all aspects of our personality. In a totalist group like the Moonies, however, the group values are so strong and so consistent that only one side of ourselves is elicited and reinforced. We thus shape our personality as we become socialized into the group. The most powerful aspect of the whole experience was the personal relationships. At the beginning of the weekend, I remember thinking that there really wasn‟t anyone there that I would want to be friends with. But by the end of 2 ½ very intense days, I had developed a few attachments, especially to two of the women, Susan and Jane. I also felt very guilty about deceiving them regarding who I was and why I was there. Yet I couldn‟t tell them the truth because then I couldn‟t be sure that they weren‟t treating me differently from others – nin-researchers. Even though I knew they were deceiving me in subtle ways and that the ultimate goal that was shaping their behavior toward me was the desire to get me to join the group, I still felt guilty. I honestly liked them. They seemed so open and honest with me, although I still don‟t know how open and honest that really was. They seemed to like me. My ego wants to believe they did. The whole cult issue is very clouded in my mind. It is exceedingly complex. If their main motive was to get me to join the group, it was because they believed that by doing so, they were helping g to save the world and my soul. Is that so dishonest? Yet how honest is it to consciously use those very effective techniques? I see them as both victims and victimizers. Simultaneously. They presented a lifestyle alternative that was very appealing. Community, love, idealism. They presented a picture of true happiness. Yet we learn from ex-members (who admittedly have their own biases) that this picture is false. Or at least, only part of the picture. What is left out is the fear and guilt and the loss of self. What the “brainwashing” is all about, in my view, is grabbing you emotionally. Giving you a good time, showing you others, like yourself, who are fulfilled. People who, like you, were searching for answers to life‟s basic questions and found them. Why not stay a little longer, and learn a little more about them? You don‟t have to believe in the doctrine right away. You can still think critically at the end of the weekend, when you make the decision to stay on for the 7-day seminar. But you‟ve begun to develop emotional ties that will keep you there. To learn a little more. Until they have finally socialized you into their way of life. They grab you emotionally until they can keep you long enough to completely socialize you. I am writing this article because I think it is important to understand what is going on. I know that I didn‟t understand, despite having done a lot of reading and talking to people about it. I think it is because most of us have too many strong associations with the words “brainwashing” and “mind control.” They seem so overt. They‟re not. The process can be extremely subtle. But because we have such strong associations, we do not recognize the process in its other manifestations. I think that in part it is because it is so familiar. It is something that happens everyday to every child that is born on this planet. Society is possible only because socialization techniques are effective. Socialization isn‟t sinister. The problem I see with the cults is the context. As an anthropologist, I am aware of the existence of what we would term cults in other societies. I think that cults have a greater and more damaging impact in our culture because we value the individual so highly. From discussions with ex-members, it appears that one of the most negative effects of cult involvement is a loss of self. Many other societies value the group over the individual. Although I am not a psychiatrist, I would guess that it is not so damaging to the psyche to Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 24



give up your individual identity to the group (the cult), if you have always been raised to value the group over the self. But in our culture, where the opposite is true, this can be devastating to many individuals. I think it was the contrast between my expectations and my experience that allowed the weekend to have such a strong emotional affect on me. I was looking for something big and evil and what I found was very subtle and friendly, so I didn‟t recognize its power. I was also mistaken in believing that the socialization process (or the influence process) was intellectual. It‟s not. It‟s emotional, and thus touches a deeper and more central part of one‟s brain. When I left at the end of the weekend, a friend who had been in the Moonies and worked for a while as a deprogrammer picked me up. One of the first things I said to him was, “I had a great time. Remind me again what‟s so bad about the Moonies.” The next day I was interviewing a former deprogrammer. About half-way through the interview I asked her to describe exactly what she did during the deprogramming. She looked me directly in the eye and said, “Exactly what I‟ve been doing with you.” This shocked me, because I didn‟t think I needed any deprogramming. I didn‟t buy their doctrine. They didn‟t brainwash me. But they did get to me. I had forgotten all of the organization‟s abuses of church members: the long hours of fund-raising, sometimes in dangerous areas, late at night; the lack of proper nutrition; the suicide training; the fear and guilt; the relative poverty the members live in, while the leaders live in splendor; the munitions factory owned by a church which is supposedly striving for world peace; the divisions created between family members; the deception; all of the horrors. Part of me remembered them, because I remember asking questions about what exactly the church does to make the world better, knowing that most members spend them time selling flowers. But that knowledge didn‟t seem important. The people seemed good, so by association, the group did too. I had been influenced. The emotional truth was so much stronger than the intellectual one that it was the only one that seemed important. I have mixed feelings about the use of the term “brainwashing” with regard to cult indoctrination. Because of the general effectiveness of the techniques in influencing a person‟s thoughts and actions, I can understand the persistence of its use. If someone like Patty Hearst is going to be defended on such a basis, it needs to be recognized as a powerful and legitimate technique (although degree of susceptibility will vary). However, if the goal is to keep people out of cults, I am afraid the contrast between the stereotypic notion of brainwashing (which I don‟t think we can escape) and the experience a new recruit has is to sharp, that people are disarmed and no longer aware of the techniques being used on them. Instead, I would advocate seeing the brainwashing process in the context of socialization. This is something with which we are all familiar and about which we hold few, if any, negative connotations. At the same time, it is something that we are aware of the power of. I would contend that the process of “brainwashing” can best be understood as an intensified socialization experience. I may be quibbling over semantics, but given the fact that the words in question are so loaded, I feel that semantics are important here. The Moonies take the raw material of our human needs – to be loved and to be accepted – and use the same techniques that for centuries cultures have used to shape individuals into members of the culture: peer pressure, reward and punishment, and the experience of being surrounded by individuals who all view the world in the same way. My weekend with the Moonies was intended to answer some questions I had. Instead, it raised many more. The most solid thing I came away with, however, and my reason for writing this, is a new understanding of brainwashing. If we are to avoid it, we must first learn to recognize it. Geri-Ann Galanti, Ph.D., an anthropologist, did her dissertation at UCLA on the subject of psychic readers, about which she is writing a book, Beyond the Crystal Ball. She is Principal
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Investigator for Urban Systems Research and is currently studying deprogramming and rehabilitation. She also teaches medical anthropology for the consortium of California State Universities. This article is an electronic version of an article originally published in Cultic Studies Journal, 1984, Volume 1, Number 1, pages 27-36. Please keep in mind that the pagination of this electronic reprint differs from that of the bound volume. This fact could affect how you enter bibliographic information in papers that you may write.
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Avoiding the Extremes in Defining the Extremist Cult Stephen M. Ash, Psy.D.



Abstract A polarization of opinion regarding the nature of cult conversion has resulted in considerable confusion about the proper definition of a cult. This paper investigates this problem by critically examining the view that cults are no different from other religious groups (the “pro-cult” position) and the view that cults indeed pose special problems for society (the anti-cult position). The latter view is further analyzed in terms of two metaphors, the “possession” metaphor and the “deception” metaphor, which is seen as the most balanced and accurate of the three positions. Criteria (presented in a format based upon DSM-III) for defining an extremist cult are proposed.



Introduction Since Jonestown the public has seen a virtual explosion of interest in cults. Unfortunately, a very large part of the professional mental health literature regarding this phenomenon appears to have been relegated to philosophical debate or seems to have been written from a biased perspective. In Marjory Zerin‟s recent review of the book Cults and The Family (Kaslow and Sussman, 1982) in the Cultic Studies Newsletter (1982), she commended the editors for taking into account the “polarization” [which] has characterized much discussion to date concerning the cult phenomenon by including “contributions reflecting a spectrum of perspectives vis-à-vis cults from the „anti-cult‟ bias…to the „pro-cult‟ positions,” and even including two works which “fall somewhere in between with their more neutral stance” (p.7). This polarization has not only skewed research, but has, on the one hand, led parents to overreact and therapists to make unethical compromises, and, on the other hand, has led to ineffective therapy and even outright denial of genuine problems. This paper is an attempt to address this problem of extreme philosophical presuppositions in the study of the cult phenomenon by reviewing the literature and then offering five propositions to help systematize our thinking and bring out presuppositions into line with the reality suggested by the literature. Finally, a definition of an extremist cult is offered by which it may be differentiated from noncultic religions and possibly nonextremist cults as well.



Background – “Religious Wars of the Seventies” Following the tremendous rise of the cults in the sixties and seventies came an expected backlash reaction to them from orthodox religions and parents who had lost their children to the new religious groups. Shupe and Bromley in their recent sociological analysis of the opposition to the cults, )The New Vigilantes, 1980) have termed the “loose network of regional organizations” opposed to the cults “the anti-cult movement (ACM)” (p.25). This network, they say, “emerged as two interdependent but distinct components…which we have terms, respectively, the anti-cult associations and the deprogrammers” (p.13, italics the authors‟). Their term “anti-cult movement,” or ACM, has been used elsewhere by Shupe in his writings; cf., Shupe and Bromley, 1978; Shupe, Spielmann and Stigall, 1980; as well as by Beckford (1979) in a separate analysis in England, “Politics and the anti-cult movement.” Not all those who have written on ACM appear to be objectively neutral in their analysis. In his critique of this counterattack on the ACM, “Cult/Countercult: Is either side fighting fair?” Enroth (1979b) spoke of “civil libertarians” who, in their defense of religious freedom, “so Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 27



easily dismiss the possibility of mind control and the destructive dimensions of the cults that they are, for the most part, observers from afar, wearing dark glasses” (p.34). Burtner concurred with the term “civil libertarians,” speaking of “rampant egalitarianism” as characterizing “those who will not take a critical stance about religious cults.” This practice, he said, “stems from a refusal to look at the facts” (1980, cassette tape A-1183, side 1 – hereafter t.3, s.1). In addition to Enroth and Burtner, Shupe in two different writings (Shupe and Bromley, 1980; Shupe, Speilmann and Stigall, 1980), pointed the finger specifically at the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) as one group zealously attacking the ACM at the expense of an objective view of reality. Besides the various cult organizations themselves, Enroth (1977b) mentioned several other organizations apparently guilty of this tunnel vision tendency, including the Americans United for Separation of Church, the Alliance for the preservation of Religious Liberty, the United Families Committee (organized by professors from the Toronto School of Theology), and the national Council of Churches. Ross (1982) went even further by identifying a cluster of authors whose work he considers “gravely deficient” due to their biases “against the anti-cult movement” which is heightened by their citing each others‟ works favorably or uncritically, while overlooking or downplaying “the problems with cults that their opponents think vital” and “rarely featuring [the ACM‟s] strongest arguments or putting its speakers in a favorable light” (pp1-2). Ross identifies the leaders of this cluster of writers to be James T. Richardson, Dick Anthony, Thomas Robbins, Anson D. Shupe, Jr., and David Bromley. The results, Ross contended, are methodologically deficient research and biased editing in such professional journals as the American Behavioral Scientist, the Journal for the Scientific Study of Religions, and Sociological Analysis. Naturally, these “intellectuals against the anti-cult movement” (Ross, 1982) claim that those in the ACM suffer from a similarly distorted sense of perception. The reason for their malady, the ACM critics claim, is the concept of “brainwashing” and its resulting counterpart, “deprogramming.” In one particularly scathing attack, Robbins and Anthony (1978), who coined the phrase for this chapter section heading stated: The religious wars of the seventies have involved accusations that new religious movements brainwash their converts. They are alleged to be using mind control in seducing your persons from conventional familial processes and career plans so as to psychologically imprison them in communes and monasteries. (p.77). Hargrove (1980) criticized the brainwashing concept as “the evil eye theory appropriate to a modern scientific culture” – bewitchment with psychological technology (p.22). She notes, “there is in this „evil eye‟ theory no more place for rational decision-making or personal freedom of choice than could be found in the old theories of witchcraft, sorcery, and possession” (p.22). Shupe and Bromley (1980), likewise viewed brainwashing to be a secular model metaphor quite comparable to the metaphor of possession in the religious model. This comparison of the brainwashing view of cult conversion with witchcraft and demon possession has led ACM critics to warn of a mass hysterical overreaction to cults which is likened to the witch hunts in past centuries (Anthony, Robbins & McCarthy, 1980; Beckford, 1979, 1981; Hargrove, 1980; Levine, 1979; Robbins and Anthony, 1978; Shupe and Bromley, 1978, 1980; cf. Sargant, 1957). This overreaction is likely to be the most troublesome in the area of deprogramming.
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Deprogramming is the second major focal point of these continuing religious wars. Shupe, Spielmann and Stigall (1980) reported, The practice of deprogramming is unquestionably the single most publicized issue connected with the ACM. Some, including the American Civil Liberties Union, much of the press, and a number of sociologists, have erroneously identified the entire ACM with advocates of this one sensational tactic (p.46). Following the possession metaphor reasoning, the solution, according to Hargrove (1980) and Shupe and Bromley (1978), would be simply to exorcise the evil influence – which they claim is the essence of deprogramming. Paradoxically, while all civil libertarians deny the genuine existence of brainwashing in cult conversion (e.g., Anthony, Robbins and McCarthy, 1980 and Thomas Szasz whom they quote; Galanter, Rabkin, Rabkin, and Deutsch, 1979; Gordon, 1977; Hargrove, 1980; Rice, 1976; Robbins and Anthony, 1978; Thomas, 1979), many of these same ACM critics (as well as some in the ACM) also have seen deprogramming as a from of “reverse-brainwashing” (e.g., Anthony, Robbins and McCarthy, 1980; Hargrove, 1980; LeMoult, 1978; Levine, 1979; Maleson, 1981; Pattison, 1976; Rice, 1976; Richardson, 1980; Robbins and Anthony, 1980; Sage, 1976; Shupe and Bromley, 1980; Stoner and Parke, 1977; Yamamoto, 1977). The reason for this accusation is that the vast majority of those who see deprogramming as reverse-brainwashing have defined it in a rather narrow sense, restricting it to the more coercive techniques generally associated with brainwashing. For example, Levine (1979) used the term to involve, among other things: “coercion-utilizing subterfuge, false pretenses, or force to lure the unwilling cult member to a private location…; detention…; browbeating; constant input…; little or no letup” (p.600). An even more potentially damaging example of restricting the term to coercion (Shupe and Bromley, 1980, p.123 withp.201), however, has been the booklet Deprogramming: Documenting the Issue (APRL, 1977), produced under the joint sponsorship of the ACLU and the Toronto School of Theology, who combined to form the Alliance for the Preservation of Religious Liberty (APRL). This booklet includes a reproduction of a pamphlet entitled “Deprogramming: The constructive destruction of belief; A manual of technique.” Alleged to be a deprogrammer‟s “do-it-yourself” manual, it advocates many of the same techniques seen in classical brainwashing: starvation, sleep deprivation, shame inducement through nudity, physical and verbal abuse, sexual coercion, and the destruction of “holy works” (i.e., cult artifacts). Burtner (1980), Enroth (1977b), Heller (1982), and MacCollam (1979), who separately reviewed this “deprogrammer‟s manual,” all see it as a product of cult propaganda designed to discredit the work of deprogrammers. Enroth and MacCollam both reported that many of the alleged sponsors of the pamphlet, including the (angelican) Church of England and the Evangelical Alliance, deny any connection with it and Enroth has added, “have asked that their names be deleted” from it (p.20). Burtner stated that “many of the APRL members happen to be Scientologists or cultists of different groups” (t.2,s.1). MacCollam echoed this by being even more specific: “The editor of this…is a theologian with dual credentials: he is a professor at the ?Toronto School of Theology and holds a similar academic position at the seminary of this country‟s most vocal and powerful cult,” i.e., the Unification Church (p.123). Consequently, he doubted the “editor‟s ability to remain objective and fair to all sides of the issue” (p.123). Shupe and Bromley (1980) themselves restricted the use of the term deprogramming to the most coercive techniques (p.123). They nonetheless have admitted that the word does convey many different meanings to different people. Although some deprogrammers do utilize practices that approach the coerciveness of brainwashing or thought reform, some
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are more gentle, like the “reevaluation” of Rabbi Maurice Davis and Father Kent Burtner, which they admitted is “strongly endorsed” (p.84) by Stoner and Parke (1977), cf. pp.351367). Shupe has confirmed this admission in a separate writing (Shupe, Spielmann and Stigall, 1980): “the term deprogramming carries, for ACM supporters, a range of meanings, from the publicized coercive extreme to a simple phone call” (p.46). To further counter the allegation of violence in most deprogrammings, MacCollam (1979) has asserted that “the classical tools of brainwashing (lack of sleep, reduced caloric input, sensory bombardment, the inability to ask questions, limited access to toilet facilities and other means of personal degradation) are not used in responsible deprogramming, nor are they needed!” (pp.119-120). He has been supported in this counterassertion by psychologist Marvin Galper (in Aversa, 1976), by William West (1976) of the International Foundation for Individual Freedom, and by R.K. Heller (1982), who wrote his own deprogrammer‟s manual. Furthermore, MacCollam admitted that some “bad” deprogrammings do exist, but was quick to add that they are “by far the exception rather than the rule” (pp.117-118), a claim which has been supported by Burtner (1980, t3, s.2), by Heller (1982, p.100), as well as by extensive research by psychologist Margaret Singer. Out of approximately 100 persons who had taken part in Singer‟s rehabilitation groups, many of whom “had seen deprogrammers…none in her groups cited experiences of the counter-brainwashing sort” (1979, p.75). Enroth has concurred. “In my own extensive contacts with ex-cult members who have gone through the deprogramming process, I have found no evidence to support allegations of „torture sessions‟” (1977b.p.20) MacCollam has suggested that one major “source of „bad‟ deprogramming arises from the well intended efforts of some former cult members and other highly motivated individuals who lack either the psychological or theological expertise to accomplish any sort of positive repersonalization” (p.118). the lack of professional credentials of deprogrammers is a concern of several others (Enroth, 1977a; Hargrove, 1980; Levine, 1979, p.600; Shupe and Bromley, 1980, p.138; Stoner and Parke, 1977, pp.369,427). MacCollam (1979) has added, however, that “the majority of deprogrammers are teams of qualified theologians and mental health professionals who willingly submit their work to peer evaluation” (p.119). Some of the mental health professionals who do provide deprogramming or reevaluation services have spoken to the difference in goals between brainwashing and what they do. Psychologist Marvin Galper (In Aversa, 1976) has stated: Brainwashing is to implant definite attitudes and beliefs into the person by creating stress and psychological pressure, while the purpose of deprogramming is to help the person regain the ability to make his own free choices. The therapist helps him to think for himself again. (p.1, Citizens Freedom Foundation reprint). Psychiatrist Bijan Etemad (1978) has concurred: “the goal is to change the mind of cultists by helping them to think for themselves rather than depend on a leader” (p.222). “The examination of what the person already believes is the deprogrammer‟s goal, rather than trying to force him to adopt a new belief” (West, 1976, p.75). Conway and Siegelman (1978) have seen the goal as not a narrowing of the mind as brainwashing is, but its enlightenment (p.69). Psychologist Kevin Gilmartin (in Sage, 1976) has seen it as “reality inducing therapy” (p.47). The Central Issue With brainwashing and deprogramming as the two major focal points of these religious wars, the central issue over which the ACM and the civil libertarians appear to be fighting is the age old controversy of free will versus determinism, particularly environmental or social determinism. In a recent review of the literature on this issue, Furlong (1981) commented Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 30



that “during the past century various theories of mental functioning that rest on a deterministic view of man have gained dominance” (p.435). He continued, “some recent cult systems of psychotherapy (and religion) may be seen as successful partly because they remove individual choice and its attendant anxiety from the individual and subsume it under a group ethic” (p.439). Thus, while Furlong has concluded that both free will and social determinism are involved in cult conversion, the critics of the ACM attack it because they believe the movement overemphasizes determinism. They claim it rallies around a banner of the passivity of cult members. They contend that the ACM holds cultists to be “unwilling victims of external agencies beyond their control” (Beckford, 1979, p.176), thus presenting “a view of humankind as incapable of decision-making or any exercise of the will” (Hargrove, 1980, p.24). The terms “cult,” “brainwashing,” “mind-control,” and “deprogramming” are, therefore, seen as extensions of this assumed ACM view of man as deterministic (e.g., Beckford, 1979; Hargrove, 1980; Robbins and Anthony, 1978, 1979). Some in the ACM do hold to a deterministic view of man. For example, Paul Verdier, in his book Brainwashing and the cults: An expose on capturing the human mind (1977), declared that “Free will is a myth..We are all really at the mercy of whoever has the knowledge and the dedicated determination and facilities to subvert us to their will” (p.88). On the other hand there are those in the civil libertarian camp who have made statements just as extreme in the opposite direction. A case in point is Thomas Szasz. He has been quoted as saying: Brainwashing is a metaphor…A person can no more wash another‟s brain with coercion or conversations than he can make him bleed with a cutting remark…However, we do not call all types of personal or psychological influence brainwashing. We reserve this term for influences of which we disapprove. (Anthony, Robbins and McCarthy, 1980, p.39 cf. Robbins and Anthony, 1978, p. 77) The problem with extreme positions is that they generally provoke extreme reactions. With an ultra-deterministic view of cult conversion there is the danger of parental hysterical overreaction with the resulting potential of therapist vulnerability to unethical compromises. Yet, with an ultra-volitional view of cult conversion there is the danger of ignoring or overlooking its destructiveness, with the resulting therapy or referral outcome being ineffective at best. Therapeutic interventions are rarely effective, and sometimes even do more harm than good, when they are handicapped by inaccurate/deficient assessment due to a denial of facts, prefabricated explanations, a priori assumptions, or downright fear of involvement on the part of the therapist. Armistice Via Balance Anthony, Robbins, and McCarthy (1980) have spoken of “a continuum of psychiatric attitudes [which] can be identified regarding the viability of the brainwashing notion and its application to contemporary religious movements [cults]” (p.39). At one pole, or extreme end, they have placed Thomas Szasz with his assertion that “brainwashing is a metaphor.” At the other end they have placed “a number of psychiatrists and psychologists who affirm not only that mind control, brainwashing, and psychological kidnapping are meaningful and viable scientific concepts, but that such notions may easily be generalized from contexts involving tangible and overt intimidation (e.g., POW camps) to formally voluntary religious contexts” (p.39). They then gave psychologist Kevin Gilmartin as an example, asserting that his inferring the dysfunctional mental state or psychological impairment seen in cultmembers “is totally and exclusively socially induced” (p.40.
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This last assertion is debatable, simply because Anthony et. Al. also admitted that Gilmartin has stated that the convert “relinquished” and “acquiesces” his ego functioning to the cult (p.39). Gilmartin, then, cannot be said to have suggested that the convert has no free choice in this matter, but instead, that he freely chooses to give up his choice and free will. As Furlong (1981) in his discussion on free will versus social determinism has also suggested, both forces are relevant; both do appear to be present in cult conversion. This, then, is the first proposition of this paper. Accordingly, the second proposition of this paper is that professional mental health attitudes toward cults (and brainwashing and deprogramming) do lie on a continuum as Anthony et. Al have suggested, with the extreme poles being the ultra-free will and the ultra-social determinism banners. Szasz may be seen at one end with his “brainwashing is a metaphor.” However, it is not Gilmartin, but Verdier with his “freewill is a myth” who lies at the other. In their analysis of the ACM, Shupe and Bromley (1980) have spoken of “a range of metaphors” for cult conversion, but choose to dichotomize the options into the “possession” and “deception” metaphors (pp.60-61; see Figure 1). Thus, even though they chose to emphasize the possession metaphor more (with its “absolute influence” and connected terms of brainwashing and deprogramming), they allowed for the presence of less extreme positions within the ACM movement by including the deception metaphor (with its “indirect control through exploitation of human weakness and related reevaluation;” cf. their Table 3.1, p.61).
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Civil Liber-
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tarian Views Figure 1: A continuum of professional mental health attitudes regarding cult conversion and deconversion via deprogramming or reevaluation/exit counseling. Just as their research showed deprogramming to have many meanings, so have they confirmed that those in the ACM have many different attitudes toward the meaning of both cult conversion/brainwashing and reevaluation/deprogramming. Removing the dichotomy from their range of metaphors, therefore, presents a picture of ACM advocates lying on various points along the cult-attitude continuum, although the distribution may be naturally skewed toward the deterministic side. A visual representation of this continuum is proposed in Figure 1. Cult



Difficulty In Defining In discussing “some theoretical and practical perspectives” of cults, Spero (1977) stated, “I think it is amply evident that defining cults – that is, beyond the descriptive level – is difficult at best” (p.331). this is undoubtedly because, as Basham (1979) has noted, “In our society then, what constitutes a cult depends upon the standards of the group by whom that judgment is made” (p.5). As an evangelical Christian, Basham defined a cult by comparing it with the “genuine” conversion of evangelicals, using theological doctrinal criteria. Other evangelicals have done the same, e.g., Bjornstad (1978), Enroth (1979a, 1979b), Hunt (1980), Larson (1982). On the other hand, when the defining criteria were psychological or sociological, rather than theological, some evangelical Christians have themselves been labeled as cultish, thrown together into research with other groups called cults, or had their own members “deprogrammed” in attempts at promoting a renunciation of their newfound form of Christianity, e.g., Austin (1977), Buckley (1976), Conway and Diegelman (1978), harder, Richardson and Simmonds (1972), Richardson, Stewart and Simmonds (1978). Two evangelicals who mention this problem are Basham (1979) and Bjornstad (1978). Both those within the anti-cult movement and those who warn against it admit that history has shown many now well-established religions to have been previously given the label of Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 33



cult – most frequently cited examples being Roman Catholicism, Judaism, and Mormonism (Blackwell, Note 1; Buckley and Galanter, 1979; Hargrove, 1980; Isser and Schwartz, 1980; Robbins and Anthony, 1978, 1979; Sargant, 1957; Schwartz and Isser, 1979). Accordingly, Hopkins (1978) has differentiated a cult from a religion by “how wellrecognized and how well-established” (p.19) the particular group is; and Conway and Siegelman (1978) have stated that “the line between a cult and a legitimate religion in America today…cannot be categorically drawn” (p.46). Jack Buckley (1976) has said it this way, “one man‟s cult is another‟s orthodoxy” (p.30). Beckford (1979) has apparently agreed when he depicted “the distinction between „real‟ and „cultic‟ religion as being part of a wider ACM political strategy to preserve the view that cult members are unwilling victims of external agencies beyond their control” (p.176). For this reason, some writers have preferred to use other less provocative terms, such as “new religious movement” or “new religion,” e.g., Beckford (1979, 1981), Blackwell (Note 1), Glock and Bellah (1976), Levine and Slater (1976), Robbins and Anthony (1978), Shupe and Bromley (1980).



Toward a Descriptive Definition Another proposition of this paper is that to properly deal with cults, it must be recognized, as Catholic Father Kent Burtner does, that “we‟re dealing with something here that is really a psychological question, not a theological question. And we have to really focus on the psychology of how to help people who are in that state – the practical point of view” (1980, t.3.21). In his Th.M. thesis for Dallas Theological Seminary, evangelical James Roche, Jr. agreed: “the battle is not theological in nature, but psychological” (p.14). While Burtner was speaking to the problem of helping those already in a cult and to the rehabilitation counseling for those who have already left, Roche spoke primarily to the “preventive counseling” of those vulnerable youth not yet caught up in a cult. He concluded, “At this point in the study, it has hopefully been proven that the main appeal of the cults is not theological, but emotional. The primary thrust of the cults in their proselytism is toward the emotional layer of an individual; sometimes long before any cognitive challenging is done” (p.44). This is echoed by secular mental health researchers Levine and Salter (1976) in their study of 106 members of nine fringe religious groups: “Clearly spiritual, transcendental, or mystical rationales for joining their particular cult were less frequently offered than the intrapsychic and the interpersonal, [in] 80%” (pp.413-414). Consequently, Roche‟s primary recommendation for preventive counseling of vulnerable youth was “for the older Christian to first stabilize the young Christian psychologically in reference to their own felt need…The priority of meeting the felt need must be above the theology, although theology should be used in meeting that need if possible” (pp.50, 51). Review of the literature. The question then becomes “Can a cult be defined in such a way as to differentiate it from “legitimate” or orthodox religions without relying on theological dogma? Earlier, Spero (1977) was quoted as suggesting that this problem “is difficult at best,” that is “beyond the descriptive level.” He then proceeded to describe several elements common to cults that might be used. These were predominately elements that described the recruitment and conversion tactics used by these groups and the resulting changes which these tactics brought about in the individual recruit/convert. Eight other recent sources specifically provided lists of major descriptive elements which usually characterize those groups labeled cults (Burtner, 1980; Carr, 1981; CFF Newsletter, February 1981; Haack, 1978; Levine, 1979; Schwartz and Kaslow, 1979; Singer, 1978; University Religious Council, Note 2). However, it should be clarified that these lists are of cult characteristics that are specifically addressed as “destructive” or “extremist.” For Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 34



example, CFF‟s list (1981) was that of the “Characteristics of a Destructive Cult” (p.11) and Enroth‟s brainwashing referred to conversion tactics used by “the extremist cults.” Furthermore, Levine (1979), as well as the American Family Foundation (AFF) work by Clark, Langone, Schecter and Daly (1981) has stated that not all cults are necessarily destructive. Unfortunately, clarification of the distinction between cult and extremist cult is not made in the reviewed lists, and can, therefore, only be speculated upon. The eight lists of cult characteristics may be broken down into two main groups, or clusters, of characteristics. Perhaps this analysis may provide a cult definition that allows for differentiation of cult from extremist cult, as well as from noncultic religions. First, all eight pointed to the presence of an authoritarian leader (usually the founder of the group, usually still living, often claiming divine inspiration), who promotes (or demands) unquestioning, unconditional, total/absolute obedience, submission, and loyalty to him, his group, and his determined rigid, exclusive; (i.e., salvation comes only from him) system of beliefs and interpersonal behavior requirements. A cult, therefore, is first very much an ultra-authoritarian closed system which is run by a leader with absolute authority who requires absolute submission from his followers. Spero (1980) has quoted Maurice Friedman (1976, pp. 23-24) as distinguishing “between cults and mature religion in that cults are a „community of the like-minded,‟ where symbiotic-like togetherness prevails, as opposed to the „community of otherness,‟ where there is a genuine concern for others, grounded in mature object relationships” (pp.164165). In cults, there is no autonomy of self, only conformity to others‟ expectations. Ultraauthoritarianism, exclusivity, and closed system boundaries, therefore, are the earmarks of a cult. The aftermath of the Korean War, the values vacuum left by the “liberating” Sixties, and the resulting upsurge of Eastern religious thought in the United States, however, brought the birth and growth of a particular type of cult even more extreme in its exclusivity. Ultraauthoritarianism became totalitarianism when the new extremist cults combined the exclusive closed system with the deceptive use of brainwashing tactics in the recruitment, conversion, and retention of members. Of the eight researchers who provide lists of cult characteristics, six note the presence of this cluster of features (Burtner; Carr; CFF; Schqartz and Kaslow; Spero; and University Religious Council). Together these six allege that such tactics actively promote the severing of ties with family and the outside world by emphasizing the isolation and total environmental control of the convert by the group (cf. Ash, 1983, for many other supporting references). One specific, very common minor cult characteristic pointed out by all but two of the above sources (exceptions not mentioning it being Levine and Haack) was that of exploitation of members via personal sacrifice of possessions, money, and time in demeaning and/or physically debilitating work. The most frequent example given was that of fund-raising activities, which also served as a means of deceptively exploiting nonmembers. Schwartz and kaslow (1979) have, therefore, differentiated (extremist) cults from other “close knit, ethnocentric religious groups such as the Mormons, Amish and Orthodox Jews” by certain “key fundamental differences [which] include that the family as a whole is encouraged to be active in the church and to be concerned for one another, that the deprivation of adequate nutrition, sleep and health care are not sanctioned, that one is expected to have personal belongings and a family place of residence, and that privacy is accorded to all” (p.20). Of the eight who have listed cult characteristics, five of them (Burtner; Carr; CFF; Schwartz and Kaslow; and Singer) have pointed out (in their lists or elsewhere) the key role which deception plays in the recruitment and conversion tactics of these cultic groups. They are Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 35



joined in their assertion by many others: Basham (1979); Clark (1979b); Clark, Langone, Schecter and Daly (1981); Conway and Siegelman (1978); Elkins (1980) Enroth (1977a, 1979); Gillespie (1980); Hultquist (1977); Hunt (1980); Isser and Schwartz (1980); Levine (1980); MacCollam (1979); Roche (1979); Rudin and Rudin (1980); Spero (1977); Swope (1980); Thomas (1979). It is appropriate to question, therefore, why Shupe and Bromley (1980) were so persistent in their use of the metaphor of “possession” even though “deception” referred to much more frequently. Spero (1977) commented pointedly regarding the practice of deception: It is the manner by which such a way of life is cultivated and reinforced, however, which brings to the fore the more disagreeable aspects of cults. In a sense, one might cite the lack of candidates‟ awareness of these occlusive methods of indoctrination – lack of awareness specifically promoted by cult leaders – as one characteristic which differentiates cult-type “religious” commitment from true religious belief. And though there are blind believers in most authentic religions, such a belief is neither the most desirable level of commitment, nor is it purposely reinforced. (p.331-332). Schwartz and Zemel (1980) have declared that these cult practices should not be compared to “entering a Catholic religious order or a college fraternity” because in those cases “a novice enters an order willingly and fully informed, not only as to the beliefs of the order, but as to what she might expect in the way of practices” (p.306). Speaking from more of an egalitarian point of view at this point, Beckford (1979) has nonetheless, quite perceptively pointed out that, “the anti-cult case rests heavily on claims that recruits are deliberately deceived about the cults‟ real aims, that psychological impairment follows from participation, that physical suffering is caused by some cult practices or ways of life, and that members are unfairly deprived of material possessions” (p.176). the context in which he is speaking is that of the alleged ACM view of cultmembers as “unwilling victims of external agencies beyond their control” (p.176). Thus, he has confused the metaphors of deception and possession by using the former to attack the latter. Nonetheless, he earlier put this issue into a less political perspective as follows: The most salient boundary for psychological and sociological studies of cultmembers is that which divides the autonomous, free agent from the victim of controlling milieu…The balance may be struck in various ways, and the existence of an ill-defined gray area between the two extremes is recognized. But it is still thought useful to discuss cult-members in terms of such contrastive characteristics as autonomous/controlled, open/closed mind, moderate/fanatical/centered/non-centered life. (p.175). In summary, this review has pointed out two major characteristics of an extremist cult: 1. An ultra-authoritarian, even totalitarian, closed system which is run by a leader with absolute authority who requires absolute submission from his followers; and 2. The deceptive utilization of brainwashing or thought recruitment, conversion, and retention of members.



reform



tactics in the



While nonextremist cults may potentially be differentiated from noncultic religions by their ultra-authoritarian closed systems which encourage the severing of family ties and promote deep emotional dependency upon the group (or its leaders), extremist cults have the additional distinctiveness of the deceptive use of brainwashing tactics. Thus, ultraauthoritarian becomes totalitarianism, exclusivity becomes even more extreme with closed system boundaries even more rigid, and emotional dependency deepens to a frozen dissociative state where independent critical thinking almost totally vanishes in most group
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members. In contrast, more mature religions would openly promote critical analysis and independent thinking, both before and after conversion. Differential definitive criteria. Following the extremist cult characteristics outlines by the above analysis of the literature (which is supported by a more extensive review of the literature on cult conversion elsewhere – Ash, 1983), a spectrum of definitive criteria for an extremist cult is proposed in order to differentiate cultic from noncultic groups. The intended purpose of such a proposal is to allow for both differentiation and a spectrum of variation of groups. The differentiation is provided first, to be followed by a clarification of its continuum of cultic variation. Using a format similar to that used by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual-III of the American Psychiatric Association, any group may be definitively identified as an extremist cult if it demonstrates itself to possess both of the following characteristics: 1. An ultra-authoritarian (even totalitarian) closed system as evidenced by: a. An authoritarian, dictatorial leader(ship) manifested by two of the following three features: (1)



A charismatic leader(ship), usually the living founder, who claims to have direct contact with deity/the supernatural and/or faultless understanding of the divine will (as seen in interpretation of holy scripture, in prophecy, or in receiving revelation directly from deity or even actually claiming to be deity);



(2)



Presumption of absolute authority understanding of what is truth;



(3)



Presumption of the role of sole judge of members‟ behavior (morality and daily living habits);



over



doctrine



and



faultless



b. At least a majority of the individual members evidencing childlike, deep emotional dependency upon (cf. indecisiveness), and passive uncritical receptivity and unquestioning obedience to the group‟s leadership, and at least three of the following five group practices promoting such compliance and conformity: (1)



Prohibition of questioning or discussion of critical analysis and independent thinking;



(2)



Exaction of strict adherence to a rigid code of ethics, often extreme curtailment of interpersonal relationships, especially with the opposite sex;



(3)



Totalistic control over members‟ daily lives, especially if a majority of their time is spent in fund-raising, recruiting, or demeaning and/or physically debilitating work;



(4)



Exploitation of possessions;



(5)



Existence of a double standard of ethics, working conditions or requirements, and/or style of living between the leadership and members lower in the hierarchy;



members‟



(and/or



their



families‟)



finances



and



c. An exclusive, closed “family” system (with rigidity of boundaries) manifested by: (1)



Selective group reinforcement and punishment; i.e., the systematic application of behavioral conditioning techniques (deliberate or Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 37



otherwise) using the rewards and punishments of peer, or authoritarian, pressure to promote compliance (to closed system practices and doctrines); and (2)



The closed system being seen in at least three of the following six features: (a) Exclusivity of doctrinal truth and/or salvation, i.e., “only we” can provide it, and leaving the group means losing it; (b) Most, if not all dogma, presented in absolute, black and white terms; (c) Pseudo-paranoid, Manichean (“us” versus “them”) critical view of the world and family outside the group; (d) Contact with family or extra-group individuals strictly limited or controlled; (e) Individual members rarely left alone, unsupervised by other group members (either peers or those in authority).



2. The deceptive utilization of brainwashing (or ultra-hypnotic or thought reform) tactics or methods for the induction (deliberate or otherwise), and probable continued maintenance (cf. the above behavioral conditioning aiding this as well), of a dissociative state via both of the following: a. Isolation (at least during the induction/conversion process) of the individual recruit or member from his ordinary frame of reference (familiar to unfamiliar persons, surroundings, activities, dress, etc.); and b. The utilization of at least three of the following five practices or tactics: (1)



Information control, overload and/or manipulation (e.g., the deliberate withholding of information and utilization of deceptive “salesmanship” techniques designed for recruit enticement; forced listening to a constant barrage of contradictory messages; or provision of a new cult-specific/esoteric language);



(2)



Emotional overstimulation and/or manipulation (e.g., “love bombing,” group confessions, or the deliberate playing on members‟ feelings of fear, guilt, or shame);



(3)



Physical debilitation via sleep deprivation, diet manipulation, and/or fatigue from constant activity.



(4)



Continuous utilization of “not thinking” practices such as chanting, Eastern religious “”mind emptying”) types of meditation, or speaking in “tongues”;



(5)



Religious mystical ritual (especially “deliverance” ceremonies initiation rites with the assignment of a new name and identity).



or



Cult continuum. While differential criteria of definition were proposed with the express purpose of establishing a line of demarcation between cults and noncultic religious (or psychotherapeutic) groups, a spectrum of variation exists on both sides of this line. Taking the noncultic side of the line, certain well-accepted institutions may be seen to utilize or promote cultic practices or closed system emphasis. For example, Bussell, in a recent
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Christianity Today article (1982), points to “five similarities between cults and evangelical churches”; Dallas Theological Seminary professor Litfin (1977) has warned budding evangelical preachers of “The Perils of Persuasive Preaching,” i.e., that which utilizes hypnotic/brainwashing techniques; and Calvin College professor Houskamp, in his Ph.D. dissertation (1976), demonstrated the application of “resocialization” techniques in a psychiatric hospital that contained many of the same elements that exists in classical brainwashing. Houskamp suggested that all groups that utilize psychological resocialization tactics (whether religions promoting conversion or psychotherapies promoting “mental health”) may be placed on a continuum according to what degree they utilized such tactics. Likewise, in his survey of 668 ex-cultists and relatives, Blackwell (Note 1) concluded that, “Any religion, „old‟ or „new‟ that fits the above criteria of thought reform tactics and their results, to the degree that it fits, is to that degree destructive” (p.21). Therefore, the fourth proposition of this paper is that all cults may be placed on a continuum of destructiveness according to what degree they are a closed totalitarian system that utilizes brainwashing or thought reform tactics to acquire and maintain control over their followers. Furthermore, this would apply to all groups, whether they be religious or psychological in nature (Levine, 1979, p.593; cf. EST: Erhard Seminars Training as utilizing cultic dissociation-inducing practices – Brewer, 1975; Garvey in Orlean, 1983, p.2, Glass, Kirsch and Parris, 1977; Kirsch and Glass, 1977). Just as there exists a continuum in mental health professionals‟ attitudes toward the meaning of brainwashing (this paper‟s proposition #2), the probability appears high that the actual utilization of brainwashing tactics by various groups also varies along a continuum. Likewise, the more extremist a particular group is toward the deterministic, or closed system, end of the continuum the more destructive it becomes (cf. Blackwell, Note 1). Movement by a group along the religious group continuum, whether or not a cult, is also quite possible. Therefore, those noncultic groups which begin to utilize more cultic practices (e.g., guilt-inducing sermons, exploitation, or deception) and promote cultic doctrine (e.g., unusually critical view of non-group members, exclusivity and extreme absolutism) are in danger of turning into cults, especially when they are under the guidance of a charismatic and authoritarian leader. Likewise, it would be conceivable that cults may cross the line to noncult status through the death of a leader or significant changes in the group‟s philosophy should these changes result in a decrease in cultic practices or rigidity of system boundaries in practice or doctrine. However, the mere death of the founding leader of the group does not necessarily denote such a shift in the cult structure, an apparent recent example being A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada and the Hare Krishna. The fifth proposition of this paper flows naturally from the fourth; that is, involvement in an extremist cult, according to the descriptive definition utilized above, does induce psychological impairment in its followers. This occurs because the cult‟s destructiveness is in its destruction to the ego (and ego boundaries) of the convert in order to subvert it to the control of the group (cf. Burtner, 1980; Carr, 1981; Enroth, 1977a; Gilmartin in Sage, 1976; Lasch, 1979; MacCollam, 1979; Merrit in “Experts say…,” 1981; Rose, 1979; Schwartz and Isser, 1979; Schwartz and Kaslow, 1979, 1981; Shapiro, 1977; Singer, 1979; Spero, 1977, 1980, 1982; Stoner and Parke, 1977; University Religious Council, Note 2). Therefore, the etiology of the ex-cultists‟ clinical picture is assumed to be rooted in the extremist cult conversion process itself. Earlier, Beckford (1977) was quoted as saying “the anti-cult case rests heavily on claims that recruits are deliberately deceived about the cults‟ real aims; that psychological Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 39



impairment follows participation…” (p.176). although he was being somewhat skeptical at this point about the reality of such impairment, he later pointed to “a boundary between „marginal‟ and „adaptive‟ movements‟, i.e., cultic vs. noncultic, which “has been drawn on the basis of whether or not cults help members and ex-members to achieve reintegration into mainstream culture and society” (p.177). although further evidence has been demonstrated elsewhere (Ash, 1983) for the psychological destructiveness of cults, it is sufficient to say that the sheer necessity for rehabilitation counseling of ex-cultists alone (cf. Bjornstad, 1978; Blackwell, Note 1; Burtner, 1980; Carr, 1981; Clark, 1978; Clark, et al., 1981; Conway and Seigelman, 1978; Enroth, 1979a; Etemad, 1978; Levine, 1979; MacCollam, 1979; Schwartz and Kaslow, 1979, 1981; Shapiro, 1977; Singer, 1978, 1979; Stoner and Parker, 1977) would appear to confirm the maladaptiveness and corresponding inducement of psychological impairment by these groups called cults. Summary of Propositions The five major propositions of this paper are: 1.



Both free will and social/environmental determinism are present in cult conversion, retention of members, and withdrawal from a cult.



2.



Professional mental health attitudes toward cults may be seen to lie on a continuum. This has been depicted in Figure 1. A comparison of propositions #1 and #2 suggests, therefore, that the most balanced view of cult conversion would utilize the metaphor of deception rather that possession, and the most balanced approach to cult withdrawal would be a freely chosen rational reevaluation of life in the cult, rather than forced participation in a coercive form of deprogramming.



3.



The Issue is primarily psychological, not theological, in regard to extremist cult conversion, retention of members, and withdrawal from a cult. A descriptive definition of an extremist cult, then, would include these two major characteristics (with the suggestion that nonextremist cults may still be differentiated from noncultic religions by their having the first of these): a.



An ultra-authoritarian closed system which is run by a leader with absolute authority who requires absolute submission from his followers; and



b.



The utilization of deceptive brainwashing or thought reform tactics in the recruitment, conversion, and retention of members.



4.



Cults may be seen to lie on a continuum of destructiveness according to the degree to which they utilize brainwashing/thought reform tactics and to the degree their system is closed and totalitarian. Furthermore, groups not defined as extremist cults by these definitive criteria may, nonetheless, be seen to be destructive to the degree they utilize these cultic practices or promote cultic closed system emphasis.



5.



Psychological impairment follows involvement in an extremist cult, necessitating ex-cultist counseling according to the degree of the cult‟s destructiveness. Furthermore, the cult conversion process itself appears to be the primary agent in inducing this psychopathology, while the cultic practices and closed system emphases are seen as maintaining it.
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Deprogramming: An Analysis of Parental Questionnaires Michael D. Langone, Ph.D. Abstract In order to systematically collect data pertinent to the decision-making deliberations of parents troubled by the cult involvement of a son or daughter, a questionnaire was printed in The Advisor, a periodical read by several thousand people, most of whom are disturbed by aspects of the cult phenomenon. Ninety-four parents responded, providing a variety of data on children who had become involved in cults. One of the more significant findings was that in 37% of forced deprogrammings, the convert returned to the cult, at least temporarily. Since a high percentage of converts leave cults voluntarily and since many converts can be induced to reevaluate their cult involvement voluntarily, it is concluded that deprogramming is but one of several helping options and should not be viewed as the “cure” for cult involvement. Background Cults, which have existed throughout history, thrive during periods of social transition. The most recent such period began with the turbulent 1960‟s, a time when intellectuals and young people challenged many traditional social values and institutions. Initially, much of the cultic activity was related to radical political movements (e.g., the Symbionese Liberation Army) or the drug subculture. By the early 1970‟s, however, many cultic religious groups came into being or significantly enlarged their membership. Although most of these groups received little public attention, a few became the focus of considerable controversy. Most notable among these were the Unification Church (the Moonies), the International Society for Krishna Consciousness (Hare Krishna), Scientology, The Way International, and the Children of God. These groups tended to proselytize among white, middle-class, educated young people, many of whose parents began to criticize cults publicly. These parents reported that their children had undergone radical and sometimes very rapid personality changes that resulted from brainwashing (mind-control, thought reform, and coercive persuasion are related terms used to describe the process), as described in the work of Korean POW researchers (Lifton, 1961; Schein, 1961). As more parents spoke out (joined by increasing numbers of disaffected ex-members of cultic groups), an informal network began to develop and numerous citizen groups came into being, most of which later became affiliates of a national umbrella organization, the Citizens Freedom Foundation. Initially, very few mental health professionals or clergy participated in this growing network. Most professionals tended to subscribe to then popular stereotypes that only disturbed youths from disturbed families would join cults. For this reason, parents were rarely able to obtain satisfactory professional help. Many, consequently, resorted to desperate measures, such as abducting their children and forcing them to listen (usually with the help of exmembers of cults) to “the other side of the story.” The term, “deprogramming,” became associated with this procedure, for brainwashed converts were perceived as being programmed to believe whatever their leaders wanted. As time passed, a handful of professionals began to recognize that “mother wasn‟t always to blame,” that cult conversion often did result from very powerful persuasive techniques, and that cults often did exploit and harm converts (Singer, 1978; Clark, 1979). Citizen groups, Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 45



meanwhile, succeeded in convincing legislators to conduct hearings on cults (Final report on the activities of the Children of God, Note 2; Information meeting on the cult phenomenon in the United States, Note 3; Massachusetts State Senate, Note 6; New York State Assembly, Note 7; Subcommittee on International Organizations of the Committee on International Relations, Note 8). This stereotype – especially when used to justify forced deprogramming or restrictive legislative proposals (Aronin, 1982; Delgado, 1977, 1982) – did not go unchallenged. Cults themselves began to organize (sometimes using front groups) in order to marshal public opinion against deprogramming. In addition, a number of scholars began to criticize what they terms “the anti-cult movement” (Bromley & Shupe, 1981; Robbins, 1979-80; Robbins & Anthony, 1980). The gist of “anti-anti-cult” arguments is a) cults are not all like the Moonies – they are very diverse; b) most converts leave voluntarily – even from the more controversial groups; therefore, c) converts are not brain-washed; and d) attacking cults is a threat to religious freedom. Unfortunately, points (c) and (d) in this argument are wrongly presented as logical conclusions derived from points (a) and (b). This error – which even cult critics tend not to see – has contributed to a needless and destructive polarization of opinion (Langone, 1983b). Undiscriminating “pro-cultists” often seem to deny or denigrate harm associated with new religions, because they reject the brainwashing explanation and the solutions (i.e., deprogramming, restrictive legislation) commonly associated with it. Cult critics, on the other hand, tend to deny that cults vary greatly and that many (or most) converts leave cults voluntarily – either because the critics have not inspected the data supplied by their opponents, or because they categorically reject that data as biased, or because they mistakenly buy into the faulty logic of the “pre-cultists,” recoiling from accepting the premises because they reject the conclusions. Some researchers, however, argue for a middle ground (Langone & Clark, in press). They acknowledge that initial impressions of cults were based on biased samples and that cults show considerable variation. They also recognize that the voluntary departure rate from even controversial cults is relatively high, a fact that an early study noted (Eden, Note 1). They do not, however, conclude that the brainwashing model is totally without foundation or that remedial action concerning cults is unnecessary or dangerous. This point of view emphasizes counseling (Clark & Langone, in press-b; Galper, 1982; Goldberg & Goldberg, 1982; Langone, 1983b; Maleson, 1981; singer, 1978; Spero, 1982; Clark, Langone, Schecter & Daly, 1981) and preventive education (JCRC, 1976; Langone, 1982a; Swope, 1980; Willis, 1983), rather than deprogramming and restrictive legislation. Counseling and preventive education are justified, not because cults are “evil,” but because they sometimes harm people. Such harm is possible – indeed likely – because, as much social psychological research demonstrates, individuals can be manipulated to behave in ways that seem incongruous with their past behavior patterns (Brown, 1963; Zimbardo, Ebbesen, & Maslach, 1977). And since history certainly shows no lack of leaders willing to manipulate and exploit their followers, it is not surprising that cults sometimes harm their members. This harm may be physical (e.g., child abuse), economic (e.g., persuading a convert to turn all of his earnings over to the cult leader), or psychological (e.g., persuading a convert to renounce his family and personal career goals). These harms generally occur when the needs of the leader or group take precedence over those of the individual and when deceptively manipulative techniques are used to ensure the subservience of the individual to the group‟s leaders.
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Sometimes harm may occur in a relatively benign group because the cult‟s belief system is highly subjective and anti-rational (or at best, a-rational). In these cases, the harm reflects not so much an exploitive relationship, but rather one characterized by misconceptions, distortions, or incompetence. The potential for this kind of harm is recognized even by some gurus, who warn, for instance, about the dangers of meditating without proper guidance (Akhilananda, 1965; Ananda, 1960; Nikhilananda, 1946; Vivekananda, 1955). Although such harms can occur in mainline groups, most such groups, have built-in safeguards against the development and proliferation of exploitive and other harmful relationships. Most cults, on the other had, have no safeguards – sometimes simply because the cults are too new to have developed them and sometimes because the cult leaders do no want them. The prevalence of such harm has not been assessed scientifically. Although a few studies have systematically examined the question of harm (Conway & Siegelman, 1982; Galanter & Buckley, 1978; Galanter, Rabkin, Rabkin & Deutsch, 1979; Ross, 1983; Ungerleider & Wellisch, 1979), methodological deficiencies (including the possibility of motivated distortion and/or deception by subjects and the lack of representative samples) render their generally negative conclusions dubious (Clark et al., 1981). Much clinical evidence (Clark, 1979; Clark et al., 1981; Galper, 1982; Goldberg & Goldberg, 1982; Maleson, 1981; Singer, 1978, 1979; Spero, 1982; West & Singer, 1982), on the other hand, suggests that the prevalence of harm is substantial, although not necessarily normative or the same from group to group. Thus, it appears that the cult phenomenon is more complex than either the “pro-cult” or anti-cult” stereotypes indicate. Cults are not merely new and different; nor are they merely evil and threatening. Rather, they are groups of individuals who – sometimes because of naïve zeal, sometimes because of planned manipulation – are in serious danger of developing exploitive and other harmful relationships with one another. Purpose of this Study When parents of cultists accept this more complex view of cults, they reject simplistic solutions. They cannot tell themselves: “It‟s only a phase he‟s going through,” or “She‟s in a cult, so we must have her deprogrammed.” Rather, they must seek information in order to determine whether or not their alarm is valid and, should it be warranted, which of many options they should pursue in order to help their son or daughter. Although a number of articles address clinical issues pertaining to cult-related problems (Clark & Langone, in press; Clark et al., 1981; Galper, 1982; Goldberg & Goldberg, 1982; Langone, 1983b; Maleson, 1981; Singer, 1978; Spero, 1982), surprisingly little advice for parents has been published (Heller, 1982; Langone, 1982b; Schecter, Langone& Clark, in press). Furthermore, the few advisory publications that exist are based almost completely on impressionistic data. In order to at least partly rectify this deficiency, the author printed a questionnaire in the American Family Foundation‟s newspaper, The Advisor, a bi-monthly reporting on news relating to cults. Unlike other questionnaires that have examined matters at best tangentially related to parental decision-making, this questionnaire attempted to systematically collect data pertinent to a distraught parent‟s deliberations. Because of its prominence, deprogramming received special attention. The questionnaire‟s results, discussed below, may help parents and counseling professionals make more informed decisions regarding what to do about a family member‟s cult involvement.
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Methods The questionnaire was printed in The Advisor in the spring and summer of 1982. estimated 1500 parents of cultists receive The Advisor.



An



Ninety-four parents completed and mailed in the questionnaire. Responses were tabulated manually. Because the sample is obviously unrepresentative of the population of cultists‟ parents, generalizations should be treated as at best suggestive. Results The questionnaire consists of two types of questions: those asking for a narrative response (e.g., “Please describe your child‟s state of mind in the first few months after leaving the cult”); and those asking for yes/no answers or numbers. Responses to all legible narrative responses are provided in the appendix of a longer version of this paper 9available from the American Family Foundation for a $5 contribution). Non-narrative responses are summarized in Table 1. Non-narrative Responses Of the 94 parents who responded to this questionnaire, 72 (77%) had children in five major groups: Unification Church (UC), Hare Krishna (ISKCON), The Way, Scientology, and Divine Light Mission (DLM). Only 22 (23%) had children in other, lesser known groups. Males predominated over females 63% to 37%. Although this sex ratio did not hold for ISKCON, The Way, and especially Scientology, the small numbers in these groups may – but do not necessarily – mean that the differences could be due to chance factors. The children of 69% of the respondents were no longer in a cult. These ex-members had spent an average of 28.3 months in a cult, whereas the 31% still in a group had been members an average of 81.9 months. 20.7 years was the average age at joining the group. With regard to the question, “Did your child ever quit the cult and then return?,” 15% of the sample‟s children had left and returned to the cult (so far as parents knew), nearly all having done this only once. It is not clear how many of these returns were associated with failed deprogrammings. On the 62 (68%) converts who were forcibly (i.e., abducted) deprogrammed, 23 (37% of those deprogrammed) returned to the cult. Of these 23, 6 later left the cult voluntarily, while 17 remained in the group. Deprogramming required an average of 8.5 days. Ten of the 62 deprogrammings (16%) resulted in lawsuits. (This percentage seems much higher than informal reports suggest and should not be treated as representative.). Twenty-two (23%) of the converts left the group voluntarily, 6 (27% of voluntary leavers) after a failed deprogramming. It is interesting to note that none of the 11 DLM members and only 1 (10%) of the ISKCON members in this sample left voluntarily.
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Table I Summary of Results Variables 1



Total



ISKCON



Way



Scient.



DLM



Other



Number of Respondents (total)



94



31



10



12



8



11



22



Males (%)



59



18



8



5



8



9



14



(80%)



(42%)



(100%)



(55%)



(64%)



2



7



5



8



(42%)



(20%)



(58%)



(0%)



(45%)



(36%)



8



4



3



2



2



(26%)



(40%)



(25%)



(25%)



(18%)



6



9



6



9



(60%)



(75%)



(75%)



(82%)



(45%)



53.3



32.7



109.5



94.7



(63%) Females (%)



35 (37%)



2.



U.C.



Number of current members



29 (31%)



(58%) 13



0



11 (50%)



(% of respondents) 3.



Number of exmembers



64 (69%)



23 (74%)



10



(% of respondents) 4.



Average time in cult (in months)



28.3



22



12.3



23.2



24.5



81.9



79.7



39.5



91.3



79



21.1



22.8



21.6



21.4



21.1



18.9



3



1



1



3



2



4



(10%)



(11%)



( 8%)



(37%)



(18%)



(20%)



5



8



4



(68%)



(50%)



(67%)



(50%)



9



1



2



2



3



6



(43%)



(20%)



(25%)



(50%)



(27%)



(46%)



Ex-members 5.



Average time in cult (in months) Current members



6.



Average age at joining (years)



20.7



7.



Number who left cult, then returned at



14 (15%)



least once (% of respondents) 8.



Number forcibly deprogrammed



62 (66%)



21



11 (100%)



13 (59%)



(% of respondents) 9.



Number of failed forced deprogrammings, i.e. Person returned to cult at least temporarily



23



(37%)
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(% of deprogrammings) 10. a



Number who left voluntarily



22



(% of respondents)



11



1



3



3



0



4



(23%)



(35%)



(10%)



(25%)



(37%)



( 0%)



(18%)



(34%)



(48%)



(17%)



(33%)



(50%)



( 0%)



(40%)



7



1



3



2



0



3



(% of leavers) 10. b



Without prior, forced deprogramming



16



(% of voluntary leavers) (% of all leavers) (% of respondents)



(73%)



(64%)



(100%)



(25%)



(67%)



( 0%)



(75%)



(25%)



(30%)



(17%)



(33%)



(33%)



( 0%)



(30%)



(17%)



(23%)



(10%)



(25%)



(25%)



( 0%)



(14%)



( 9%)



(15%)



( 0%)



( 0%



(17%)



( 0%)



(10%)



6



4



0



0



1



0



1



(27%)



(36%)



( 0%)



(33%)



( 0%)



(25%)



(26%)



(44%)



( 0%)



( 0%)



(50%)



( 0%)



(17%)



5.0



10.3



13.8



(% of all leavers) 10. c



After at least one failed deprogramming (% of voluntary leavers)



( 0%)



(% of failed deprogrammings) 11.



Average length of deprogramming (in days)



8.5



12.



No. of respondents saying deprogramming



7



Was more harmful than leaving child in cult



5.7



7.3



10.4



2



0



3



0



4



1



(10%)



( 0%)



(38%)



( 0%)



(40%)



( 8%)



5



6



1



6



(83%)



(67%)



(33%)



(67%)



(12%)



(% of respondents answering this question) 13.



No. of deprogrammings resulting in lawsuits



10 (16%)



(% of total deprogrammings among those answering question 14.



No. employing rehabilitation



40 (57%)



11 (44%)



(% of respondents answering question)
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11 (92%)



15.



No. of respondents saying rehabilitation was useful (% of respondents)



32 (82%)



10 (91%)



3



5



(75%)



(84%)



1 (100%)



5



9



(71%)



(90%)



Despite the relatively high rate of deprogramming failures (37%), only 7 parents (12% of 54 people who responded to this question) felt that deprogramming was more harmful than leaving the person in the cult. With regard to rehabilitation, 57% of the respondents employed rehab and 82% felt that rehab was useful. Narrative Responses It is difficult to summarize – or even select highlights – from the many diverse narrative responses of the respondents. Therefore, the reader is encouraged to peruse the full range of responses listed in the Appendix of the longer report available from the American Family Foundation. If yes (to 9), why do you think the deprogramming failed? Most parents attributed a failed deprogramming to deficiencies of the deprogrammers, whether in regard to security or sensitivity to psychiatric issues. One respondent, however, noted that the “the deprogramming left her with nothing to hang on to,” while another commented that “It should have been a united family effort!” Do you think the deprogramming caused more harm than would have been caused by leaving the child in the cult? If yes, why? Even though 37% of deprogrammings did not result in the persons leaving the cult, only 12% of those responding to this question answered “yes.” Most supported this response by noting a major deterioration in their relationship with their child. One person commented that her son‟s resistance to the deprogramming led to his being treated like a “hero” by the cult. If your child left for reasons other than forced deprogramming, what, in your opinion, led him/her to leave the group? The variety of answers to this question would probably astound those who subscribe to the extreme brainwashing stereotype. According to parents, some converts left because they became aware of deception, manipulation, or broken promises. Some tired of menial work or rebelled against peer pressure. Some, who had been subjected to a failed deprogramming, were apparently moved by their parents‟ desperation and later returned home voluntarily. And some left because personal hardships or abuse apparently induced them to reconsider their cult involvement. If yes (to 18), was rehab, on the whole, a useful and successful experience? Why or why not? The overwhelming majority of respondents praised rehab because it provided their children with emotional support, education about cults, an opportunity to talk to members of other cults which used similar persuasive techniques, and encouragement to make it in the mainline world. The few negative comments dealt with internal staff problems that detracted from the rehab‟s effectiveness. Based upon your experiences, what do you think parents can do to influence a child to reconsider his/her cult involvement? Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 51



Responses to this question can be placed in several categories. First, those who feel helpless: there is nothing parents can do. Second, those who see deprogramming as the answer- the earlier the better. Third, those who emphasize the importance of maintaining communication, building trust, and challenging the convert respectfully and at the proper time. And fourth, those who feel that the best course of action is to educate young people before they become involved with cults. Please describe your child‟s state of mind in the first few months after leaving the cult. Responses to this question tended to be consistent with clinical descriptions of post-cult experience (Clark, 1979; Singer, 1979). Ex0members were described as confused, lacking in self-esteem, ashamed, distrustful, depressed, guilty, indecisive, unable to concentrate, in a state of floating (snapping back to cultic states of mind), emotionally volatile, angry at the cult, fearful of reprisals, psychologically regressed, and – in some cases – in a state of nervous breakdown. A few ex-members, however, did not appear to have had much difficulty in adjusting. In your opinion, what kinds of help do ex-cult members need? This question also received many comments. The most common response was that exmembers need much love, understanding, patience, and encouragement from family and friends. Many also felt that talking to ex-members, attending a rehabilitation facility, or receiving professional counseling were important. A few mentioned the need for religious guidance or help in obtaining meaningful employment. What kinds of help do parents and siblings of cult members need? The majority of the many people responding to this question stressed the family‟s need for education, support groups, and counseling. Several also advocated the need to educate helping professionals and legislators. Discussion The most serious methodological problem of empirical studies of the cult phenomenon is obtaining representative subject samples from which one can make reasonably confident generalizations. Those who study cult members directly (particularly members of the more controversial cults) have difficulty ensuring that volunteer subjects are representative or that subjects‟ responses (which are often retrospective) are not distorted, or even fabricated. In a similar vein, those who study ex-members or cultists‟ parents cannot easily demonstrate that their retrospective reporting is accurate or that they are similar to (and representative of) the wider population of cultists. This study shares these methodological limitations with other studies. Its subject sample is a self-selected group from readers of The Advisor, most of whom find aspects of the cult phenomenon troubling. The very high rate of deprogrammings resulting in lawsuits (16%) indicates that parents involved in lawsuits were more likely to complete the questionnaire than those not involved in lawsuits. (As unreliable as impressions can be, it seems very clear to this author that 16% is an overestimate of the number of deprogrammings that result in lawsuits.) The other 84% of respondents, however, may be reasonably representative of The Advisor readership of concerned parents, although there is no way to be sure. Despite these sampling limitations, the data from this study are useful simply because there is so little systematically collected data in this field. Until large-scale surveys are performed, we must use the available data, although we should treat our inferences as tentative. With this caveat in mind, let us examine some of the findings of this study.
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Age and Sex The converts described in this study were rather young (mean age of joining a cult = 20.7 years) and predominantly male (63%). These findings are consistent with other studies that investigated age (Conway & Siegelman, 1982; Kelly, Note 4; Wright, in press) and sex (Eden, Note 1; Galanter et al., 1970; Kelly, Note 4; Ross, 1983; Wright, in press), although Conway and Siegelman (1982) found males and females to be roughly equal in number (51% male), while Galanter et al. (1979) and Ross (1983) found their samples of Unification Church and Hare Krishna members, respectively, to have an average age of 25 years. Perhaps Galanter et al.‟s and Ross‟s samples were older because cult members are more likely to leave cults (whether voluntarily as in Wright‟s sample or via deprogramming) while they are still relatively young, thus resulting in lower average ages in ex-member samples. Voluntary Departure Rates Thirty-four percent of subjects who left the cult did so voluntarily (9% after a failed deprogramming). This finding is consistent with Eden (Note 1), one-third of whose sample of ex-Moonies had left voluntarily, and with Conway and Siegelman (1982), 39% of whose sample of ex-members left without deprogramming (21% left after voluntarily going through a deprogramming; 40% after a deprogramming preceded by abduction). Other studies (Barker, in press) suggest that the true voluntary departure rate (including exmembers who do not come in contact with the concerned citizens network) may be even higher. Deprogramming Failure Rate To my knowledge, this study is the first to systematically collect data pertaining to deprogramming failure rates. The finding that 37% of deprogrammings resulted in the convert returning to the cult may seem high to advocates of deprogramming. However, other data suggest that it may be more or less valid. An informal tabulation of known deprogrammings in Montreal (Kropveld, Note 5) found that 8 of 23 deprogrammings (35%) resulted in the convert‟s returning to the cult, a finding very close to that of this study. Even some advocates of deprogramming admit to failure rates on the order of 20% 0 25% (although some deprogrammers reportedly are much more successful than others). Hence, it seems reasonable to conclude that, on the average, one-fourth to one-third of forced deprogrammings result in the convert‟s returning to the cult. It should be kept in mind that these data reflect only an association between a designated procedure (deprogramming) and an outcome of leaving a cult). The data do not necessarily reflect a causal relationship. Hence, deprogramming successes need not necessarily be due to the deprogramming itself. Some, for instance, may be more a function of reawakening family feelings or fortuitous time (i.e., “snatching” someone when he/she is on the verge of coming out voluntarily anyway). Conclusion Parents and helping professionals should note that there are a number of ways to view a convert‟s potential departure from a cult. 1.



Some converts may never leave – with or without forced deprogramming. (Sometimes this may be unfortunate because the convert‟s cult affiliation is harmful. Sometimes, on the other hand, staying in a cult may be beneficial.)



2.



Some converts may leave only if they are forcibly deprogrammed. (Again, this option may or may not be acceptable, depending upon its harmfulness/benefit to the convert. If course, if one, in principle, categorically opposes deprogramming, one would consider it always unacceptable.)
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3.



Some converts may leave if they are properly counseled or if they are deprogrammed (the latter being, perhaps, faster, but riskier and more expensive).



4.



Some converts may leave if properly counseled, but will not leave if forcibly deprogrammed (because anger at their parents‟ manipulations will induce them to stay in the group).



5.



Some converts may leave voluntarily, even with no formal intervention.



Unfortunately, there is no easy, reliable way of determining in which of these groups a given person will fall. However, the data of this study suggest that a high percentage of cultists leave without forced deprogramming, that many deprogrammings fail, and that a number of deprogrammings end in lawsuits. Furthermore, it seems reasonable to assume that many who would respond favorably to deprogramming would also respond favorably to voluntary methods of reevaluation. Therefore, parents should deliberate very carefully before deciding to have their child forcibly deprogrammed. There are other options for helping a family member harmed by cult involvement (see Ross, Langone, Clark, & Daly, in press, for concrete guidelines). Reference Notes 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.



Eden, E. The Unification Church: A study of structure and conversion. Unpublished manuscript. Final report on the activities of the children of God. Report submitted to Louis J. Lefkowitz, Attorney General of the State of New York, 1974. Information meeting on the cult phenomenon in the United States (transcript). Senator Robert Dole, chairman. Washington, D.C., February 5, 1977. Kelly, G. Statistical analysis of personality profiles prior to a cult involvement. Report submitted to the National Institute of Mental Health. Kropveld, M. Personal communication. Massachusetts State Senate. Public hearing on solicitation utilized by religious and charitable groups (transcript). Senator John G. King, Chairman. March 21, 1979. New York State Assembly. Public hearing on treatment of children by cults (transcript). Assemblyman Howard Lasher, Chairman. August 9-10, 1979. Subcommittee on International Organizations of the Committee on International Relations, U.S. House of Representatives. Investigation of Korean-American relations (transcript). Representative Donald Fraser, Chairman. October 31, 1978. References



Akhilananda, Swami, Hindu psychology: Its meaning for the West. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1965. Ananda. Spiritual practice: Its conditions and preliminaries. Calcutta, India: Advaita Ashrama, 1960 Aronin, D. Cults, deprogramming, and guardianship: A model legislative propose. Columbia Journal of Law and Social Problems. 1982, 17, 163-286. Barker, E. Resistible coercion? The significance of high turnover rates in the Unification church. In D. Anthony, J. Needleman, & T. Robbins (Eds.), Conversion, coercion and commitment in new religious movements. New York: Crossroads, in press. Bromley, D. G., & Shupe, A. D., Jr. Strange gods: The great American cult scare. Boston: Beacon, 1981. Brown, J. A. C. Techniques of persuasion. Harmondsworth, England: Penguin, 1963. Clark, J. G. Cults. Journal of the American Medical Association, 1979, 242, 179-181. Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 54



Clark, J. G., & Langone, M. D. New religions and public policy: Research implications for social and behavioral scientists. (Paper presented to the American Association for the Advancement of Science – Pacific Division at Logan, Utah, June 1983) Volume of proceedings in preparation, AAAS. (a) Clark, J. G., & Langone, M. D. The treatment of cult victims. In N. R. Bernstein & J. Sussex (Eds.), Handbook of child psychiatry consultation. In press. (b) Clark, J. G., Langone, M. D., Schecter, R. E., & Daly, R. C. Destructive cult conversion: Theory, research, and treatment. Weston, MA: American Family Foundation, 1981. Conway, F., & Siegelman, J. Information disease. Science Digest, June 1982. Delgado, R. Religious totalism: Gentle and ungentle persuasion under the First Amendment. Southern California Law Review, 1977, 51, 1-97. Delgado, R. Cults and conversion: The case for informed consent. Georgia Law Review, 1982, 16, 533-574. Galanter, M., & Buckley, P. Evangelical religion and meditation: Psychotherapeutic effects. Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease, 1978, 1`66, 685-691. Galanter, M., Rabkin, R., Rabkin, J., & Deutsch, A. The “Moonies”: A psychological study of conversion and membership in a contemporary religious sect. American Journal of Psychiatry, 1979, 136, 165-170. Galper, M. The cult phenomenon: Behavioral science perspectives applied to therapy. In F. Kaslow & M. Sussman (Eds.), Cults and the family. New York: Haworth, 1982. Goldberg, L., & Goldberg, W. Group work with former cultists. Social Work, 1982, 27, 165170 Jewish Community Relations Council of Greater Philadelphia. The challenge of the cults. Philadelphia: JCRC, 1976. Langone, M. D. Destructive cultism and preventive education: A status report. Weston, MA: American Family Foundation, 1982. Langone, M. D. On dialogue between the two tribes of cultic researchers. Cultic Studies Newsletter, 1983, 2, 11-15. (a) Langone, M. D. Treatment of individuals and families troubled by cult involvement. Update, 1983, 7, 27-38. (b) Maleson, F. G. Dilemmas in the evaluation and management of religious cultists. American Journal of Psychiatry, 1981, 138, 925-929. Nikhilananda, Swami. Self-knowledge. New York: Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Center, 1946. Robbins, T. Religious movements, the state, and the law: Reconceptualizing “the cult problem.” New York University Review of Law and Social Change, 1979-80, 9, 33-50. Robbins, T., & Anthony, D. The limits of “coercive persuasion” as an explanation for conversion to authoritarian sects. Political Psychology, Summer 1980, 22-36. Ross, J., Langone, M. D., Clark, J. G., & Daly, R. The cult phenomenon: A manual for families. Weston, MA: American Family Foundation, in press. Ross, M. W. Clinical profiles of Hare Krishna devotees. American Journal of Psychiatry, 1983, 140, 416-420. Schecter, R. E., Langone, M. D., & Clark, J. G. (Eds.) Counseling cultists and their families. Weston, MA: American Family Foundation, in press. Singer, M. T. Therapy with ex-cult members. Journal of the National Association of Private Psychiatric Hospitals, 1978, 8, 13. Singer, M. T. Coming out of the cults. Psychology Today, January 1979, 72-82. Spero, M. H. Psychotherapeutic procedure with religious cult devotees. Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease, 1982, 170, 332-344. Swope, G. W. Kids and cults: Who joins, and why. Media and Methods, 1980, 16, 18-21. Ungerleider, J. T., & Wellisch, D. K. Coercive persuasion (brainwashing), religious cults, and deprogramming. American Journal of Psychiatry, 1979, 136, 279-282. Vivekananda, Swami. Raja-Yoga. New York: Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Center, 1946. Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 55



West, L. J., & Singer, M. T. Cults, quacks, and nonprofessional psychotherapies. In H. Kaplan, A. Freedman, & B. Sadock (Eds.), Comprehensive textbook of psychiatry (3rd Edition). Baltimore: Williams & Wilkins, 1982. Willis, S. H. The urgent need for education about cults. Phi Delta Kappan, 1983, 64, 500502. Wright, S. A. Post-involvement attitudes of voluntary defectors from controversial new religious movements. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, in press. Zimbardo, P. G., Ebbesen, E. B., & Maslich, C. Influencing attitudes and changing behavior (2nd Edition). Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1977. Michael D. Langone, Ph.D., Editor of the Cultic Studies Journal, is Director of Research for the American Family Foundation, in which capacity he studies and writes about the cult phenomenon. A licensed psychologist, he also counsels families and individuals troubled by cult involvements. This article is an electronic version of an article originally published in Cultic Studies Journal, 1984, Volume 1, Number 1, pages 63-78. Please keep in mind that the pagination of this electronic reprint differs from that of the bound volume. This fact could affect how you enter bibliographic information in papers that you may write.



Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 56



Family Perspectives on Involvements In New Religious Groups Lawrence B. Sullivan, Ph.D. Abstract Questionnaire responses from 105 family members concerned about a spouse‟s, child‟s, or sibling‟s involvement in a new religious group are analyzed and discussed. Among the areas investigated are background characteristics of persons in groups, family members‟ perceptions of such groups,. Family members‟ opinion regarding the reasons for and consequences of involvement, the need for services in this area, and legal/ethical ramifications of the family and social conflict associated with conversion to new religious groups.



Introduction This report describes and discusses a study of 105 persons from across the nation in various new and nontraditional religious groups and cults. The study is based on the reports of close family members, primarily parents, of these involved persons. Family members responded by mail to a questionnaire asking for their descriptions of background data and personal characteristics of these involved kin and for their views concerning the circumstances and consequences of the involvement. The sample was drawn from those writing to the Missing Student Project of the University Religious Council at the University of California at Berkeley in the spring of 1980 in response to a nationally syndicated column by Abigail Van Buren recounting the interest of the Council in these issues. The Missing Student Project (1978-1981), supported by a grant from the Rosenberg Foundation of San Francisco, was initiated to fulfill several purposes. Most importantly, the project was designed to determine the circumstances under which persons of college age might join new religious groups. The project also intended to provide families, students, religious and mental health professionals, and others with educational and referral services concerning such groups and involvements in them. In undertaking these objectives the project hoped to define and explore the concerns about such involvements frequently expressed by family members and counselors familiar with these situations. These data thus define the views of close relatives of persons involved in various new and nontraditional religious groups, and they suggest hypotheses and directions for further research and analysis. At a future date, we may analyze these data in terms of differences among groups. In this discussion we concentrate on those features that characterize these persons and groups on average, and mention just a few apparent differences between types of groups. These differences indicate possible bases for future, more systematic social, psychological, ideological, and ethical distinctions. Methods In its second year, the Missing Student Project undertook to gather systematic data about the characteristics of persons who join new religious groups and about the circumstances and consequences of their joining. Because it proved very difficult to establish research relationships with persons actually in such groups, the project decided to seek data from family members of such persons. The opportunity to gather these data was occasioned by a large volume of letters written to the University Religious Council in response to a column in which Abigail Van Buren Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 57



mentioned the Council‟s interest in these issues. In June of 1980 the project mailed questionnaires to 212 of these persons. These 212 represented all those from whom we had received letters and who seemed likely to know someone in a group. The project received 127 responses, or 60% of those solicited. Although we cannot be certain that respondents were representative of the population of letter writers, the unusually high response rate suggests that those responding are reasonably representative of all questionnaire recipients, i.e., letter writers who seemed to know someone in a group. It should be borne in mind, however, that results to be reported are from a sample of family members rather than from persons in groups per se. Furthermore, the method of recruiting the sample resulted in a subject population that tended to be worried and concerned about involvements in new religious groups. Prior to responding to the mailed questionnaire, family members had an opportunity to read a brief pamphlet prepared by the University Religious Council outlining some of the troubling characteristics of cults. In addition, some of the text of this brochure was published in the “Dear Abby” column. Thus, questionnaire respondents may have been predisposed to be critical of their involved kin‟s group. The sample, however, represents a wide variety of persons and groups, and the questionnaire covered a much wider range of issues than were mentioned in the “Dear Abby” column or the Council‟s brochure. The questionnaire concentrated more on the characteristics of persons involved than of groups. It asked respondents, usually a parent and occasionally another close family member, to give their description of the involved person and their views about the circumstances and consequences of the involvement. The questionnaire was standardized and included items and ratings with both pre-selected and open-ended response choices. These covered topics such as: (1) personal background data of the involved person, including religious upbringing, education and work experience, living situation, family relationships, and personal characteristics; (2) identity and characterization of the beliefs and practices of the group joined; (3) perceived reasons for joining the group; (4) perceived consequences of joining; (5) reactions of respondent and others to the involvement; and (6) perceived needs for services related to involvement. Most questionnaire items translated readily into simply coded scales or measures and required no judgment in coding for subsequent data analysis. Thus, question 5 asked: “How sure are you that this person really is in a new religious group or cult?” Respondents could check any of four standard responses from “very sure” to “not at all sure.” Question 24 asked: “How quickly did he or she become involved with and committed to the group?” with three standard responses available from “slowly, over months” to “quickly, within days.” Similarly a number of items asked for respondents‟ evaluation in the form of ordinal ratings of reasons for and consequences of involvement. Thus, question 26 asked: “How important are each of the following, in your opinion, in explaining why this person became involved with this group?” Respondents were able to rate each of twelve possible reasons as being either “highly important,” “important,” “somewhat important,” or “not important.” The reasons included: “personally troubled/disturbed,” “extreme persuasion/indoctrination,” and “appeal of group‟s beliefs/practices.” The last response for this, as for other similar items, was an open-ended “other,” which asked the respondent to elaborate. Some items were either partially or wholly open-ended, and thus required initiative on the part of the respondent and judgment in coding. Item 12 asked: “Do you consider this group a cult?” with the pre-selected response choices of “yes,” “no,” and “don‟t know/not sure” followed by the open-ended “Why do you think this?” Similarly, item 13 asked: “Please describe this group‟s beliefs and practices.” The final two items of the questionnaire were likewise open-ended, asking “What do you consider to be the most important needs
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for services in this area?” and “What additional comments or advice do you have for persons working in this area?” For items such as these, which required judgment in coding, the author and two undergraduate research assistants first listed all distinct responses for each item and then, by content analysis, created response categories based on low-level inference. For example, this process for the open-ended item asking “What other special family or personal circumstances help explain this involvement?” resulted in the following coded categories: parents‟ divorce/separation; other significant trouble in family or origin; own divorce/separation; loss of important relationship or loved one; job/school troubles; physical illness/limitations; financial difficulties/setbacks; alcohol/drug problems; specifically diagnosed and/or treated psychological or psychiatric troubles; specifically mentioned or strongly implied emotional troubles; and other. The author and the two research assistants, after training, coded the questionnaires. Because most items required no judgment in coding, formal reliabilities were not calculated. However, information reliability checks indicated extremely high reliabilities for the majority of items with pre-selected responses and very high reliability for the items requiring lowlevel inferences. In those few cases where any of the three coders was unsure as to the appropriate coding, he or she consulted with another coder and made a decision accordingly. Consistent with the study‟s goal of defining and documenting the concerns of close family members, data analysis is restricted to descriptive statistics that describe the frequency distributions and central tendencies for each of the items. It is important to note here that in this research our definition of new religious groups was operational in that we let those responding to us determine which groups would fit in the category “new religions.” Fortunately, there were no glaring incongruities between those groups most often the focus of respondents and our intuitive standards. Most frequently mentioned were widely known groups such as Scientology, The Way, Unification Church, Divine Light Mission, and the International Society for Krishna Consciousness. Yet there was considerable representation as well from small groups unknown to us, and a few single mentions of groups such as Jehovah‟s Witnesses and the World Wide Church of God. Our sample is thus indicative of the kinds of groups most likely to trouble family members of those involved. Some might feel that this biases our analysis in various ways. For example, it has been argued that a relatively small number of groups, including some represented in our sample, can be characterized as “destructive cults” and distinguished from other new or nontraditional religions. Others may feel that some groups included are entirely respectable and ought not to be included. We can only observe that it is not we, but our respondents, who by their concern have determined the number and proportions of groups. The data discussed below are drawn from the reports of family members of 105 persons in new religious groups as defined by respondents. These 105 were selected from a total of 127 who returned the questionnaire. The 105 respondents selected for the study were chosen on the basis of their having been “very sure” that the family member about whom they were reporting was in a new religious group. Results Data characterizing these persons can be divided into two categories. First is objective data, which an immediate family member would both know and report accurately (such as age, education, employment, and religious upbringing). Second is more subjective characterization of involved persons, including their psychological characteristics, their social lives, and their family relationships. Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 59



The objective data are of interest for two reasons. They provide a detailed characterization of the sample against which to interpret the more subjective data, and they can be interpreted as characterizing to some degree other persons involved in new religious groups, especially where family members may be concerned. Background Characteristics of Persons in Groups Background characteristics of the 105 involved persons are summarized in Table 1. Of these 105, 53 are female and 52 are male. They range in age from 18 to 46, are from all areas of the country and from urban, suburban, and rural communities. Table 1 Gender



N



%



Females Males



53 52



50 50



Son Daughter Sibling Father Other relative



41 40 8 1 15



30 38 8 1 14



Age in years of person in group



Range



Mean



At date of response At date of joining group



18-46 4-42



27.08 23.52



Length of time in group in months



1-148



42.23



Education in years



10-20



14.16



Education by level achieved



N



%



Less than high school graduate High school graduate Some College College Graduate Post-graduate



3 33 34 23 12



3 31 33 22 12



Professional or higher management Technical or lower management Skilled Semi-skilled Unskilled



5 5 25 37 3



5 5 25 37 3



37 16 13 7



35 15 12 7



Relationship to respondent



Type of work, last job prior to joining group Retail or service business Social services or education Unemployed Manufacturing
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Technical or scientific Farming Entertainment, athletics Other



5 2 2 22



5 2 2 21



47 31 11 7 4 0 4



45 30 11 7 4 0 4



Religious upbringing Protestant (major denominations) Catholic Other Christian Jewish Non-religious Anti-religious Other



Religious affiliation/beliefs just prior to joining group Protestant (major denominations) Catholic Other Christian Jewish Non-religious New or nontraditional Other



26 17 11 4 15 5 15



28 18 12 4 16 5 14



26 9 5 18 6 3 29 1



25 9 5 17 6 3 28 1



24 24 27 18 6



23 23 26 17 6



26 25 22 16 5 11



25 24 21 15 5 11



Region of residence prior to joining group Northeast Southeast South Eastern Midwest Western Midwest Mountain Southwest Other Population of city/town of residence Major metropolitan, 500,000+ Medium city, 100,000-500,000 Small city, 25,000-100,000 Town, 5,000 to 25,000 Rural, under 5,000 Living arrangements just prior to joining group Living alone At home with parents At school With spouse, children Traveling Other
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Persons in school or college at time of joining group In school/college Not in school/college



44 57



44 56



These background factors show, in addition to the even distribution by sex and wide geographic distribution, that the ages of subjects at time of report averages 27 years, while their ages at time of joining the group averaged 23.5 years. The modal age of joining was 21, and the median age was 22. Not only are these persons very involved in their groups, with 67% being described as completely involved with no other activities, but they tend to be long0term participants as well. Average length of involvement to the date of response is 42 months. Given the average age of subjects, they tend to be fairly well educated. Total years of education range from 10 to 20. All but three of the subjects are high school graduates, 34 have some college, 23 are college graduates, and 12 have some post-graduate education. Forty-four percent joined their group while attending school or college. Work experience seems typical of persons of this age, tending to be limited to semi-skilled work, mostly in retail and service businesses. A quarter of the sample have had skilled jobs, though very few have technical or scientific backgrounds or work experience. The large majority of these subjects were brought up in one of the three major faiths. Seven were Jewish, 31 Catholic, 47 from major Protestant denominations, and 11 from other Christian denominations. Only 4 were brought up non-religiously. Characterization of Groups Joined It is against these background factors that we can begin to understand the circumstances of involvement and the perceptions of family members about it. Of first interest is the range of groups joined. Table 2 shows the numbers of persons affiliated with each of those groups mentioned twice or more. Most often mentioned are Scientology, The Way of Victor Paul Wierwille, the Unification Church of sun Myung Moon, the Divine Light Mission of Guru Maharaj Ji, the International Society for Krishna Consciousness, Christ Family, the Church of Bible Understanding, and the Church Universal and Triumphant of Elizabeth Clare Prophet. Persons in these groups totaled 58. More than 30 persons were in groups mentioned but once (Table 2). Many of these were unfamiliar to our staff, but included smaller cults and sects (often Christian-derived) and a handful of Eastern-oriented groups. Reflecting the worry which family members felt about these involvements, 87% of respondents considered the group in question to be a cult. An open-ended question asked why they thought this. Responses indicated that those characteristics perceived by respondents to qualify a group as a cult included: the use of psychological control (28%); the extreme devotion to a particular leader (27%); and financial exploitation (21%). Although a large number also mentioned some aspect of the group‟s ideology or beliefs (22%), much less prominent were the mores and lifestyle of the group or it‟s worship practices (Table 3).
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Table 2 List and Frequencies of groups represented by sample Group



N



%



Church of Scientology The Way Divine Light Mission Unification Church ISKCON (Hare Krishna) Christ Family Church of Bible Understanding Church Universal and Triumphant Local Church (Witness Lee) Transcendental Meditation Bubba Free John Assembly of God Church Body of Christ Bowens Mill Brother Evangelist Calvary Chapel Children of Jesus Church of Fulfillment Church of the Beginning and the End Community of Jesus Cornucopia Institute Fellowship of Believers Guru Sri Chinmoy Jehovah‟s Witnesses Jesus People Church John Rogers LeRoy Jenkins Evangelistic Assn Lifespring Light House Navigators New Age Ashram New Life Foundation Prophets of Doom Religious Science Shalome Acres Smithtown Tabernacle Full Gospel Church Society of Brothers The Work World Wide church of God Yoga Dham Other, Christian derived, one mention Other, Eastern, one mention Other, unclear, one mention Name not given or unknown



12 11 7 7 7 5 5 4 3 3 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 17 4 11 4



11 11 7 7 7 5 5 4 3 3 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 16 4 11 4
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Table 3 Respondents’ Perceptions of Group Characteristics Does respondent consider group in question to be a cult N



%



Yes No Don‟t know/not sure



90 2 12



87 2 12



Factors mentioned by respondent as defining group as a cult



N



%



Psychological control of members 29 Authoritarianism or extreme devotion to particular leader 28 Isolation of member and/or exclusion of nongroup activities 27 Ideology or beliefs 23 Financial exploitation or control of member 22 Recruitment/conversion practices 9 Special worship practices 9 Different mores or lifestyle 5



28 27 26 22 21 9 9 5



Respondents also were asked to characterize the group‟s beliefs and practices (Table 4). Responses to this open-ended question should be taken neither as a definitive description of any particular group‟s actual beliefs and practices nor as exhaustive of the respondent‟s knowledge. Rather, they provide an overview of those beliefs and practices most salient to troubled family members. Among those aspects of belief most frequently noted are: devotion to a particular leader (42%); special doctrines or textual interpretations (28%); special psychological states (13%); and special god or gods (11%). The most often described practices include: financial demands (31%); control of sex and social lives (25%); unusual diet or dress (24%); and special worship practices (22%). Whatever the truth about each of these groups, those features to which family members are most sensitive are: the devotion to and control by a single, often living, individual; the unusual beliefs and doctrines; and the control of large aspects of involved individuals‟ lives, including social relationships and finances. Table 4 Respondents’ Perceptions of Group Beliefs and Practices Aspects of Group beliefs most salient to respondents



N



%



Devoted to a particular leader Special doctrines or textual interpretation Practice special psychological states (e.g., meditation) Have special god or gods



44 29 14 11



42 28 13 11
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Special or elect community Believe in reincarnation or other reality Strive for self-perfection or enlightenment Believe Christ has returned



9 8 7 6



9 8 7 6



33 26 25 23 14 12 8 5



31 25 24 22 13 11 8 5



Aspects of group practices most salient to respondents Financial demands or control Control of sexual and social relationships Unusual diet or dress Special worship practices Isolation of member from non-members Anti-modern or anti-materialistic Communalism Special counseling or confession practices



Perceived Reasons for and Consequences of Involvement Given this not terribly positive picture of the groups or their effects on members, we and our respondents are faced with a difficult question: How and why did these persons become involved, and why do they continue to be involved? In theory we might imagine several competing but not necessarily mutually exclusive hypotheses in answer to this question. One set of hypotheses refers to the groups and their characteristics, both negative and positive. Another refers to involved individuals and their needs, goals, and vulnerabilities. Among group characteristics which might explain involvements are recruitment and conversion practices, including various kinds of psychological manipulation and control. Other aspects of the group might actively appeal to individuals, including the beliefs, the community, the leader, the practices, and the lifestyle. Various groups could, or course, differ in the degree to which the success of their conversions depended on these factors, and those converted could differ in their amenability to these appeals and strategies. Among individuals who join, various predisposing factors might favor conversion, e.g., simple loneliness, spiritual searching. Such characteristics might include developmentally determined needs commonly experienced by many persons during later adolescence and early adulthood, e.g., the search for identity, the need for community, and the need for intimacy. Other individual factors associated with joining might include special spiritual needs or emotional troubles. Table 5 shows the relative importance respondents accorded to a range of factors that might explain the involvement. Although all factors listed are rated, on average, as of some importance, the most important by far are extreme persuasion and indoctrination by the group, followed closely by deception. From the point of view of these family members, then, the major causes of involvement are negative aspects of the groups.
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Table 5 Respondents’ Perceptions of Importance of Various Factors in Explaining Involvement 1 = highly important to 4 = not important Factor



Mean



N*



Extreme persuasion/indoctrination Deception by group, members Appeal of group beliefs Improving oneself Seeking truth, the answer Seeks new spiritual experience Appeal of group lifestyle Personally troubles Lonely, seeking community Separating from family Seeking spiritual leader, guru



1.40 1.70 1.87 1.87 2.00 2.09 2.12 2.16 2.34 2.53 2.57



67 54 43 41 37 34 33 37 26 28 20



*N = number of respondents rating factor as highly important. After these two factors come a range of positive and negative characteristics of the person involved, as well as a few positive characteristics of the group as perceived by the involved person. “Trying to improve oneself” and “appeal of the group beliefs” are ranked as equally important, followed closely by “seeking truth or the answer,” “seeking new spiritual experience,” and “appeal of the group lifestyle.” Toward the end of the list are what might be termed negative needs or characteristics of the individual, such as being “personally troubled or disturbed,” “lonely, seeking a community,” and “separating from family.” This ranking accords with the overall view of the groups and their beliefs and practices held by these family members. It also accords with their perceptions of the effects of involvement. Table 6 shows the average ranking accorded a set of negative outcomes. “Restricted lifestyle,” “separation from family and others,” “loss of critical thinking” and “financial exploitation” are seen as very common consequences of involvement. In an open-ended question asking for “the most troubling thing about the involvement,” most often mentioned were “psychological control and loss of psychological autonomy,” “loss of life direction,” “loss of contact,” “intellectual ill effects,” and “economic exploitation” (Table 6). Again, the theme here is the control which the group has achieved over the individual and the resulting harm to the individual. From these data it is clear that these family members have a consistent and negative interpretation of the reasons for and effects of involvement. They believe that these religious groups often practice recruitment and conversion techniques which are unethical, deceptive, manipulative, exploitive, and damaging, psychologically and otherwise. Given their familiarity with the involved persons, their views should be taken seriously. Considering the priority accorded negative characteristics of the groups in effecting involvement of their kin, it is of interest that our respondents do not entirely discount additional contributory characteristics of the involved individuals themselves. It seems wise to explore such suggestions on the assumption that persons who join new religious groups are not recruited entirely at random. This would seem to be especially true of those
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persons, like our sample, who have become very much involved and continue to be so for long time periods. Table 6 Respondents’ Perceptions of Negative Effects of Involvement Negative effect



Mean



N*



Restricted lifestyle Separation from family Loss of critical thinking Financially exploited Emotional restriction Overworked Physically rundown



1.57 1.69 1.72 1.82 2.29 2.60 2.87



61 57 66 55 39 29 27



*N = number of respondents mentioning factor as “very much so” resulting from involvement. Aspects of involvement most troubling to respondents



N



%



Psychological control/loss of psychological autonomy Loss of life direction Loss of contact Intellectual ill effects Economic exploitation Adoption of false or loss of true beliefs Emotional ill effects Physical ill effects



44 33 27 22 20 13 12 10



42 31 26 21 19 12 11 10



Two guiding perspectives organize this exploration. One refers to the ages at which our sample most often joined groups, typically from 18 to 26. Another considers those characteristics that may distinguish joiners from non-joiners regardless of age. A major need of late adolescence and early adulthood is to establish a social and personal identity, usually through career and work life. Also important is the need to separate from family and establish other significant relationships, especially intimate interpersonal relationships. Joining a new religious group at this age would have major implications for resolution and management of these issues. Extensive or total participation in a group would provide answers to many of these questions. Aside from the opportunity to identify with an ideology, a cause, and a leader, the group would provide a social network and (apparently) facilitate the separation from family. Our concern is not that involvement in a group does not meet these needs, but that it may do so in ways that are not in the person‟s or society‟s best social, psychological, or ethical interests. In our data there is evidence that many of these persons lacked strong interpersonal relationships outside of the group. Few were involved in a marital or serious love relationship, and in most of these cases the person‟s partner often encouraged him/her to join the group. In addition to being rated as somewhat unstable and unhappy with respect to love relationships, most subjects were also rated as somewhat unstable and unhappy with respect to plans for the future, indicating that many were unsure of themselves and
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their life direction (see Table 6). involvement.



These factors all might predispose persons toward Table 7



Respondents’ Perceptions of Persons Before They Joined Groups Overall stability/happiness: 1 = very stable/happy to 4 = very unstable/unhappy



Mean



N*



%*



Family relationships Job or school Friends and social life Emotional frame of mind Plans for the future Love relationships or marriage



2.14 2.28 2.30 2.52 2.74 .75



30 37 38 48 52 44**



30 39 38 51 61 60



*N/% - those rated very or somewhat unstable ** No response from 32, presumably because of lack of such a relationship Person‟s degree of religiousness, naivety, loneliness, idealism: 1= very to 7 = not at all



Mean



Idealism Naivety Loneliness Religiousness



3.12 3.61 4.07 4.15



Despite the fact that involved persons were rated moderately stable and happy with respect to family relationships (Table 7), separation from family and limited subsequent contact is a common outcome of involvement. If involved persons had significant social ties with others prior to joining, then separation from these persons may suggest the group‟s power to enforce a new identity and discourage the continuance of old commitments. On the other hand, separation may reflect unacknowledged instability and conflict attending the family relationships. Although a quarter of the sample were living alone just prior to joining, 24% were living at home with parents and 15% with spouse and/or children (see Table 1). Furthermore, relatively few of these persons were involved in significant love or marital relationships. This in itself suggests unmet needs and potential vulnerability. Similarly, we might look to the character of pre-existing familial relationships for evidence of unmet needs and vulnerabilities that might predispose persons to the appeals of groups. Data suggestive of the kinds of family issues that may contribute to these involvements come from responses to the open-ended question: “What other personal or family circumstances help explain this involvement?” (See Table 8). Forty percent of the respondents mention either parents‟ divorce/separation or other problems in the family of origin. This percentage far outweighs any other category such as trouble with job, school, alcohol or drugs. Other factors less developmental in character may distinguish our sample, perhaps contributing to the likelihood of involvement. Two seem of possible significance: the religious histories of involved persons and their family and friends, and the emotional stability of involved persons. Table 8 shows that 22% of the sample had changed religious beliefs at some time prior to joining their present group, indicating that a significant minority of the sample had been seeking resolution of spiritual or religious Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 68



identity. This tendency to previous change of religious beliefs is most typical of those in smaller, apparently Christian-derived groups, and is less typical of those in groups such as Scientology, Hare Krishna, and the Unification Church. In addition to their own previous religious conversions, there is evidence that conversions of those close to our sample may have influenced their adoption of a new religious identify. Twenty-two percent of the sample are reported to have family members or friends who have joined new religions (Table 8). Although most of these are friends, four are mothers, two are siblings, and 14 are other close relatives. For a minority of our sample, then, there is interpersonal support and modeling for conversion. Again, this tendency is most typical of those in smaller, apparently Christian-derived groups. Despite this evidence of prior religious concerns among a minority of the sample, family members do not perceive these involved persons as on average highly religious prior to joining their group. Nor are they seen as especially naïve or lonely (Table 7). Table 8 Personal and Family Circumstances Possibly Related to Involvement Had involved person ever before changed religious beliefs



N



%



Yes No Don‟t know/not sure



23 72 9



22 69 9



22 78



22 78



4 2 4 9 2



19 10 19 43 10



3 41 5 28 28



3 39 5 27 27



12 30



11 29



Had any of individual person‟s family Or friends joined new religious groups Yes No Which friends or relatives joined Mother Sibling Other relative Friend Two or more of the above Had involved person ever before experienced Spiritual or emotional troubles or crisis Yes, spiritual Yes, emotional Yes, both spiritual & emotional No Don‟t know/not sure Other personal or family circumstances mentioned By respondent as helping to explain involvement Parents separation or divorce Other conflict/troubles in family
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Own separation or divorce Loss of other important relationship Trouble with school or job Physical illness or limitations Financial difficulties Alcohol or drug problems Specifically diagnosed mental illness Other emotional troubles



9 17 15 2 1 4 1 26



9 16 14 2 1 4 1 25



Perhaps the most difficult predispositional issue is the possibility that converts to new religious groups may be emotionally troubled. It is notable that only one person in this sample was reported to have been specifically diagnosed and treated for mental illness. Yet there are indications in our data that, as perceived by family members, many of these persons were emotionally troubled. Table 8 shows the proportion of the sample who are reported to have previously “experienced spiritual or emotional troubles or crisis.” Although only 8% are reported to have previously experienced spiritual troubles, 44% are reported to have previously experienced emotional troubles or crisis. Thus, many of these family members are aware of emotional difficulties in their involved kin. This report is consistent with the 25% of respondents who mention emotional troubles or problems of the involved person as a circumstance helping to explain involvement. However, because only one involved person in our sample is described as having been specifically treated for mental or emotional problems, we must be cautious in attributing to them more than ordinary emotional stresses and strains. To the extent that such difficulties do characterize persons who join new religious groups, it may be that they deal with the troubles not by seeking therapy or counseling, but by joining a church, undertaking a spiritual technique, or following a master. As one young woman considering joining a group told the project director: “It wouldn‟t matter to me about the work or the lifestyle if I knew the Guru was the answer.” Because respondents report that a large minority of the involved persons were emotionally troubled and that 40% experiences conflict related to family or origin, it seems reasonable to conclude that many of these involved persons were affected by difficult family and personal circumstances. Despite the essentially negative perceptions that family members have of these groups and their effects on involved kin, 32% do acknowledge at least some positive effects of involvement. Among positive effects mentioned (See Table 9) are “seems emotionally stable or happy,” “less trouble with drugs or alcohol,” “more purposeful or responsible.” Table 9 Respondents’ Perceptions of Positive Effects of Involvements Does respondent see any positive effects



N



%



Yes No Don‟t know/not sure



30 50 14



32 53 15



Possible positive effects mentioned
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Seems emotionally stable or happy Knows person claims benefits, may question this Less trouble with drugs/alcohol Improved relations with family More purposeful or responsible Improved relations with others Improved work abilities Seems physically well More self-understand or insight Other



11 10 7 2 4 5 4 2 2 15



11 10 7 2 4 5 4 2 2 15



Although no more than 11% of the sample mentioned any one of these things as positive results, this recognition suggests that while these involvements may be on balance negative, they are not necessarily exclusively so. In fact, 10% of the respondents explicitly state that the person in the group claims to have benefited, although the respondent may question this. Needs for Services We should remember that these family members initially wrote seeking help or advice concerning the involvement in question. One section of our questionnaire asked them to describe their views about the major needs for services related to involvements in new religious groups. Consistent with their views about the reasons for and effects of involvements, the most frequently mentioned need is for more available counseling resources (Table 10). Also frequently mentioned are information about specific groups, such as their beliefs and practices, and other information, such as organizations providing services to families affected by such involvements. Publicity about the negative effects of the groups and about prevention programs also are frequently mentioned. Finally, although the question asked about needs for services, respondents mentioned the need for various kinds of legislation to regulate such groups 35 times. Table 10 Reactions of others to Person’s Involvement How upset or approving were the following About involvement 1= very upset to 5 = very approving



Mean



Mother Father Siblings Friends Spouse or loved one Work, school associates Other relatives



1.39 1.45 1.65 1.85 2.97* 2.10 1.50



*Only 31 responses, presumably because most respondents did not have such a relationship How important does respondent consider it to be to get Person out of group 1 = very important to 4 = not important 1.31
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Reasons why respondents consider it Important to get person out of group



N



%



Psychological control/loss of psychological autonomy Loss of life direction Intellectual ill effects Financial exploitation Adoption of false or loss of true beliefs Emotional ill effects Loss of contact Physical ill effects



48 33 25 23 17 17 15 14



46 31 24 22 16 16 14 13



38 36 26 18 17 10 9 16 8



36 34 25 17 16 10 9 15 8



Most important needs for services as Seen by respondents More available counseling resources Information on groups Publicity re negative effects of groups Other information More effective government action Legislation restricting religious status Legislation controlling group practices Other legislation Prevention programs Discussion These family members are consistent in their perceptions about the reasons for and effects of involvement. They emphasize the major role in conversion of deception and manipulation by the group and its members, as well as the many negative sequelae of such involvements. Yet the research does suggest some characteristics that may distinguish persons who join new religious groups under these circumstances. There is evidence of some family conflict and perceived, if not treated, emotional troubles, as well as other possibly predisposing personal characteristics and circumstances. These range from having a friend or relative join a group to having previously changed religious beliefs. None of these, however, characterizes more than a minority of the sample. Nevertheless, these factors, taken in conjunction with other factors (e.g., the involved person‟s youth, uncertainty about the future, idealism, and lack of close interpersonal relationships), may make some people more amenable to the appeals of these groups. In the minds of family members, however, the consequences of these involvements are, on the whole, sorry to relate. In interpreting these data we must take proper account of the character of the sample. As noted, most of these family members were troubled about the involvement, and they had written us seeking advice or help. They had the opportunity to read a brochure sponsored by the University Religious Council outlining some of the distinguishing characteristics of cults and the reasons for concern about them. Thus, these family members are neither randomly selected, disinterested, nor naïve about some of the major issues and concerns raised by involvement in new religious groups and cults. The individuals described by our respondents cannot be assumed to be representative of all persons involved in new or nontraditional religious groups, nor can the respondents themselves be assumed to be representative of relatives of such persons. Instead, the
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sample is best understood as defining the views of those troubled and concerned about these involvements and groups, and most especially of those who have sought assistance and advice concerning the involvement. Also, the groups most often mentioned may not be representative of all new or nontraditional religious groups. Rather, they are best seen as representing groups most likely to trouble family members of those involved. Given the very large number of groups that might plausibly be called new or nontraditional religious groups and the reluctance of many such groups to accurately represent their membership and practices (much less cooperate in potentially critical research), it is nigh impossible to know if our sample is representative of all such groups or even of persons in any given group. Thus, without further careful research on particular groups, and especially research that allows for distinctions among groups, we cannot be certain that the factors we have tentatively identified as characterizing our sample would generalize across groups. It seems likely that larger groups would recruit a wider range of persons and in a greater variety of ways, than smaller groups. Thus, larger groups, or small groups as they become larger, would probably evidence fewer consistently distinguishing characteristics either of those recruited or of recruitment methods. It is very difficult to accurately estimate the true size of many new religious groups, as they often discourage public awareness of other than those members and activities deemed worthy for public relations, however imaginatively conceived. Some new religious groups may be vastly larger than their efforts at public relations and the impressions conveyed by witting and unwitting media suggest. Groups dedicated more to, say, financial and political aggrandizement than to principles openly practiced may prove quite plastic, as they pursue these ends, in changing their means of recruitment to suit evolving social, political and intellectual conditions. The ideologies of some groups likely sanction just such plasticity of principle and practice. The families in our sample experience in microcosm an issue with larger social implications. We must honor the deeply felt concerns of these family members, and at the same time recognize that the impact of some groups claiming religious status is more than an individual and private matter. To the degree that these groups win the allegiance of many, then the ethical, social, and psychological issues with which they confront us also gain urgency and importance. It is the nature of religious claims to be extensive and commanding, both upon individuals and societies. Societies founded upon separation of church and state and traditions of religious pluralism must test these claims. Clearly, these involvements pose questions about the extend and limits of claims to religious liberty and tolerance. While our society is generous in honoring such liberty, it mist also consider those aspects of groups and their practices which unduly strain tolerance. Most germane to the present discussion are questions about recruitment and conversion practices. Whatever the facts and however much there may be variations among groups and across individuals, these family members strongly agree that a major reason for these conversions is deception and extreme indoctrination. This scenario at its worst sounds like a kind of psychological “shanghais.” This is an important issue deserving of further investigation, ideally on a group by group basis. Whatever the success of claims to legal religious status, we must bear in mind that given the generosity of our laws regarding such claims, legal religious status has ethically modest common denominators, most notably favorable tax status. Tax and other advantages of legal religious status reflect the value our society ascribes to freedom of religious conviction. To most persons, these advantages are justifiable in part because religious groups are commonly believed to be governed by high standards consonant with the central ethical values of the Judaeo-Christian religious heritage and democratic political values.
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Yet the very advantages accorded legal religious status should not distract us from the fact that qualifications for legal religious status are not ethically founded. However readily we may associate legal religious status with ethical standards and purposes, the law does not do so. Those concerned for ethically more robust claims to religious status must necessarily bring an ethical, rather than a legal, point of view to evaluation of recruitment, conversion and other practices of religious groups. To our mind, the ethical heritage of JudaeoChristian religious values and of democratic political traditions leaves little room for secrecy regarding the bases of such an evaluation. If groups claiming religious status are in conflict with such values and traditions, then it is the obligation of those concerned with upholding the integrity of these values and traditions to identify and publicize these failings. No invocations of protected legal status or high moral purposes can justify or sanctify serious violations of these standards. Such invocations debase the ethical meanings and purposes of religion. However, given the importance our society accords religious freedom, we must recognize that the costs of such freedom may be its ethical abuse by some groups at some times. The safeguard against such abuse may not be more restrictive laws so much as ethically motivated and wellinformed public opinion. Lawrence Bennett Sullivan, Ph.D., was Project Director of the Missing Student Project of the University Religious Council at the University of California, Berkeley from 1979 until the conclusion of the project in 1981. He received the Ph.D. in Psychology from the University of California, Berkeley in 1982, when he was elected to Phi Beta Kappa, and has taught in various capacities for the Department of Psychology at Berkeley, most recently as Visiting lecturer in 1982. This article is an electronic version of an article originally published in Cultic Studies Journal, 1984, Volume 1, Number 1, pages 79-102. Please keep in mind that the pagination of this electronic reprint differs from that of the bound volume. This fact could affect how you enter bibliographic information in papers that you may write.
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News and Notes Correction The final issue of the Cultic Studies Newsletter was incorrectly labeled Volume 2, Number 2. It should have been labeled Volume 2, Number 4. CFF/Focus Regional Meeting The Eastern affiliates of the Citizens Freedom Foundation and Focus met from April 13-15, 1984 in Wayne, NJ. The program included a symposium on educational issues, presentations on a New Jersey conservatorship bill, and talks on legal aspects of cults, the New York City Interfaith Coalition, the relationship between cults and Orwell‟s 1984, preventive education, and fund-raising. Ex-members in Focus participated in a number of discussion groups and workshops on such topics as siblings of cultists, dealing with manipulation in the post-cult world, dealing with media, and hypnosis. A “market place” of publications and audiovisual resources was also available. Interfaith Coalition Workshop New York city‟s Interfaith Coalition of Concern about Cults conducted on May 17th a workshop entitled, “Cults and Youth in Transition: Manipulation of the Rites of Passage.” The workshop took place at City University and was co-sponsored by nine religious organizations, including the New York Board of Rabbis, The Council of churches of the City of New York, and the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of new York. Second World Congress on Religious Liberty September 3-6, 1984. Rome, Italy. Sponsored by the International Religious Liberty Association, with the collaboration of Liberty (a magazine), Americans United for Separation of Church and State, and Association Internationale Pour La Defense De La Liberte Religieuse. For further information, contact International Religious Liberty Association, 6840 Eastern Avenue, NW, Washington, D.C. 20012. Symposium: The People of Rajneeshpuram The Oregon Psychological Association held a symposium on the People of Rajneeshpuram on October 30, 1983. Participants included Swami Deva Wadud and Ma Prem Isabel of Rajneeshpuram, Ronald Clarke of the Religious Studies Department at Oregon State University, and three psychologists from the University of Oregon, Richard Hangan, Carl latkin and Richard Littman. The participants discussed two surveys of the residents of Rajneeshpuram. The highlights of the two surveys, based on not-yet-completed analyses include: 1.



Average age = 34, about the same as Oregonians in general.



2.



54% female vs. 46% male.



3.



95% high school graduates; 64% university graduates; 36% advanced degrees, including 12% doctorates. 22% with degrees in psychology or psychiatry.



4.



60% had lived in other Rajneesh ashrams; 75% had been sanyasins for over three years.



5.



74% are married, 77% of whom, live with spouses at Rajneeshpuram. have children.



6.



Five years before coming to Rajneeshpuram, average annual income was between $20,000 and $30,000.



7.



98% say they are satisfied with their work at Rajneeshpuram. Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 1984, Page 75



25%



8.



91% are white, most are from the U.S.



9.



Religion of origin: 30% Protestant, 27% Roman Catholic, 20% Jewish, 14% no religious affiliation.



10.



Interest in Rajneesh began through a friend (40%) or a book or tape (30%). 91% reported they were “searching for a more meaningful existence” before taking Sannyas.



11.



82% say they are extremely satisfied with their present life.



New Organization: Satsangam Satsangam (not connected to Rajneesh) is a society made up of indiciduals and groups who are interested in the welfare of youth in India. Satsangam was established in Pune, India in April 1983 under the patronage of the Most Rev. Benedict mar Gegorios, Archbishop of Trivandrum and Rt. Rev. Valerian d‟Souze, Bishop of Pune. Among the types of youth served by Satsangam are visitors, drop outs, those involved with drugs or cults, those in crisis situations, and local Indian youth. General inquiries should be directed to The Secretary, Satsangam, Bethany Ashram, Ramwadi, Pune 411014, India. Cultists Posing as Ex-Members Mike Kropveld of the Montreal Hillel suggests that researchers consider the possibility that cult members may pose as ex-cultists in order to undermine scientific studies. He notes that a report prepared by sociologist Daniel G. Hill for the Ontario government found that “two groups assigned members to attend the hearings posing as ex-members with a view to responding positively about the cults. In a special section of the report entitled “Attempts to undermine Study” Dr. Hill referred to the episodes as indications „that one or more of the movements considered this study to be a potential threat.‟” (The Globe and Mail, Tuesday, June 17, 1980.) Preventive Education Resource Guide Dr. Michael Langone of the American Family Foundation is compiling an annotated guide to films, filmstrips, pamphlets, videotapes, audiotapes, and curricula pertinent to educational activities concerning cultism. He would appreciate receiving information on material that readers feel should belong in such a guide, especially material that has not been distributed much and, therefore, is likely to be overlooked. Please send such material to Dr. Langone, PO Box 336, Weston, MA 02193. Study on 3HO James R. Lewis, a doctoral student in the Department of Religion, at Syracuse University, is conducting a study of ex-3HO members. Building upon the work of Conway and Siegelman and Skonovd, Mr. Lewis is attempting to assess the extent to which ex-members of 3HO experienced the disturbances reported by ex-members of other groups. The CSJ hopes to report further on this study in the future. Hindu/Buddhist Warnings on Meditation Dr. Michael Langone cites several Indian authors who warn of the dangers of improperly guided meditation (see his article in this issue of the CSJ). Mr. James Lewis – in response to a letter from Dr. Langone – also discusses this issue: “Regarding your comments about meditation, there are warnings in the Hindu and Buddhist traditions – many of which are worded quite strongly – about the possibly dangers of certain yogic/meditative practices. In South Asian (Indian) texts, this danger is conceived of in terms of a premature awakening of the kundalini, which results in a sort of overcharging of the „subtle‟ nervous system and (supposedly) physical damage. For the kind of critical purposes which you have in mind,
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however, I think that the traditional Japanese Buddhist references to the “zen sickness‟ would be more useful than anything else I am familiar with. In the literature it is described as a clearly psychopathological state which results from overexertion and failure to achieve enlightenment. Furthermore, such afflicted individuals are (again, supposedly) frequent victims of suicide. But even here it is unclear whether or how much „zen sickness‟ is the direct result of excessive meditation, or the result of frustration.” Dr. Langone‟s interest in this topic stems from his observation of puzzling symptoms occasionally associated with meditative techniques, e.g., a chronic headache that began the moment a former member of the Divine Light Mission received “knowledge” from Guru Maharaj Ji. Although agreeing with Mr. Lewis‟ contention that meditation itself is not generally harmful, Dr. Langone suspects that those who are familiar with the phenomenology of meditation may be able to help mental health professionals better understand the ill effects which sometimes at least appear to be related to meditation. He thanks Mr. Lewis for his useful comments and invites others to address this subject.
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