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PART I

PHILOSOPHICAL ISSUES AND NEW

RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS


CHAPTER 1

CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS AND NEW

RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS

This chapter examines some philosophical and conceptual issues associated with new religious movements. It explores ways in which we might clarify concepts such as ‘cult’, ‘sect’, ‘denomination’ and ‘new religious movement’. Some typologies of religious movements are analysed, along with issues involving the joining and leaving of new religious movements.

THE ORIGIN OF RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS

If we consider for a moment the major religions of the world today, some appear to have gradually evolved, while others were founded by a specific individual. Hinduism and Shinto would appear to be examples of the former category. It is very difficult to establish even an approximate date for their origin, and even more difficult to associate their establishment with a specific, named human being. On the other hand Christianity and Sikhism are examples of religions which we can date fairly precisely, and for which we are familiar with the identity of their founder.

In the case of religions with a specific founder, sociologists would be very interested in explanations for the survival of such religions. After all, they could very easily have declined once their founder died. Sociologists would probably point to a combination of factors, political, social and perhaps economic, which combined to create a fertile ground for the religion to grow and flourish. It is possible perhaps, that a religion requires a critical mass of adherents in order to sustain its existence, and to expand. Indeed it seems perhaps a little surprising that there are in the world so few major religions.

Although there is little extant evidence to support this, it seems reasonable to suppose that throughout history, many religions must have been started by different people, but for a variety of reasons did not manage to become established. They would have faded away after different periods of time. Some might have been offshoots of existing faiths, while others might have represented an innovative system of spiritual thought. It is, of course, very interesting to hypothesize about the factors which might have caused their decline. Certainly, there are plenty of historical examples of one religion or denomination not being able to tolerate another and embarking upon a period of persecution. The dominant faith would typically destroy any religious records of the minority faith, which at least partially explains the relatively little evidence of minority religions throughout history.

Prior to the rise of Christianity in Europe there would have existed a range of belief systems which have been loosely designated as pagan or shamanistic. We do have some evidence of these, for example, in the writings of Roman historians, but the general antipathy towards them within the growing Christian society led to their marginalization and decline. It is also interesting to note the terminology applied by the dominant religion in this case to that of the other minority faiths. They were described using the epithet ‘pagan’, signifying the religion or religions of rather unsophisticated people who lived in the remoter countryside. It is a clearly pejorative term from the beginning and has largely remained so.

The development of new religions is not, therefore, a new phenomenon, but has probably existed since before historical records. However, there has been an apparent expansion in the number of new religions during the latter half of the twentieth century and into the present century. The development of mass media for communications, and certainly the advent of the internet, has provided a mechanism for the expansion of new religions. Using these new media, religions can disseminate their spiritual teachings throughout the world; they can recruit new members on a global scale and can more easily attract financial support for the organization. It is, however, difficult to estimate the number of new religions which exist in the world at the moment (Lewis, 2004). One of the major difficulties lies in problems of definition. A ‘new’ religion may in fact be rather similar to an existing mainstream faith and not represent a belief system which is in any way radically different. On the other hand, a new movement may be very clearly an alternative spirituality and be part of what one might term the religion counter-culture. In addition, as Lewis indicates, members of traditional religions may share at least some of the interests of members of new religious movements.

Moreover, computer-based communication has enabled people to be familiar with a wide range of spiritual beliefs. Indeed as Chryssides (1996, p. 2) points out, ‘they can at least savour something of the spiritual practices, without even having to seek out the organization.’ In the early part of the twentieth century most people were only familiar with the religion of their immediate community. It was the natural thing for children to be educated within that religion and then to practise that faith for life. However, in the contemporary world, through the medium of our computers, we can become familiar with a wide range of spiritual beliefs and practices. People can be much less reliant upon the faith into which they were born, and can select a different religious philosophy, whether one of the main religions of the world or a new minority religion. The way in which we make sense of this enormous variety of potential religious experience is, however, far from clear; and one of the key issues is the kind of language we will use to describe new religions.

THE CONCEPT OF A NEW RELIGION

The concepts that we use in religious discourse, like those in other areas of human life, reflect the way in which we think about the world. In formulating our concepts concerning new religions we may, for example, concentrate on the mechanism whereby a religion separates from a larger belief system, and begins to exist autonomously. On the other hand, in the case of a completely novel religion, we may concentrate upon the social process of its formation. Alternatively, we may focus upon the age of a new movement, concluding that after the lapse of a certain period of time a ‘new’ religion need no longer be considered ‘new’. The most popular term that is employed in academic circles (and indeed in the title of this book) is ‘new religious movements’, but there is little general consensus about which new movements should be included within this category. In other words, we have a concept or term, but without any precise defining criteria. The terms ‘sect’ and ‘cult’ are nowadays used relatively infrequently in the study of religion, although they may still occur in other disciplines. The concept ‘sect’ is generally employed for a religious movement which has broken away from the originating faith but retains a relatively orthodox set of practices. On the other hand, the term ‘cult’ is usually employed for a completely new religious movement which is largely unrelated to anything that has previously existed. The term could be applied, for example, to the Heaven’s Gate organization, which believed that members would pass to a more desirable location in the universe by means of a spaceship that would collect them from Earth. In furtherance of these aims, the group committed mass suicide in 1997.

It is interesting that the terms cult and sect were in the past widely used in academic discourse, but also became accepted and understood by the general public. By and large, there was a shared understanding of the characteristics of such organizations. However, primarily due to adverse publicity in the media concerning the treatment of some cult members, the terms cult and sect acquired a pejorative connotation. This applied perhaps more to the term cult. Academics were eager to avoid the use of concepts that might appear biased, and hence adopted the term ‘new religious movements’, which was regarded as much more value-free. However, as noted above, the new term proved somewhat difficult to define conceptually, and it became far from clear which religious movements could be included within its terms of reference. In addition, the term was not readily adopted outside the academic world, and the general public either failed to understand it or used it sparingly. It is worth examining these terms in rather more detail in order to evaluate them for academic and everyday use.

THE NATURE OF A CULT

The term cult has tended to be used for an organization on the margins of mainstream religious belief. Whether we consider its doctrines or belief system, its ritual and practice, or features of its social organization, a cult is usually marked by significant differences from the principal established faiths. It is normally unusual for such a differentiated organization to arise through an evolutionary process, and hence cults are often associated with a founding figure who has been able to influence potential members through some features of their personality. David Koresh, the leader of the Branch Davidian movement at the time of the Waco siege in 1993, apparently possessed an extremely detailed knowledge of the Bible, and was able to use his ability to draw upon Biblical quotations to influence members. The leaders or founders of cults have also been noted for their charisma. While in essence a value-neutral quality, charisma has certainly acquired a negative connotation in the case of cult leaders. It has been associated with the capacity to sway potential recruits into joining an organization, and once members, to make considerable financial contributions. Charismatic leaders have also been associated with indoctrinating cult members into extreme beliefs, and persuading them to adopt patterns of behaviour which might commonly be regarded as socially abnormal. One should not assume, however, that all leaders of cults or new religious organizations act in this dominating or controlling way. Thus in relation to the Neopagan religion Wicca, Wagar (2009, p. 7) points out that ‘its rituals and practices and its theology are evolving from a community of believers’ experiences rather than a prophet’s individual inspiration.’

It has been asserted, for example, that one strategy employed by cult leaders has been to isolate new members from their families and former friends. This has the result that new cult members make new friends within the organization and are restricted in terms of social contacts with other cult members. One consequence of this is that in terms of evaluating new religious ideas, their only terms of reference are the other members of the cult. It is not possible for new members to compare the ideas of the organization with comparable ideas in other organizations. In other words, the cult is a closed society and can be very disorienting for members. In everyday life we rely very much on being exposed to a range of ideas and opinions in order to maintain a sense of perspective, and without this variety of thought, we are likely to be more easily persuaded to believe things we would not normally accept as valid. To use an oft-quoted word in relation to cults, we are likely to be ‘brainwashed’ (Richardson and Introvigne, 2001).

The public disquiet about cults tends often to centre upon the alleged lack of autonomy for its members. This erosion of the self-determination of members can lead to exploitation of various kinds. This might be financial exploitation, sexual exploitation or a more generalized tendency to use people for the benefit of the group and perhaps significantly for the benefit of the group leaders. The encouragement of such a lack of autonomy is unethical because the capacity to reflect upon issues and then to take rational decisions for oneself is arguably a significant feature of what it means to be human. This lack of autonomy is frequently accompanied by a requirement to conform closely to the doctrines, ideology and social customs of the group. That which is perceived as acceptably conforming to the norms of the group is very often determined by the leader. In extreme cases such conformity can be extremely damaging to members, either psychologically or physically. Perhaps the archetypal example of such conformity is the case of the Peoples Temple, whose members were either forced, or at least persuaded to commit mass suicide by the policies and autocratic approach of the leader, the Reverend Jim Jones.

The notion of a profound commitment to a cult on the part of members is often cited as a characteristic of such organizations. The nature of such commitment has been studied by Cosgel (2001). There may be many reasons for a deep sense of commitment within religious movements, and some organizations may set out to deliberately induce such feelings in order to secure group cohesion. Some movements may seek to create a sense of isolation in a member, in order that the only relationships formed are those within the group. In this way, the member may be extremely reluctant to consider leaving the movement for fear of losing all existing friends and contacts.

It is worth noting, however, that even though some so-called cults do exhibit some of these patterns of organizational control, it is not necessarily typical of all of them. There is enormous variation in the structure, doctrine and practice of new religious movements, and generalization is difficult. Although some may adopt practices which render them very different from orthodox religious traditions, the use of a word such as ‘deviant’ to describe them is, to some degree, problematic. There are so many variants, even in orthodox religions, that it is difficult to determine normative criteria by which to judge a movement, which is sufficiently different, to be termed deviant.

Some cults are associated with heretical beliefs. For the term heresy to be applied to a cult, however, the latter would have to subscribe to an amended version of a mainstream theology. For example, if a group did not subscribe to a basic tenet of the Christian faith, then they might be accused of heresy by the Christian Church and labelled a cult. Those who criticize cults most strongly, however, are generally less concerned with theological issues, than with the extent to which an organization is controlling of its members and employs various forms of indoctrination.

The organizations which are critical of cults are generally described as anti-cult movements, although the term embraces a wide range of different organizations. Moreover, it is possible to distinguish the ‘anti-cult movement’ from the ‘counter-cult movement’ (Cowan, 2002). In the early years of the twentieth century, there was a tendency for mainstream Christian Churches to challenge some of the newer Christian groups such as Jehovah’s Witnesses on the grounds of theological belief. The latter were generally considered to be heretical by the established Christian Churches, and strenuous attempts were made by the counter-cult movement to challenge their belief system, and to draw the attention of the general public to what were perceived as their doctrinal errors.

The anti-cult movement, however, was a predominantly secular organization, whereas the counter-cult movement had a Christian focus. The anti-cult movement developed in the 1960s and 1970s as a response to the increasing number of particularly young people who joined one or the other of the new religious movements which were proliferating at the time. Members of the anti-cult movement were often originally parents, relatives or friends of young people who had joined what were seen as ‘cults’. Gradually these organizations of parents and friends developed into major organizations with considerable influence. They were concerned about a number of issues involving cults including the allegedly unethical ways in which young people were recruited, isolated from friends and relatives, persuaded to make financial contributions and/or to work extremely hard for the religious movement. In general, the anti-cult movement was concerned about the degree of control exerted on young people, and in particular the allegation that young people were often brainwashed by the organization. The movement was secular because it was really concerned with groups of any religious background, if they demonstrated some of the above tendencies which appeared to typify cults. The anti-cult movement also focused upon the procedure whereby a member could leave a new religious movement. In the past, there had been accusations that in some cults members were in effect prevented from leaving, and the anti-cult movement tried to develop strategies to help members who wished to leave the cult. Anti-cult movements tried to collect data of various types concerning the nature of life inside cults, to varying degrees of success. One of their principal strategies was to interview apostates who had become disenchanted with the cult, and who in some cases were willing to outline what they saw as undesirable practices within the cult.

It is interesting that on the one hand some academics feel that the term ‘cult’ is inappropriate to use, because it has acquired negative connotations, while on the other hand others consider that these pejorative connotations are a social construction, and are not an intrinsic element of the concept. York (1996, p. 10) argues for the retention of the term, and suggests that ‘like the sect, the cult is merely an indicator of deviant, non-traditional or non-mainstream behaviour.’ One of the distinct advantages of the term cult is that it is generally well-understood in the world at large, and most non-academics appreciate the nuances of the concept in terms of charismatic leadership or potential exploitation, for example. Indeed, it is these very pejorative associations of the concept which make it useful in academic analysis. It is of course true that the concept is not neutral and objective, but it is the very subjectivity, and value-laden nature of the term, which makes it useful in discussing new religious organizations. There is an alternative school of thought that places an emphasis upon the need to employ objective terms, and hence prefers such concepts as ‘alternative spiritualities’ or ‘new religious movements’. However, their very neutrality does, according to some, make them less useful for academic discussion. There is also the argument that no concept is free from value judgements, and hence can be called truly objective.

A major point of debate concerning cults has been the nature of the recruitment or conversion process
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