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In memory of my father



And the Spirit of the Lord will
come upon thee, and thou shah prophesy with them,

and shah be turned into another man.
I Samuel 10:6
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

The term cult used to refer to a minor religious sect that practices its own
peculiar rituals. Nowadays it suggests a secretive and dangerous group, one
led by a madman or a charlatan. We regularly hear of bizarre behaviors in
cults, but the glare of media attention belies the fact that there are lawful
psychological processes that underlie their operation. I wrote the first edition
of this book a decade ago to describe these processes, based on fifteen years'
research, and did not expect it to attract much interest, since more startling
perspectives were presented on television and in the press. So it was surprising
to find that the book was successful with the general public as well as with
the academics and students for whom it was intended. On reflection, it is
clear that there was a broad base of interest in an objective look at the psy-
chology behind this troubling phenomenon. With the Millennium now im-
pending, and with the unfolding of the tragic episodes of the Branch Davi-
dians, Aum Shinrikyo, and Heaven's Gate, further clarification is needed on
what gives cults their power to wreak havoc. Suicide, immolation, and even
mass murder have occurred in these groups.

Another important issue has emerged recently. The intense psychological
forces found in the more harmful cults apparently operate in a modified form
in a number of spiritually oriented groups directed at relieving the burden of
illness. They range from the constructive movements like Alcoholics Anony-
mous to some dubious approaches at the periphery of "alternative medicine,"
like the misplaced use of untested Eastern healing rituals and New Age treat-
ments. One might ask where alternative medicine ends and cultic healing
movements, potentially harmful, begin. Because of this pressing question I
chose to examine these healing movements as well.

There are many ways to study the influence brought to bear by all these
zealous groups. Some approaches emerge from psychiatric hospitals, others
from university laboratories or from behind the analytic couch. But most mod-
els fall short in describing how these groups engage their adherents, and
moralistic interpretations add little to an objective understanding of the influ-
ence of cults. In this book, I hope to provide an integrated perspective on
how we can approach these diverse groups and lend clarity to their potent
appeal.
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X PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

My own research this last decade included studies on a number of groups
that were described colloquially as cults, and extended as well to spiritually
oriented healing movements and other ideologically oriented self-help groups.
We have also developed and evaluated some approaches to the treatment of
substance abuse in my academic program that employ techniques observed
in the healing groups. Over the past decade, I carried these studies out at
New York University Medical Center while I was head of an academic division
of research and teaching on addictive illness. These efforts were given valuable
support by Saul Farber, past Dean of the Medical School, Robert Cancro,
Chairman of the Department of Psychiatry, and Manuel Trujillo, the Head
of Psychiatry at Bellevue Hospital. Appreciation is also due the faculty of the
Division of Alcoholism and Drug Abuse, which I direct, and to our staff,
particularly Kristin Frillmann. Grant funding was provided by the National
Institute of Drug Abuse, the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration, the Scaife Family Foundation, the J. M. and Achelis and Bod-
man Foundations, and the New York Community Trust. As with the first
edition of this book, this effort could not have been carried out without the
wise counsel of my wife Wynne, and some inspiration from my daughters
Cathryn and Margit.

New York M. G.
January 1999
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1

THE CHARISMATIC
GROUP

We tend to think of cults as anomalies, as if alien forces had swept their
members—people who once seemed normal—into a netherworld beyond rea-
son or understanding. When a cult is first discussed on the news, it is often
described as if it were a new illness, different from the ones that came before.
Even so, there is a way of understanding these groups not by their external
trappings but by the psychology and social structure they hold in common.
Once viewed in this way, their beliefs and behavior become more understand-
able, and the patterns underlying their idiosyncrasies emerge. We may even
see that they have some things in common with movements and groups re-
garded as socially beneficial, and that the people who join them are not so
different from ourselves. Some are looking to belong, others for emotional or
physical healing. The purpose of this book is to clarify the puzzling transfor-
mations of human nature that take place in cultic groups and to explain how
people can become engaged in them, adopt their beliefs, and follow their
rules. We will look at spiritually oriented healing groups in this respect, as
well, in an effort to shed light on contemporary alternative medicine.

Individuals who become involved in a religious cult or radical political group
may do things that puzzle and dismay their friends and family. They may shave
their heads, give away their family legacies, or even commit suicide on their
way to heaven. Some turn to exotic healing practices. They may accept strang-
ers 10,000 miles away as prospective mates, dedicate their lives to panhan-
dling, or simply disappear. Their families may ask, "How could this happen?
Nothing would have led us to expect it."

Strange as these transformations in attitude and action are, they can be
understood in terms of psychological principles. These principles in turn can
be explained and illustrated by recent research findings from seemingly diverse

1
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2 THE CHARISMATIC GROUP

groups that share a "charismatic" quality. Charismatic groups are highly co-
hesive. They impute transcendent powers to the group's leader or its mission,
and they strictly control members' behavior by means of a shared system of
beliefs. Among these groups are cults and zealous religious sects; some highly
cohesive self-improvement groups; and certain political action movements,
among them some terrorist groups.

Three examples of individual members' experiences illustrate the impact of
such cult-like groups. The first involves a young woman whom I interviewed
some time ago.

After breaking up with her boyfriend, Debbie left home on the East Coast
to start summer school at a college in California. She was optimistic, if
also a bit apprehensive, about her upcoming adventure. Her parents ex-
pected her to do well in the school environment, as she had dealt quite
successfully with high school and the first year in a local college. Before
summer school began, though, she was befriended by a group of youths
who suggested that she get to know members of their informal organi-
zation, dedicated to promoting "social ecology and world peace." Within
a month, she was spending all her spare time with the group. Only at
this point was she told by them that the group was associated with a
small religious cult with an elaborate and arcane theology. She was soon
asked by the group's leader to adopt its idiosyncratic beliefs and leave
school. Interestingly, she agreed to all this without hesitation, and began
to devote herself full time to raising funds to support the cult. For the
next three months her parents could not locate her. In the midst of their
anxiety, they could offer no explanation as to why she "threw away" the
family's values and her own stake in her future. Five years later Debbie
described the period as a difficult but meaningful time, and the friends
she made there as among the best she ever had.

In recent years, many such young people have had similar experiences. In
most cases, neither a psychiatric disorder nor overriding social pressure ex-
plains the profound changes in their lives. Was this young woman's mind
"captured" by the group? There was no evidence that physical restraint or
even psychological coercion was used. Was she only superficial in her previous
relationships? Neither her family nor her friends thought so. There was ap-
parently something extrinsic to her in the group experience that exerted an
unusual, overriding influence.

Consider another example:

After increasingly heavy drinking that began in his teens, Ted became
addicted to alcohol in his mid-thirties. His work performance passed
from adequate to irregular, and he eventually lost the sales job he had
held since college. Within the next year, his wife left him, taking their
child with her (he had recently begun to beat her when he was drinking).
Within five years he was hospitalized twice for gastrointestinal bleeding
caused by his drinking. Despite frequent exposure to medical advice and
the exhortation of his extended family, he expressed no interest in so-
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THE CHARISMATIC GROUP 3

briety and had refused to attend meetings of Alcoholics Anonymous. On
one occasion, though, he accompanied a recovering alcoholic friend to
an AA meeting and found himself agreeing to stay after the meeting to
speak with some other members. When I talked with him two years later,
he remarked that by this point no one seemed to care whether he lived
or died, but he couldn't admit that it might be within his power to change
this. He could give no clear reason for agreeing to attend the AA meetings
at this point, but he continued to do so. Within two months of regular
meetings, he had acquired the resolve to remain abstinent, although he
himself still wondered how he had fended off for even sixty days the
alcohol that had controlled his life for over two decades. Later contacts
would reveal that AA helped him maintain abstinence thereafter.

We have come to view alcoholism as a disease, one reflecting both com-
pulsive behavior and physical incapacity. How can social influence, through
a self-help fellowship, so dramatically change this syndrome? How can it
achieve such impressive results when family, friends, and professionals have
been so limited in their ability to aid alcoholics alter their behavior, even when
their illness seems likely to be fatal? As we will see, the mutual support by
members of Alcoholics Anonymous serves to engage alcoholics and promote
their acceptance of the group's values. The combination of intense social
cohesiveness and strongly held, shared belief (in abstinence, in this case)
allows for such striking behavioral change.

Consider a different issue. Here is a case of group influence leading to
murder and international threat.

In March 1995, the nerve gas sarin was used in an attack on the Tokyo
subway system, killing twelve and leaving a thousand injured. Members
of the Aum Shinrikyo cult were later found to be responsible. Their
leader, Shoko Asahara, was a self-proclaimed Buddhist guru who had
predicted that the world would erupt into a war, and that only members
of his cult could survive. The "medical director" of the cult, a respected
cardiologist before he joined, testified later that a similar attack in the
United States had been planned in detail the year before but was called
off. The violent history of the movement was reflected in the murder by
strangulation of a dissident member along with his wife and infant child
several years before, and in a sarin gas attack in a small town the previous
year, where seven people were killed. Evidence of responsibility for these
crimes, which led to members of the cult, had been largely ignored by
authorities. Even after the Tokyo subway poisonings, and the revelation
of the responsibility of the cult and its leader, many of the group's mem-
bers who were active in the Japanese cultural mainstream continued to
avow fidelity to Asahara and his ill-defined philosophy.

How does such a network emerge and what keeps it together in the face
of frightful criminality? How does it instill highly deviant norms of behavior
in its members, for whom the act of murder was unimaginable before they
joined? In psychology, social background, and education, these cult members
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were no different from their well-educated friends who moved on to conven-
tional lives of family, work, and politics. How does an all-encompassing phi-
losophy compel religious and political activists to give up their most deeply
rooted standards of behavior, sacrifice the lives of others, and risk their own?
Are there common mechanisms of group influence at work in these various
examples, different as their personal, social, and political aims and outcomes
may be?

What Is a Charismatic Group?

A charismatic group consists of a dozen or more members, even hundreds or
thousands. It is characterized by the following psychological elements: mem-
bers (1) have a shared belief system, (2) sustain a high level of social cohesive-
ness, (3) are strongly influenced by the group's behavioral norms, and (4) im-
pute charismatic (or sometimes divine) power to the group or its leadership.

In a charismatic group, commitments can be elicited by relative strangers
in a way rarely seen in other groups. Even Freud, who championed the com-
pelling nature of individual motives, addressed this impressive capacity at
length in his book Grou-p Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego.1 He discussed
these forces in terms of the "primitive sympathetic response of the group,"
and said that "something is unmistakably at work in the nature of a compul-
sion to do the same as others, to remain in harmony with the many."

We will see that the cognitive basis for this conformity is a shared belief
system. When these groups are religious in nature, their beliefs are often cod-
ified, but some groups have no more than an ill-defined ideologic orientation.
In some religious cults, as shown in Debbie's experience, converts are intro-
duced to the group's ideology only after they have affiliated. Once they have
identified with the group's general orientation, though, they accept the par-
ticulars of belief quite readily when these are spelled out.

Members of these groups tend to be intensely concerned about each other's
well-being, and are deeply committed to joint activities. Their social cohesive-
ness, essential to the group's integrity, is reflected in the close intertwining of
the individual's life circumstances with those of all group members. Meetings
are frequent; they serve as a focus for group functions and articulate their
cohesiveness. Members often express their need to associate regularly with
each other by developing joint activities such as minor group tasks and rituals,
which in turn justify such meetings. Both cult and self-help group members
are always well aware of when their next group meetings will be held, and
look to them as a means of instilling commitment and a sense of purpose. A
member's emotional state may be highly vulnerable to disruptions of this rou-
tine, and a group gathering missed can become a source of distress. As one
longtime AA member noted while describing his despair over everyday prob-
lems, "It always feels good to go to a meeting."

The norms for behavior in a charismatic group play an inordinate role in
determining how its members conduct themselves. Marital practices, for ex-
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THE CHARISMATIC GROUP 5

ample, may be changed profoundly when the group itself adopts a certain
style of betrothal. This emerged strikingly among the American-born members
of the Unification Church (the "Moonies"). Although coming mainly from
ordinary backgrounds, they agreed to get engaged in mass ceremonies to mar-
riage partners whom they had never met before, selected for them on the spot
by Reverend Moon.

Members also look to group norms for ways to behave in new situations.
They may respond in a similar fashion to strangers perceived as threatening—
in some groups, with a blunted and distant stare. Often they are implicitly
aware of their style of behavior in an unexpected situation since it is based
on previous instruction to the group. At other times it emerges without con-
scious appreciation of how they act. I found it intriguing to visit the head-
quarters of cult members overseas where even the style of socializing, the way
food is served, and the response to strangers are the same as in countries
several thousand miles away.

Behavioral change may also extend to mimicking the symptoms of mental
illness. In these groups, transcendental experiences, often hallucinatory, are
quite common. A deceased comrade "literally" stands by a member or a his-
torical figure brings divinely inspired advice. Intense emotional experiences
are reported, such as profound euphoria or malaise. Such phenomena, which
are often seen among the mentally ill, occur among individuals who give no
other evidence of psychiatric disorder.

Charismatic powers are typically imputed to leaders but can also be ascribed
to the group or its mission. Some contemporary terrorist groups, for example,
are viewed by their members as heralding an inevitable new world order—a
remarkable belief, since the general acceptance of their peculiar philosophy
is so unlikely.

These traits of charismatic groups are often best illustrated by the way they
bring about changes in the thinking and behavior of individual members in
single episodes. One example comes from my own research experience with
the Divine Light Mission, a Hindu-oriented new religious movement. Janice,
an eighteen-year-old American-born high-school senior, had described her
problems to a counselor from this group at one of the group's religious fes-
tivals. I was studying the group while visiting the festival site, and was able
to interview members at the counseling center.

The atmosphere at that center was highly cohesive; strong feelings of ca-
maraderie and a sense of shared belief were evident as members arrived to
discuss a variety of psychological problems. Janice came to the unit looking
quite distressed. The counselor she encountered was not a health profes-
sional, but was contributing her time for Service, as religiously motivated good
deeds were called. She allowed me to sit in as she spoke with the girl.

As the counselor approached her, Janice immediately burst into tears, ex-
plaining her misery and feelings of helplessness. She concentrated on her
difficulty in meditating properly, saying of their Guru, "Maharaj Ji has given
me Knowledge but I cannot see his light." This was very important to her,
she said, because she could not be a premie, or a member of the sect, without
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6 THE CHARISMATIC GROUP

this transcendental experience, achieved through proper meditation. She was
further troubled because she felt obliged to do more Service for the Guru to
compensate for her inability to meditate properly. This was best done by en-
gaging new converts, but, she reported tearfully, she was too frightened to
approach potential members.

The counselor listened to these expressions of distress, implicitly conveying
support by her presence and demeanor. Her actions were in keeping with the
atmosphere of the counseling center; she was empathic, even affectionate,
and alluded to similar problems with meditation other members might expe-
rience from time to time. She expressed her perspective from the vantage
point of the group's transcendent beliefs, and did not minimize the need for
proper meditation or Sendee. She did, however, give Janice some examples of
how problems like hers may be overcome in time with full devotion to the
Guru, and reassured her that it was not necessary to perform an undue
amount of Service at present. She said that the resolution of this distress
might come through a ritual called darshan, meeting with the Guru in person,
where such difficulties are often remitted. The following exchange ensued.

COUNSELOR: Now tell me how you feel toward the premies you meditate
with.
JANICE: Of course, I am very close to them. They mean so much to me,
like brothers and sisters.

COUNSELOR: So you know now that when you are with them you confirm
Maharaj Ji's Knowledge. You attend satsang [religious sermons] with
them, and you will be going to darshan, too. You know that Maharaj Ji
will see that you are faithful, and this will soon lead to your relief.

JANICE: Yes I do. You are right.

By now the girl, like many others healed by faith, was composed and visibly
reassured, even serene. I asked her counselor how she understood the girl's
distress. She tried to explain, searching for a simple response, as a professional
would speak to a layperson. "She had somehow lost the Knowledge. This
happens often. She did not know how to rejoin Maharaj Ji's path." This was
stated more as literal fact than metaphor, an expression of the charismatic
role of their leader.

I was then able to speak with Janice. She had been having an affair with
an older married man around the time she became affiliated with the group.
When he ended their relationship two months before her arrival for counsel-
ing, she became acutely depressed, withdrew from social relations, and was
unable to concentrate on her school work. At this point she also began having
difficulty meditating, clearly due to the anxiety associated with her depressed
state. This only compounded her sense of guilt and probably prolonged the
depressive reaction that might otherwise have abated. She began to feel the
need to do more Service for the group, in part to atone for the sexual liaison
and also because she saw herself as an inadequate sect member. She had not
discussed these matters with anyone. She felt her conduct had run contrary
to the group's principles, and she was ashamed.
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The genesis of Janice's difficulties in meditating seemed fairly clear to me,
but she had not really put the pieces together herself. Significantly, this issue
of her disrupted affair did not have to be broached with her Divine Light
counselor because the cohesiveness of the group and the explanatory nature
of its dogma (Maharaj Ji's Knowledge) were implicitly available without fuller
exploration. These group forces were mobilized to relieve her feelings of guilt.

I spoke with Janice the next day after a protracted KNOWLEDGE session, a
religious experience conducted for a large group of members by a principal
of the Guru, and asked her how she was feeling. She said that the counselor

was right to say that Maharaj Ji could offer me other ways to serve him.
I could tell that when I was with all the premies today, Maharaj Ji's
wisdom was touching me and that what I was doing was right. . . . it's
clear that everything will work out; I have the Knowledge in me again.

This young woman had been wrenched into anguish compounded by her
feelings of distance from the group, and apparently relieved and then healed
through a renewed closeness. The norms for behavior set by the group were
used to construct her "treatment," and the resolution of her problem was
sealed by her commitment to the group's charismatic goal of "Knowledge," or
divine enlightenment.

A Research Perspective

The psychology of zealous groups has not been a popular area of research. In
recent years, however, scientific interest in such groups, and our ability to
investigate their emotional impact, has advanced dramatically. To appreciate
this newer perspective, we need to review previous studies.

Although Freud wrote about the infectious nature of cohesive groups, the
fate of that work stands in contrast to his contributions to individual psy-
chology. His concepts of the unconscious and the importance of early child-
hood experiences have been studied in great depth, but his views on group
experiences were not extended by psychologists and psychiatrists. William
James was aware of the absence of scientific attention to the impact of such
experiences even two decades before Freud wrote on group influence. In
1902, this founder of modern psychology wrote an acerbic critique of the
profession's ignorance of the psychology of religious affiliation.

Medical materialism finishes up St. Paul by calling his vision on the road
to Damascus a discharging lesion of the occipital cortex, he being an
epileptic. It snuffs out St. Teresa as a hysteric, St. Francis of Assisi as
an hereditary degenerate.2

Why wasn't James' call for attention to the psychological side of such religious
phenomena more actively heeded? This can be put another way relative to
our thesis. If the charismatic group is a discrete phenomenon governed by
psychological principles, why has it attracted so little systematic study? Why
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have we not developed a coherent body of observation and explanatory prin-
ciples to make sense of its members' experiences? The reasons for this reflect
contemporary attitudes toward psychological research and limitations in our
understanding and study of the biologic basis of social behavior. First let us
consider "styles" of scientific investigation.

That scientific investigation is shaped by social bias goes without saying. In
its extreme such bias was enforced by a trip to the stake. More commonly, it
is reflected by inattention to alternative perspectives. The contemporary par-
adigm of psychological research is based on carefully controlled measurement
of observable behavior. It is closely allied to a philosophy of science articulated
by the natural philosopher and historian David Hume some two hundred years
ago.

If we take in our hand any volume of divinity or school metaphysics, for
instance, let us ask, does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning
quantity and number? No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning
concerning matter of fact and existence? No. Commit it then to the
flames: for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion.3

From this attitude toward empirical science comes the value we attach to
quantifiable observation of measurable natural phenomena. In psychology it
fosters an inclination to study psychological phenomena that can be repro-
duced and measured in a controlled setting, not necessarily those that are
most intensely compelling. This general approach has indeed borne fruit in
the field of psychology, as in the works of Pavlov, Watson, and Skinner. Need-
less to say, these investigators did not study charismatic group experiences in
their laboratories.

Indeed, the laboratory-based scientific community has long been suspicious
of the subjective nature of inference in such areas, where formal, controlled
studies are not easily conducted. What scientific approach can consequently
apply to charismatic groups? One perspective, derived from evolutionary the-
ory4 and popularized by Edward Wilson, is sociobiology,5 which applies the
principles of evolution, ethology (the study of animal behavior), and genetics
to the study of social interactions.

Population geneticists have pointed out that the survival of biologically
grounded behavior traits over generations depends on the traits themselves
more than on the person who manifests them. A behavioral trait can persist
if it promotes the survival of relatives of that person who carry the same genes
for that trait.6 Social affiliation and altruism therefore become important as-
pects of evolution. In my own studies, I attempted to investigate the nature
of affiliative behavior7 and then relate it to behaviors observed by anthropol-
ogists8 and ethologists9 to understand how patterns of group affiliation evolved
and continued.

My first study of charismatic sects was the Divine Light Mission, a Hindu-
oriented group, followers of a child guru. I found among the high membership
an intense social cohesiveness, as well as a decline in the level of neurotic
distress symptoms on joining the group. There was a relationship between
these two observations: a high correlation existed between the degree to which
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THE CHARISMATIC GROUP 9

a member felt affiliated with the group and the relief in distress that person
experienced on joining.

I later studied induction and membership in the Moonies, and found that
potential recruits acquire a high degree of social cohesiveness very quickly
during initial phases of the introductory workshops. Furthermore, the psy-
chological well-being of active members was directly proportional to how
closely affiliated with the group they felt, in terms of both social ties to other
members and acceptance of the group's beliefs.

One might therefore conclude that members of charismatic groups expe-
rience a relief in neurotic distress on joining, and that maintaining that relief
(i.e., a sense of psychological well-being) depends on the intensity of their
relationship with the group: if they disaffiliate somewhat, they experience dis-
tress; if they remain close, they keep their psychological well-being. This "re-
lief effect" serves to reinforce members' involvement in the group and also
continually reinforces their acceptance of the group's beliefs by rewarding
them for their conformity and acceptance. As we will see, both anthropologic
and ethologic evidence suggest that such affiliative behaviors and biologically
grounded drives improve the ability of a group to adapt and survive.

A different scientific perspective—a systems approach—can be used to an-
alyze a group's structure and functioning.10 In looking at a system, we do not
first ask what motivates an individual member to act. Instead we say, "How
are the group's needs met by the overall behavior observed in its membership?"

From this viewpoint many observations of individual behavior can be syn-
thesized into a model that can help us to better understand motivations. We
may consider these individuals' behavior as it is generated by the needs of the
social group, even when it seems to run contrary to their interests and per-
sonalities. This enables us to see how strongly they can be influenced to
conform to the system's need to stabilize and carry out broader objectives.

Many years ago I saw a striking example of how this influence filters the
impact of events within one group on another. On a Sunday in November
1978 a banner headline in The New York Times read, "GUYANA TOLL IS RAISED
TO AT LEAST 900 BY U. S., WITH 260 CHILDREN AMONG THE VICTIMS AT COL-
ONY." It was rapidly becoming clear that a bizarre and frightening situation
of historic proportions had arisen in the past week among the followers of the
cult leader Jim Jones. A mass suicide of American citizens had occurred in
an isolated South American encampment where members of this group had
sequestered themselves. Ironically, Jones was a Protestant minister who had
been an esteemed member of the San Francisco Bay Area religious commu-
nity only months before.

I was unsure how to relate this tragedy to the Moonies, whose recruitment
techniques I was studying. The Moonies themselves had just been the subject
of a critical congressional inquiry, and were quite vulnerable to the anxieties
that fueled public opinion on the issue of cults. They had been compared to
every deviant movement that congressional witnesses might suggest.

Only a few days before, when interviewed about the events in Guyana by
a national newsmagazine," I was reluctant to tar the vulnerable and less om-
inous new religious movements inadvertently by association with these bi/arre
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events, since it seemed to me that unique circumstances surrounded the Peo-
ples Temple. (Particularly important was the prolonged isolation of Jones's
followers in a jungle setting, with no feedback from outside the group to
contradict the paranoid views that Jones himself had come to espouse.)

The vulnerability of the Moonies to public opinion at this juncture was
corroborated that morning when I telephoned their workshop center in the
San Bernardino mountains of California, where my study of recruitment prac-
tices was soon to begin. The workshop coordinator reported with concern that
parents of five of the participants had driven up from Los Angeles to wrest
their children away from what they feared might be an ominous fate. One
family brought the local police to remove them, and the workshop leaders
had felt it wise under the circumstances to accede to the parents' demands,
even though they recognized no legal ground for removing these members,
who were neither minors, nor coerced, nor mentally incompetent.

Later that day, as I entered the Unification Church's U.S. Headquarters in
Manhattan, to make final administrative arrangements for the study, I won-
dered whether some shock wave might have struck the group by now. Were
they rushing to prepare for public attacks on their sect? I knew the young
man at the reception desk, and remarked how unfortunate it was that events
in Jonestown might be used against his church. He said, "It's sad it happened
to them. But no one would compare us to that terrible group."

I went upstairs wondering why he would think that, and found an air of
calm. It soon became clear that they saw the events in Jonestown as not
related to them in any way. It was further clear from discussions with mem-
bers at large, as well as directors of church departments, that no statement
had been promulgated by the leadership about what views the members might
adopt toward the Jonestown affair. The Moonie members, functioning as an
integrated social system, had somehow developed a psychologically defensive
perspective. Their denial of the implications of the Jonestown affair apparently
protected the group from being confronted by the similarities that might be
drawn between their own cult-like structure and that of the Peoples Temple.
One member gave me his view of the group's detractors while rationalizing
what criticisms might be raised.

We don't really need to deal with them on this. They would pick up on
any little matter they can dig up to criticize us. Anyway, if there's one
thing we can do here [in the church] it's to do what each of us wants.
Reverend Moon would never lead us astray anyway, because of his own
Divine Principle.

I soon concluded that the issue was better avoided. Members of this social
system had obviously arrived at a consensus that, above all, assured the sys-
tem's equilibrium by quashing potentially threatening self-examination.

On this basis, we may consider the operation of a religiously oriented char-
ismatic group in relation to one aspect of systems theory—the role of feedback
among system components. The group must struggle to preserve its integrity
and gain acceptance or tolerance from society at large, since it typically con-
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stitutes a small and deviant minority. With the Jonestown events, the Moonies
with whom I spoke were clearly moved to suppress any threatening implica-
tions. As if by plan, the system "unconsciously" assumed a posture that as-
sured its own stability. It needed to avoid the feedback implied in any ack-
nowledgment that the Unification Church might be similar to the Peoples
Temple. In similar ways charismatic groups may operate to effect their goals.
By incorporating members' needs for affiliation into the group's social system,
they create a strong social unit capable of exerting much influence over the
members' thoughts and actions.

Decades passed, and Guru Maharaj Ji, leader of the Divine Light Mission,
married an American airline stewardess and settled down; Reverend Moon
married off 1,410 of his followers in New York, couples that he himself had
paired three years before. The Moonies and the members of Divine Light
Mission bore children and took jobs to support themselves. These charismatic
groups seemed to evolve into small but peaceable religious groups, as many
such sects had done earlier in American history.

But new groups and new events, headlined in the press, now shocked us,
each erupting like a small volcano in one's backyard. One such event occurred
in Waco, Texas fifteen years after the cataclysm in Guyana. Under FBI com-
mand, federal tanks stormed the compound of the Branch Davidian cult to
flush out members with tear gas after a long siege. David Koresh, the group's
leader, apparently ordered the torching of the group's interconnected build-
ings, which caused the incineration of more than eighty of his followers, both
adults and children, and himself. The government assault on Koresh's Branch
Davidians in Waco led to another tragedy in another unremarkable American
city. Two years later to the day, in 1995, Timothy McVeigh, an unemployed
army veteran enamored of right-wing cultic literature, sought revenge for the
government's actions in Waco. He detonated a truck bomb at a federal office
building in Oklahoma City, killing 168 people—again, adults and children. A
cult's potential for generating overreaction by organized authorities helped
spawn this tragedy.

Also in 1995, in Tokyo's central Kasumigaseki subway station, a sarin poi-
soned gas attack was ordered by Shoko Asahara, the Japanese leader of a large
cultic group called Aum Shinrikyo. Twelve people died and hundreds were
injured. Two years after this Tokyo assault, thirty-nine bodies of members of
the Heaven's Gate cult were found in a suburb of San Diego, California, after
they had poisoned themselves, expecting to leave their "earthly vessels," their
mortal bodies, and be transported to heaven. Their act had been signaled by
the Hale-Bopp comet's appearance in the sky.

How do some charismatic groups evolve from idiosyncrasy to seeming nor-
malcy, while others move on to suicide or murder? All engage the emotional
needs of their members in an intensely cohesive social system, legitimated by
ideologies drawn from an indigenous cultural base. On the other hand, their
ideologies are sufficiently idiosyncratic to define a psychological border
around the group. Several factors come into play in the transformation of
these movements, and we will see how such closed systems, spearheaded by
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leaders with imputed divine powers, even allegedly divine identities, draw their
members deeply into a vortex of social controls that require absolute fidelity
and the dissolution of ordinary social norms.

Paradoxically, there is an entirely different aspect to the phenomenon of
charismatic and zealous groups, and we will explore this as well. As medical
care has become increasingly oriented toward technology and impersonal in
nature, spiritual movements oriented toward recovery from illness have be-
come popular in recent years and have established a healing mainstream of
their own. They draw on the strengths of the cultic psychology we have con-
sidered here: strongly held ideologies that are idiosyncratic in nature and so-
cial cohesiveness that creates a movement tied to the image of a leader whose
flock reveres him. The engagement of people in such groups are driven by
their distress. In the case of spiritual healing movements, it is the fear of
death or emotional or physical pain, more than loneliness and social displace-
ment, that underlies cult recruitment.

Some of these healing movements have become well-structured over time
and are clearly beneficial, like Alcoholics Anonymous—"Friends of Bill," the
charismatic founder of the movement, as they sometimes call themselves.
Some adhere to Ayurvedic medicine or one of a number of other Eastern
healing techniques, or oddities like creative visualization. These may offer
little physiologic benefit but can provide important emotional support in the
face of illness. We shall see how these movements emerge, evolve, and often
provide considerable benefit.



I

FORCES IN THE
CHARISMATIC GROUP

Few of us are expert in understanding the behavior of people in groups. We
arrive at a practical "expertise" in human nature by relying on everyday social
exchanges, but such exchanges are mainly with individuals rather than groups.
A child begins to learn about human relations as she turns to her mother to
elicit a favor, and a youth follows his teacher's behavior, trying to assess how
he is expected to behave. As adults, we deal primarily with individuals: a
woman studies a co-worker to gain his cooperation, then returns home to
puzzle over why her husband seems troubled.

We develop working models of human behavior based on the way individ-
uals are motivated, solve problems, react in anger, expect appreciation. This
cognitive set is hard to break when the focus shifts from the individual to the
group.

Attempts to influence large groups of people illustrate this point. Only the
most practiced actors have developed the facility of standing on stage and
reading the shifting moods of an audience so as to tap the forces operating
in the group setting. It is an unusual public speaker who can motivate a large
group, just as it is an unusual psychiatrist who can develop a strategy for
generating a therapeutic response in a group of fifty patients, or for turning
a large group's interest away from issues that create conflict. To acquire these
skills requires repeated exposure to uncommon situations that give people the
opportunity to practice and learn.

Few people have the opportunity to learn firsthand the principles governing
the motivations of a charismatic group. And those who do are more likely to
operate intuitively than to study these groups in a controlled, scientific setting.
Thus, it is not surprising that our understanding of the psychological forces
operating in such groups has been slow to develop, certainly slower than a
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comparable understanding of individuals. We lack means for "reading" these
forces, for anticipating the group's motivations.

The psychological forces that mold the intensely affiliated charismatic
group cannot be examined adequately through the prism of individual psy-
chology, whether that of the citizen-in-the-street, the clinician, or the re-
searcher. Instead, they must be understood from the perspective of the group
as a whole; when properly understood, these forces have a compelling, almost
palpable quality. They include group cohesiveness, shared beliefs, and altered
consciousness.



2
GROUP

COHESIVENESS

Group cohesiveness may be defined as the result of all the forces acting on
members to keep them engaged in the group.1 When cohesiveness is strong,
participants work to retain the commitment of their fellow members, protect
them from threat, and ensure the safety of shared resources. With weak co-
hesiveness, there is less concern over the group's potential dissolution or the
loss of its distinctive identity, and joint action is less likely.

Group cohesiveness2 is seen in informally structured groups, such as a
clique of teenagers who make every effort to get together, even when forcibly
separated by their elders. It also exists in formally structured groups, such as
professional sports teams or military platoons, whose members undergo great
sacrifice to assist each other in their common mission, particularly when con-
fronted by adversaries. In most organized groups, however, it is characterized
by neither adversity nor great drama; in a fraternal organization, for example,
members meet regularly to share experiences and give each other practical
assistance.

A Clinical Model

Two group settings in particular attract the attention of clinicians: families
and therapy groups. In both settings a body of empirical observation highlights
the impact of a group's cohesiveness on the psychological function of mem-
bers, and although both family and therapy groups are smaller than charis-
matic groups, they demonstrate the potent role this psychological force can
play in shaping feelings, attitudes, and behavior.

15
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We will begin looking at the issue of cohesiveness with a review of some
studies on the relationships in families that are intensely close-knit, and for
this we must rely largely on clinical observations. The concept of the "differ-
entiation of self," developed by family theorists such as Murray Bowen and
Lyman Wynne,3 helps explain the interaction between the individual and his
or her family, and can be assessed independently of a person's diagnosis, social
class, and cultural background. At one end of this scale lies the highly dif-
ferentiated individual, characterized by autonomy and even rugged individu-
alism. At the other end family relationships exhibit emotional fusion and an
inability to make critical judgments because of a need to assure harmony with
others.

Emotional fusion in families is akin to group cohesiveness in its merging
of identity and decision-making functions. It occurs in large charismatic
groups as well as in families because members of both may be highly de-
pendent on each other and rely excessively on their compatriots for emotional
support and decision making.4 This is also seen among certain disturbed fam-
ilies unable to tolerate disruptions in the balance of their members' relation-
ships. For example, if a psychiatrist attempts to change an apparently harmful
pattern of interaction with a family, one way or another that pattern will soon
reestablish itself; this takes place without any formal understanding among
family members, as if a governing structure existed outside their awareness.

Take, for example, Ann, an unemployed, twenty-two-year-old living with her
divorced mother, who was admitted to the hospital during an acute psychotic
episode. Her case illustrates the intense mutuality and lack of differentiation
seen in a pathologically cohesive family. Her mother had brought her to the
emergency room after a battle between them, during which Ann had become
uncontrollable, demanding that she be allowed to seal the windows of their
apartment to protect them from poison gas. Ann herself was hallucinating the
voices of threatening figures who warned her about her neighbors' plans to
kill her and her mother.

Ann and her brother, one year younger, had both been involved since child-
hood in intense, ambivalent relationships with their mother, but the brother
had enlisted in the army three years before, hoping to escape. Mother and
daughter now spent almost all their time alone together and were, for each
other, their only sources of social support. Soon after the brother left, they
began to develop a delusion that was remarkable because it was shared in its
entirety by both mother and daughter. This folie a deux was the belief that
their neighbors were plotting to kill them by injecting poison gas into their
apartment. Both women devoted considerable time to averting this eventuality
by plugging up spaces in the walls and carefully observing the neighbors'
comings and goings.

The current crisis had been precipitated by the brother's return from mil-
itary service. Ann's closeness to her mother was threatened, and she fell into
an unmanageable state. Her involvement with her mother had become so
intense that a disruption in the relationship threatened her very sanity, and
Ann's perception of the world around her had become grounded in that very
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relationship. She now began to hallucinate and to assault her mother physi-
cally, thereby assuring herself a greater measure of maternal attention since
her mother would attempt to restrain her.

The hospitalization precipitated by these events was characterized by a ri-
valry between the mother and the medical staff, each vying, as it were, to
secure Ann's fidelity by providing their respective cures. The staff's medication
did indeed stop the hallucinations, although Ann's persecutory delusion
abated more slowly. Her mother sustained Ann's attachment to her by bring-
ing in countless packages of preserved fruit, meat, and beverages, which
caused difficulty with the nursing staff.

Ann's condition soon stabilized, and the medical staff, with no alternative
to offer, planned to return her to her mother's care. It was presumed that
Ann's persecutory delusion, like her hallucinations, had resolved in response
to the medication since both symptoms had abated. When interviewed with
her mother before discharge, however, Ann began once more to speak of the
dangers present in the household, subtly abetted by her mother, and one
month later mother and daughter again shared the same delusional perspec-
tive, although Ann was no longer hallucinating and violent. Their close tie
apparently served to reinstate their distorted perspective.

A family like this, albeit pathologic, illustrates how a group's equilibrium
can be reestablished in the face of an external threat. In this case, the threat
was the brother's return and then intervention by supportive outsiders, the
hospital staff.

Preserving intense interrelatedness is also essential to a religious cult. A
cult can react similarly to the potential disruption of its social stability when,
for example, its leader becomes manifestly deranged. A good example was
provided by Alexander Deutsch in his study of thirty followers of Baba, an
American-born, self-proclaimed guru.5 The cult had coalesced in the early
1970s not long after Baba returned from a spiritual voyage to India and began
sitting each day on a park bench in Manhattan's Central Park. His followers—
"The Family," as they called themselves—ate, sang, meditated, and worshiped
their leader at this spot. They also spoke of deep ties to him and to each
other. Essential to Baba's philosophy was the concept of "letting go," which
required that his followers detach themselves from worldly desire, ambition,
and guilt to achieve unity with God. However, Baba did not speak at all;
instead he communicated in sign language, a personal system understandable
only through his interpreter.

Within a few years, at Baba's urging, the group relocated to a rural setting.
Although their successful transition reflected commitment to the group, Baba
soon began to show evidence of psychiatric deterioration. His muteness be-
came increasingly autistic, and the sign language he developed became frag-
mented, to the point that his devotees could no longer follow it. He began to
act strangely. For example, he used a large sum from the group's modest
resources to buy himself a Jacuzzi, even though there was no electricity where
they lived. He also beat some cult members repeatedly and subjected some
of the women to sexual abuse.
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All this should have put considerable stress on the group's stability, but
throughout this period Baba's "Family" remained relatively intact and sus-
tained its close-knit relationship. The members shared their resources; some
contributed considerable personal assets to their guru. Neither the move to
the rural commune, their privation, nor Baba's derangement and abusive be-
havior succeeded in separating them.

They adapted to the situation, compromising their sense of reality but sus-
taining their dependency on the leader and their cohesiveness in this small
cult. They continued to insist that Baba's leadership was benign and his path
merely a "hard trip," requiring much faith and fortitude. Paradoxically, they
even maintained that he was a model of freedom and his bizarre behavior was
a reflection of not being trammeled by socially imposed constraints. They did
not deny that Baba might be "crazy" but insisted that this simply brought him
closer to the expression of a "divine energy" and that, in his behavior, he was
"teaching them a lesson." When a woman was sexually abused by Baba, the
group concluded that she had been holding on too tightly to her chastity. The
purchase of the Jacuzzi was said to illustrate the importance of letting go of
money.

Both Baba's "Family" and Ann's family reflect the dynamics of excessive
mutuality in family pathology. Both needed to preserve their cohesiveness and
interdependency, to remain stable in the face of internal or external threat.
This led to a distorted consensus, a mutually held point of view, that allowed
equilibrium to be maintained. The consensus was achieved by denying reality
and rationalizing their shared perspective. Reality becomes less important to
certain groups than the preservation of their ties.

The aberrant manifestation of social cohesiveness found in pathologic fam-
ilies (and to a lesser degree in normal ones) has its parallels in psychotherapy
groups. Contemporary models of group therapy owe much to Wilfred Bion, a
British psychoanalyst who pointed out that a group may be moved by latent
forces, usually unknown to its members. As a leader of early experimental
therapy groups, Bion chose to remain silent, making only occasional interpre-
tive comments. He provided little if any leadership so that he might observe
the psychological forces operating within the group. Central among these
forces was the desire of the members to be dependent on the leader and
remain close to each other. By not acting to fulfill this need and avoiding an
active leadership role, Bion allowed the groups' unmet needs to become in-
creasingly apparent as the level of anxiety mounted,6 reflecting the force of
social cohesion.

Bion observed that a group operates on two levels simultaneously: "tasks"—
matter-of-fact functions such as, "When will the next meeting be held?" or
"Who will arrange for proper heating in the room?"; and "basic assump-
tions"—unconscious drives such as the dependency that places pressure on
the leader to meet the group's expectation of being held together and led. At
any given time the basic assumptions can influence the nature of the group
interactions and its task-oriented behavior. Thus, a practical group decision
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to reorganize its schedule may be compromised by members' fears of having
their security in the group threatened.

For the clinical training of group therapists, A. K. Rice at the Tavistock
Clinic developed participatory group exercises that shed light on the dynamics
of large groups led by trainer-"consultants." By providing little or no struc-
tured leadership within these training groups, trainers elicited surprising be-
havior. For example, members would sometimes become extremely hostile
over petty group concerns. Rice commented on the need for a cohesive struc-
ture.

Without an abstract ideal or external enemy its boundaries are difficult
to define; without boundaries, and hence without even an elemental
structure, action is impulsive and hence potentially dangerous. . . . In
this emotional climate the members turn to the consultants for reassur-
ance that they, at least, can control the violence; the fear, and it is shared
by the consultants, is that they too will be unable to act quickly or wisely
enough to avert disaster.7

In charismatic groups, leaders express no such fear. Instead, they channel
these inchoate forces into forming, in Coser's words, "a greedy institution."
Such "institutions" seek exclusive and undivided loyalty. They reduce the so-
cial roles available to members to those provided by the group. They form
"social cocoons" that help transform members' identities by forcing the group
into social, ideological, or physical isolation.8

Freud's observation about group psychology and the pressures that draw
individuals into consensual and irrational response is particularly apt here.
The evolution of a crowd, he noted, is based on a compulsion in people to do
the same as others, "to remain in harmony with the many."9 This presents
both a promise and a threat.

A Charismatic Religious Sect: The Divine Light Mission

A friendship led to my first encounter with contemporary sects or new reli-
gious movements10 and served to highlight the influential role of group co-
hesiveness in shaping the behavior of charismatic groups. I had known Beth11

for ten years, and we had kept in touch while living in different cities. Her
personal life had been disrupted by a divorce and a move to a new university
teaching job. Soon after she gave up a promising academic career to devote
herself to the philosophy of a teenage guru who had arrived in the United
States the year before; eventually she moved into a commune of the guru's
followers. How could she have adopted such a deviant lifestyle after spending
her adult years at liberal universities;1

The group she joined, the Divine Light Mission, was introduced to the
United States in 1971 by a thirteen-year-old boy from India, scion of a family
of Hindu holy men; members believed in the lad's messianic role. Divine Light



20 FORCES IN THE CHARISMATIC GROUP

was not unlike a number of Eastern-oriented sects that emerged in the United
States around this time. Along with others having a neo-Christian orientation,
these groups constituted the bulk of the emerging cult phenomenon, or, de-
pending on one's view, new religious movements. The introduction Beth gave
me to the Divine Light Mission led to a series of studies of these movements.

A History of the Sect

Like many groups of Hindu orientation, the Divine Light Mission originated
as religious practice in India. It was founded in 1960 by Sri Hans Ji Maharaj,
father of the Guru Maharaj Ji and a former member of the Radhasoami Sat-
sang Beas, one of several Sikh religious movements in northern India. Each
of those movements operated independently and was headed by a leader re-
garded by members as a satguru, or perfect master, whose task was to lead
his followers along a path to God.12

Maharaj Ji was the youngest of four sons of Sri Hans Ji, and even as a
young child participated with his family in their public religious programs.
Given this status, he was accorded a great deal of attention by his father's
devotees and lived in luxury.13 When his father died, eight-year-old Maharaj
Ji was selected to lead the sect instead of his older brothers because of his
unusual talent at delivering religious homilies.

Within a few years, the sect began to send mahatmas, or apostles, overseas
to preach the young guru's inspired mission, and by the time he was eleven,
Maharaj Ji himself had traveled to London. Two years later he came to the
United States at the invitation of several American premies (followers) who
had received Knowledge (enlightenment) in India. The young guru visited
several cities and was accorded a favorable reception by many young people
who were experiencing the uprooting of the late counterculture era with its
rebellions against established authority. As he traveled, he began to attract a
following.

Maharaj Ji returned to India to tend to the members of the Mission there,
but came back to the United States a year later and established a national
headquarters in Denver. Within months, hundreds of American youths ac-
cepted the guru's invitation to receive Knowledge and flew with him to India
in several chartered jumbo jets for a festival called Hans Jayanti. On their
arrival, his followers were taken to the family's ashram, or religious commune,
for several weeks.

By this time, about a thousand members had moved into a dozen Divine
Light communes in Denver,14 and soon there were several thousand members
nationwide. Commune residents devoted their full time to the group, and took
an active role in developing a national organization for the guru. The study I
carried out then provided a profile of sect members,15 revealing that they were
typically single (82%) whites (97%) in their twenties (73%). The distribution
of Catholics (32%) and Protestants (44%) was not very different from the
general population (38% and 57%, respectively), but there was a greater pro-
portion of Jews (21% vs. 2%).16 The members' middle-class background was
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reflected in the large majority that had attended college (76%), as had one or
both parents (71%). Typical group members were middle-class young adults,
many of whom had interrupted higher education to join the sect.

What were some of the trappings of religious practice in this emerging
movement? Potential initiates were usually introduced to the Divine Light
Mission at a session of religious discourse called a satsang, where experienced
members presented the philosophy of the sect to the assembled group. The
satsang could be delivered to active members or to those with only a casual
interest. It was something of a polemic interspersed with parables, and be-
cause members were bright and sophisticated, these discourses tended to be
engaging, making use of both Hindu mythology and Western philosophy.

After a period of acquaintance with the group, a potential member might
approach a mahatma from the sect. These were longtime Indian devotees
designated by the guru to initiate new members. Although their pronounce-
ments were often obscure, they lent an aura of transcendence to the initiation.
In the initiation ceremony the mahatma rubbed the eyes of the newly initiated
members, producing a sensation of flashes that were perceived as a divine
light. Initiates wee thereafter called premies, or followers of the guru.

The premies undertook four types of meditative experience during daily
periods of silent repose, spent with eyes closed. In the first meditation they
visualized a light, described as real and intense. In the second they heard
music, and this too was reported not to be metaphoric but rather an essential
sound of the universe. In the third meditation they tasted "nectar," supposedly
a purifying fluid flowing from the brain to the throat,17 and finally they spoke
the "word," said to be a primordial vibration that underlies all existence. These
meditations were recounted with great zeal.

Performing Service, or good works, for the sect was a requirement, and
giving satsang was one type of Service, as it led others to hear that the knowl-
edge was available. Other Service included helping with the arrangement of
speaking tours for the mahatmas and drawing new converts into the group.
Premies could live in the ashrams to devote themselves more fully to Service.
These premies often worked part- or full-time outside the ashram and gave a
sizable portion—sometimes all—of their income to the movement. They also
practiced celibacy, vegetarianism, and frequent meditation. The focus of this
ascetic existence was their religious mission rather than personal pleasure or
gain.

In 1973, the sect rented the Houston Astrodome for a celebration of world
peace and religious rejuvenation, "Millennium '73," billed as "the most sig-
nificant event in human history." Devotees were flown from overseas, and the
event was promoted with considerable advance publicity and a good deal of
media coverage. A highlight of the celebration was the participation of Rennie
Davis, one of the Chicago Seven anti—Vietnam War protestors who had re-
cently become a premie. The event, however, fell far short of expectations.
The stadium was only partially filled; a variety of millennial expectations, such
as the arrival of world peace, failed to materialize, and the whole undertaking
left members of the movement disillusioned and in debt.
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The guru himself, however, was increasingly taken by the enticements of
American society. He was, after all, still a teenager, not above spraying his
coterie with shaving cream for fun. Such pranks led them to speak of his
"heavenly playfulness." He began dressing in Western clothes and adopted a
luxurious lifestyle that included setting up residence in a mansion and being
ferried about in a limousine.

Soon he married his secretary, an attractive American woman several years
older. This he did against his mother's wishes, and the event precipitated a
schism in the family, ultimately leading to the estrangement of the American
branch of the religious sect from its main body in India, where his mother
and brothers remained. His mother revoked his title of satguru, an action he
refused to accept. Maharaj Ji now began to preach against the betrayal he felt
he experienced at the hands of his family, couching his arguments in parables
drawn from Hindu mythology. In America too, the marriage caused dismay,
particularly among the premies living in ashrams who had followed the strict
path of celibacy dictated by the guru himself. Perhaps half of these members
left the sect over this issue.18

Maharaj Ji now moved his headquarters from Denver to Miami without
explanation. This caused a major dislocation among his remaining followers,
most of whom did accompany him. In Miami, he moved further away from
the sect's traditional Hindu flavor and gave less active direction to sect mem-
bers. At first, he led religious meetings about once a month in a hired audi-
torium, where as many as 500 to 600 followers would assemble, but after a
while he appeared less often, and rarely visited the ashrams in the community.
Maharaj Ji nonetheless was still regarded as a divine figure by his followers.

The movement had apparently reached its peak of expansion and popularity,
and in the next few years many members drifted away, although they still
retained an attentuated fidelity to their spiritual leader. Some who had inter-
rupted their education or their careers began to look for a more stable identity
within the Miami community. As they settled down, they increasingly adopted
more traditional roles as young working adults and parents, while maintaining
their reverence for the guru and their affection for other premies.

In 1984 Maharaj Ji moved again, with his wife, four children, and consid-
erable assets. This time he went to the affluent beach community of Malibu
in West Los Angeles but did not ask his followers to join him. Although he
continued to make occasional spiritual tours, he did not appear at most of
the religious gatherings held in his name. The diminishing numbers of his
faithful, most of them still in Miami, did not appear to be disappointed in the
sect's lack of coherence, and often explained it as paradoxically showing the
strength of their leader's spiritual message. They continued in their medita-
tions, although these became more of a personal matter and were practiced
less frequently and in isolation.

Initial Encounters

My first encounter with the Divine Light Mission came when Beth invited
me to visit an ashram at the time the group was expanding. She thought the
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sect would be interesting for a psychiatrist to observe because some members
had experienced a relief from serious emotional problems when they joined.
She felt her group had tapped a large area of mental function psychiatry was
unaware of.

The atmosphere in the ashram was indeed quite striking. On entering a
large apartment on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, I was greeted in a
friendly, even intimate fashion by people who were complete strangers. The
intense communality of the members was immediately apparent, a quality that
was clearly an important aspect of the group's function. One could sense a
closeness among those present, and an absence of the minor tensions that
would be expected in a setting where two dozen people were living in tight
quarters. A college dormitory, a military barracks, or a summer camp soon
reveal a certain amount of hostile banter or argument. These appeared to be
absent in the ashram. Caring and intimacy, reflective of the group's cohesive-
ness, seemed to mute any expression of animosity.

There were kind words, offers of food, expressions of interest, and warm
smiles, all from people I'd never met before. Any question was soon answered,
sometimes even anticipated. Having been invited by one of their members
and defined temporarily as one of their own, I was made to feel as if I were
entering a supportive envelope, to be protected from the rough edges of re-
lationships in the outside world.

To illustrate the healing offered by her newfound religious experience, Beth
told me about Janet, a twenty-six-year-old premie whose case showed the vital
role that social bonds within this group play in stabilizing the members' sub-
jective state and behavior. I later corroborated the details in interviews with
the woman herself and her relatives and friends. Over the course of several
hospitalizations dating back to her mid-teens, Janet had been diagnosed as
schizophrenic. She had been placed on a variety of medications, usually major
tranquilizers in modest to large doses. Despite this treatment, the intermittent
hallucinatory periods, episodes of rage, and inappropriate behavior were not
effectively brought under control. When Janet was not in the hospital, she
lived with her hapless parents, and was apparently quite demanding and easily
upset by their presence. The parents, unable to move her into an independent
living situation, were pleased that she at least retained a few friends, some of
whom she had met while in the hospital. Occasionally her tenuous equilib-
rium broke down at home, whereupon florid psychotic symptoms appeared,
including delusions of persecution, and her unpredictable behavior often led
to a return to the hospital. In the most tragic periods of her illness, fearing
that her eyes were the source of demonic visitations, Janet actually blinded
herself with her own hands.

The sight of her sunken eyelids confirmed this, as did a later physical
examination; here was even more convincing evidence of unmanageable be-
havior than the hospitalizations and trials of psychotropic medication. But
Janet was now behaving appropriately, even though she had taken no medi-
cation in the three years since joining the group. During my first visit she
conversed with companions, apparently in good spirits, and was able to tell
her story to me. She said she felt relaxed with other premies and had expe-
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rienced no psychotic symptoms since joining the group, although she had
seen the "divine light" during her meditation, an experience common to
other members.

It became apparent from observing her and speaking with other members
that the group not only displayed affection and support, but also set clear
standards for her social behavior. This was something her parents had tried
but failed to do. While engaged within the cohesive structure of the group,
she felt compelled to comply with the expectations of her fellow members, a
process that aborted the downward spiral of regressive behavior regularly end-
ing in a psychotic state at home. This dynamic was illustrated by the comment
of a friend and fellow member: "When she gets irritable or complains, I let
her know that it's not the way premies should behave. She knows that we
care for her, and that our scolding is done with love." Indeed, other members
did not leave her alone for extended periods, even if she did not approach
them.

This supportive atmosphere and sense of closeness apparently had a strong
impact on the mental state of certain members, especially individuals like
Janet. Somehow the sect was reaching some disturbed persons in a way that
conventional psychiatry could not. Through intense togetherness and support,
it seemed to have turned around their thinking and behavior.

But this was also true for members who had been well adjusted. Beth, for
example, was profoundly changed by the sect. She had previously demon-
strated herself to be highly intelligent and competent, and excelled academi-
cally without great effort. With independent-mindedness, she had assumed a
leadership role in the antiwar movement of the late 1960s, yet only a few
days before my visit to the ashram she sat with me at the dinner table and
seemed transfixed, removed from all worldy cares. Only when she spoke of
her newfound commitment did she become animated. She talked of the divine
light she could literally see, the sacred nectar she could taste, and the divine
music she heard. Under the group's influence Beth had somehow acquired a
mental set entirely at variance with her previous attitudes. This development
seemed no less surprising than Janet's; both women had apparently been
transformed in their behavior, feelings, and perceptions.

Within a few months, I began to study this compelling phenomenon. I
enlisted the help of Peter Buckley, a colleague at the Albert Einstein college
of Medicine, and we conducted interviews and designed a questionnaire to
evaluate two issues: first, the relief of psychological distress experienced on
joining, and, second, the degree of social cohesiveness felt by these members
toward the group. I hypothesized that a relationship existed between the per-
ceived emotional relief and fidelity to the group.

The study was conducted on the outskirts of Orlando, Florida, at a national
festival held by the Divine Light Mission, one of the conclaves regularly or-
ganized to allow members the opportunity for personal contact, or darshan,
with the guru. A field had been rented for the weeldong event. Events there
showed how the group's cohesiveness could be mobilized as a potent social
force and how nonmembers could be excluded.
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The atmosphere of belonging was pervasive, as some 5,000 young adults
gathered to make preparations. They interacted in a congenial and open man-
ner, even when they had struck up acquaintance only moments before. To
say the least, this was not an impersonal work site. It represented a network
of people who hastened to assist each other and sought ways to further their
common cause of making the festival a shared experience, something valuable
to all.

As a group, the members looked as though they had been drawn from the
graduate campus of a large university—bright, not too carefully groomed, ca-
sually dressed. They were lively, good-tempered, and committed to their mu-
tual effort. Some set up tents; others sold religious tracts and pins with pic-
tures of the guru, his American wife, and their baby. Some handled food;
others moved about with an air of eager expectancy. There was no idleness,
brashness, marijuana, beer, loud music, or flirtation—all hallmarks of a more
typical assembly of people in their twenties,

The administrative structure for the event appeared informal, but no sense
of disorganization pervaded. The speakers addressed the group from a large
floating stage on a lake. The program moved along smoothly from one event
to the next, whether singing for the guru ("He's Got the Whole World in His
Hands") or listening to various leaders deliver satsang.

The group's congeniality apparently extended to anyone designated as ac-
ceptable, as long as the proper signal was made. Thus, because Beth, who
held a position of respect in the group, had labeled my colleague and me
"okay," we were acceptable. After being introduced to the appropriate parties,
we were greeted warmly and made to feel a part of the group. Help was offered
as I began to query various organizers on strategy. Was it possible to pick out
people at random from the registration lines to administer the questionnaire?
There surely was a way, once I deliberated with them over the options avail-
able. Was space necessary for subjects to sit quietly and fill out research
forms? Something would be worked out for every need. Soon we were all
sitting around and talking about experiences of mutual interest, even of a few
remote common acquaintances.

We also saw the other side of the coin—how the group defined and pro-
tected its boundary between members and the outside world. The demarcation
could be drawn tightly, much as a droplet of quicksilver coalesces and sepa-
rates from its surroundings, or as family members draw together and limit
access of outsiders to their personal affairs. Our own status suddenly changed
from inside to outside when a more suspicious member of the administrative
group asked me if the project had been "approved" by senior figures from the
Mission. In the absence of a definite response, our legitimacy was now open
to question. Although it was not entirely clear what this approval entailed, a
request was quickly relayed to the upper reaches of the Divine Light hierarchy
and was then—to my surprise and distress—peremptorily turned down.

The members I had met quickly withdrew their offers of friendship, pro-
viding an object lesson on exclusion from a cohesive group. I soon felt myself
to be a nonperson, treated civilly but coolly, having become an outsider as
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rapidly as I had been made an insider. The very people who had hovered
around us to help with our plans now found making conversation uncom-
fortable. People seemed to be looking through my colleague and me rather
than at us.

Toward the end of the day approval came as suddenly as it had been with-
drawn, with the information that a decision had been made at the "highest"
level, presumably in consultation with the guru himself. Acceptance and of-
fers of help came with rekindled warmth. As if automatically triggered, a
renewed air of intimacy suffused our exchanges.

This experience illustrates the considerable mobilization of support that
such a cohesive group can generate, either informally or with formal sanction,
as well as the strength of its controls over actions. The sect's ideology lends
the control structure a legitimacy that penetrates the layers of the individual
members' own decision making, eliciting group-sanctioned behavior. At no
point in the Orlando sequence was there any significant diversity in attitudes
expressed toward us. Each group member adhered to the consensus and
thereby assured unanimity. As in Ann's family, this intense mutuality reflected
the need both for security in the face of an outside world that is perceived as
threatening and to prevent internal conflict. Agreement in attitude and views
serves to protect the integrity of the group as a social system.

Later in the festival I asked to interview people who had experienced psy-
chiatric or drug problems, hoping that they might help clarify the sect's impact
on psychiatric symptoms in individual members, as well as the function of its
intense social influence in mediating psychological change. One member
brought forward was Ellen, a thirty-four-year-old divorced, part-time clerk
whose five children had been remanded to her mother's care by the court
because they had been neglected during her protracted bouts of psychiatric
and drug problems. These problems had apparently come under control when
she joined the Divine Light Mission. Her story illustrates two points. First,
like many other initiates, she was attracted to a charismatic group at a time
of psychological crisis, as if seeking aid to cope with extreme distress. Second,
the support and structure offered by the sect allowed her to pull her psycho-
logical resources together. She used the strength of the group as an auxiliary
ego to help regain her emotional stability.

Seven years before, Ellen had begun using drugs and was taking ten to
fifteen barbiturate capsules a day. When psychedelics became popular, she
began using LSD and later became addicted to a variety of opiates: morphine,
Demerol, heroin, and illicit methadone. Her opiate habit became very expen-
sive, and for four years she survived through prostitution. While on her roller
coaster of drug abuse, she was hospitalized on several occasions for psychiatric
problems, typically for a few days or weeks, during which she often smuggled
a supply of heroin into the hospital.

The despair that precipitated these hospitalizations led to several suicide
attempts. Ellen denied any history of hallucinations and gave no evidence of
formal delusional thinking. Significantly, she reported that her mood improved
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by the time she left the hospital, often without any antidepressant medication.
This history, along with her somewhat histrionic presentation of it, left the
impression that she did not have a major despressive disorder. I thought she
might have a borderline personality disorder, reflecting impulsive and self-
destructive behavior and poor coping skills, and that the episodes requiring
hospitalization were precipitated by drug use and environmental stress.

At one point, despairing of any escape from heroin addiction and the con-
sequent need for prostitution, Ellen applied for methadone maintenance,
which allowed her to stay away from illicit drugs and out of the hospital for
over a year. She thought of herself as independent, though, and did not like
the regimen of frequent visits to the clinic required by the program. Like a
number of patients on methadone maintenance, Ellen mistook her newfound
stability for a genuine ability to withstand the pressures of daily life. Wanting
to "take control of her life," she withdrew from the methadone program and
soon began using marijuana heavily and taking barbiturates again. As she said,
"I used anything I could to stay off the heroin."

Her drug use rapidly increased, and she began to shoot heroin again. Feel-
ing panicky over a likely full-fledged relapse, she fled to Colorado from her
native Philadelphia, in the hope that life in a rural setting would save her
from further deterioration. It did not, and she continued to use drugs, setting
into life as a street person.

After a month in Colorado, Ellen met some members of the Divine Light
Mission. She immediately felt comfortable with them and soon began to ap-
preciate the merit of their religious devotion. She wanted to become part of
the group to salvage herself from a profound sense of desolation. Each day
she went to their ashram where she was accepted warmly, began to cut down
her use of drugs, and attempted to meditate. Though living alone, she felt
herself to be part of a "close, loving community." Now, ten months later, she
reported only occasionally using half a marijuana cigarette.

Part of my exchange with Ellen was revealing of the role played by the
group's cohesiveness.

M.G.: How did you feel when you were shooting heroin in Colorado?
ELLEN: I was terrified, but I also felt that I had returned to a friend, one
who would heal my wounded feelings but then hold me in its claws. I
knew I couldn't control it ...

M.G.: And the premies, how did they help you?

ELLEN: Once I got to know them, I realized they loved me. They took
me up, and it was as if they were holding me in their arms. I was like a
baby whose mother guides its moves and cares for it. When I wanted to
take heroin, or even to smoke [marijuana], I knew they were with me to
help me stay away from it, even if I was alone. And their strength was
there for me, even before I could hardly meditate at all. I could rely on
their invisible hand, moved by Maharaj Ji's wisdom, to help me gain
control.

FJW
Highlight
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M.G.: What was it that they did?
ELLEN: After a while it was everything they did that made me know I
belonged. Just feeling their love was all I needed.

The drug abuse syndrome that Ellen confronted when she arrived in Col-
orado was serious, and the likelihood of her aborting a decline into full-blown
heroin addiction was small. A geographic escape generally is of little value.
Few patients in the throes of an addiction such as hers, combining opiates
and other drugs, are able to establish control over drug abuse on their own.
Her description of the intense support she felt from other Divine Light mem-
bers suggested an alternative dependency. Her reliance on the group for the
strength to face the stress of everyday life paralleled the reliance she had
placed on drugs. Both aided her in coping with conflict, but at the cost of
independent action.

The sect had exerted a remarkable influence on this woman's addictive
problem, affecting her in a way that our usual psychological therapies do not.
What produces such influence? We can begin to answer this question by
recalling the discussions of the family and the therapy group earlier in the
chapter. Further insights came from our studies of Divine Light members in
Orlando.

A Study of Group Cohesiveness

The objective study of behavior in charismatic groups is not a simple under-
taking, and two issues complicating this research are relevant here: investi-
gator bias and limitations in available methodologies. The problem of inves-
tigator bias reflects the very nature of charismatic groups. Such groups
maintain their views even in the face of contrary evidence, and, as we just
saw, do this with a mutuality that stands independent of contrary evidence.
They also tend to elicit contrary views and animosity from the surrounding
community, which itself may be no less biased regarding an alien sect. As a
result, the investigator is almost always pressed to adopt a position that either
favors or opposes the stands taken by the charismatic group. For example, at
times my studies on charismatic sects were attacked as a reflection of my
being "duped" by the Moonies; at other times the same studies were seen just
the opposite, as evidence of the use of my "professional credentials to dis-
credit" these groups.19 A dispassionate middle ground is not easily defined.

A second problem in carrying out this research lies in designing a valid
methodology. We had to adapt approaches and techniques from a variety of
disciplines, including psychiatry, social psychology, anthropology, and soci-
ology. In addition, questions often had to be framed so as to make use of the
methodology available, rather than what might be the most interesting to
study. For example, my principal interest in initiating the Orlando study was
to examine the major psychopathology found among some Divine Light mem-
bers. Practically speaking, this could not be studied in a controlled fashion
because reliable self-report measurements for the relevant diagnostic catc-
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gories were not available. Instead we had to use a more general psychological
adjustment scale.

Even more broadly, the choice of a proper context in which to study the
interrelatedness of group members in a charismatic group also presents a
major paradox. The group phenomena observed among its members—their
intense closeness, feelings, and beliefs—can hardly be re-created in a labo-
ratory. Yet so many real-world variables impinge on the phenomena to be
studied that to observe them outside the laboratory setting, without ample
controls, would leave researchers vulnerable to a circus of external issues, let
alone their own subjectivity.

This paradox is illustrated by my previous research on the influence of social
context on drug use and abuse. Volunteers in a laboratory setting smoked
either active marijuana, placebo marijuana, or no drug at the outset of each
of a series of professionally led encounter-group meetings.20 The controlled
setting was too artificial, however, to create the degree of cohesiveness usually
associated with drug use. The question remained as to how such a controlled
evaluation of group interrelatedness could be undertaken effectively.21

Outside the laboratory, studies on the peyote rituals of the Native American
Indian Church in the Southwest United States22 show that the tribe's cohesive
social structure was closely integrated into this religious experience when the
hallucinogen is taken in the context of a close-knit community. This religious
context clearly cannot be reproduced in an ad hoc fashion, but one can sur-
mise that these close ties are an effective vehicle for transforming a potentially
disruptive hallucinogenic experience into a constructive and therapeutic
one.23

In what setting can the role of the naturally emerging social ties of a reli-
gious sect be best studied? My access to the Divine Light Mission appeared
to offer an opportunity for analyzing group cohesiveness in a systematic, con-
trolled way within its natural setting. Specifically, a statistical assessment
could be made of the relationship between such variables as group cohesive-
ness and other measures of the members' emotional status. In this respect,
the sect presented an "experiment of nature."

To conduct such an analysis, a fairly large sample of subjects was needed,
and consequently it was not feasible to rely primarily on interviews, since
personnel were not available. We developed a seven-page multiple-choice
questionnaire and gave copies to 119 subjects who were active members of
the Divine Light Mission, selected at random from the festival registration
lines.*

In framing the questionnaire, we had to address certain technical problems.
One was the need to choose symptoms of mental illness or health that could
be queried within this format. Some scales for evaluating major mental illness,
such as the SCL-90,24 have limited specificity and are fairly lengthy. It was

* Members of charismatic groups are remarkably compliant in filling out long questionnaires,
so long as it is sanctioned by their leadership. I have found, however, that more independent
sorts in less x.ealous groups can give an investigator no end of trouble.
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best to use a scale that drew on symptoms experienced by a large portion of
the population, such as anxiety, depression, and suicidal thoughts. Since we
needed to ascertain the subjects' perception of their psychological state both
before and after joining the group, the scale had to be short and easy to fill
out relative to the subjects' experience during more than one period in their
life.

For a brief ad hoc scale, it also seemed best to develop items that would
have face validity, that is, they would clearly reflect the symptoms of psycho-
logical distress. This approach contrasts with self-report psychological scales
such as the Minnesota Multi-Phasic Personality Inventory (the MMPI), a
widely used but quite long schedule whose validity has been tested by stan-
dardizing items on large groups of people with different psychiatric diagnoses.
Each of the MMPI questions in itself (comparable to "I like to collect
stamps"), however, does not have an obvious relationship to the symptoms
measured by the test.

Table 2-1 gives the items developed for this Psychological Distress Scale,
each rated from 1 ("not at all") to 5 ("very much") by the respondent.25 The
total points for the eight symptoms indicated the psychological distress score.
Subjects evaluated each symptom during four two-month periods: the worst
they had felt; right before their first contact with the Divine Light Mission;
immediately after joining; and at present. This made it possible to compare
their estimation of the psychological distress they had experienced before and
after joining.

In addition to psychological distress, a second "outcome" variable, drug use,
was studied. Each of six common drugs of abuse was listed, and subjects were
asked to rate how often they used each drug during the same four two-month
periods on a scale from 1 ("none at all") to 5 ("more than once on most days").

Table 2-1. Psychological Distress Items (and Implied Symptoms)

Subjects indicated how much they felt this way, on a scale of 1 ("not at all")
to 5 ("very much").

1. felt nervous and tense, [anxiety] ( )
2. felt depressed and glum, [depression] ( )
3. had thoughts of ending my life, [suicidal ideation] ( )
4. had the feeling that I was being watched or talked about by

others, [referential thinking] ( )
5. was unclear about how to lead my life, [anomie] ( )
6. got into trouble with my job, at school, or with the law.

[behavioral] ( )
7. I heard voices that other people did not hear, [hearing

voices] ( )
8. Emotional problems interfere with my adjustment in life.

[general emotional maladaptation] ( )
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Responses were then related to specific aspects of the group membership
to find out how group membership might have led to any psychological and
drug use changes. Group cohesiveness as a predictor of change, as well as
other group issues such as meditation practice, to be discussed later, were
also considered.

Group cohesiveness was measured on the scale given in Table 2-2, adapted
from the earlier study on marijuana use and social interaction. A member's
cohesive feelings about three different groups were recorded: the ten members
of the sect whom the subject knew best, all the sect members, and the ten
nonrnembers the subject knew best. This offered a contrast between the sub-
jects' feelings of affiliation toward people inside and outside the group.

Results of the Study

The survey produced revealing findings regarding the psychology of the char-
ismatic group. First, the members' reports reflected a relief of distress on
joining. Second, the members' cohesiveness toward the group was closely as-
sociated with this relief. From these findings emerged a beginning sense of
what motivated members to comply with the group.

Members who had joined the sect roughly two years before reported a con-
siderable decline in psychological distress and drug use after joining. Many
had a history of psychological problems and several had sought professional
help (38%) or had been hospitalized for emotional disorders (9%). These find-
ings formed the first objective evidence of the role psychological distress plays
in recruitment to such groups. Furthermore, members' level of distress symp-
toms decline over the course of conversion. The average incidence for the
items on the Distress Scale is given in Table 2-3, as are the figures for ma-
rijuana and heroin use, which reflect the all-around decline in both psycho-

Table 2-2. Social Cohesive-ness Scale

Subjects rated their feelings toward the group on each item, on a scale of
1 ("not at all") to 5 ("very much").

1. How much do these descriptions apply to the group?
a. They care for me ( )
b. They are happy ( )
c. They are suspicious of me [scored in reverse] ( )

2. How would you describe your feelings for them?
a. I care for them ( )
b. They make me happy ( )
c. I am suspicious of them [scored in reverse] ( )

3. Do they have the qualities a premie [member] should have? ( )
4. Do you like being part of their activities? ( )



32 FORCES IN THE CHARISMATIC GROUP

Table 2-3. Outcome of Initiation into the Divine Light Mission

These figures indicate the percentage of subjects who reported the presence of
symptoms during each of four two-month periods.

The Four Periods

Three Sample Items

Psychological Distress Scale,
average for the 8 items

Daily marijuana use
Any heroin use

The
Worst
Ever

80
65
14

Right
Before

Joining

71
45

7

Right
After

Joining

45
0
1

Now

37
7
0

logical distress and drug use.26 This observation revealed an apparent overall
improvement in psychiatric state derived from conversion and its retention
through continued membership. These findings were confirmed in later re-
search on the Unification Church where it was possible to study recruits as
well as disaffiliated members.

The cohesiveness scores showed that respondents felt considerably closer
toward members of their sect than toward nonmembers whom they knew
best.27 Almost all of the respondents (99%) said they cared a lot for the ten
members they knew best, and most (56%) felt similarly toward the member-
ship overall. Only the minority of members (39%) responded this way in re-
lation to the nonmembers they knew best. If valid, this would mean that most
members felt closer toward the sect overall (few of whose members they had
actually met) than toward the ten people outside the sect they knew best.
Their connection to the group far outweighed their attachments to outsiders.

To examine the relationship, if any, between the feeling of cohesiveness
and the symptom changes reported, we statistically analyzed the average de-
cline in symptom scores.28 Social cohesion accounted for 37% of the overall
decline in psychological distress that occurred after subjects joined the group.
That is, a large part of the enhanced well-being derived from joining this sect
could be attributed to the members' feelings of relatedness with fellow mem-
bers.

Such findings were notable since the degree of neurotic distress experi-
enced by individuals is determined by many factors, including differences in
temperament, quality of life, and how people see themselves in relation to the
rest of the world. But for the young adults in our study, the decline in feelings
of psychological distress was directly proportional to the degree of cohesive-
ness they felt toward the group.

One might have thought that members like Ellen, who were most emotion-
ally troubled before entering the sect, would have benefited the most from
joining. Yet the survey indicated that serious emotional problems before join-
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ing were not specifically correlated with either a greater or lesser decline in
psychological distress. Nor were serious emotional problems correlated with
a higher social cohesiveness score.29 All members, whether seriously distressed
or not, reported an improved emotional state after joining.

These findings naturally raise the question of whether subjects over-
estimated the degree of distress before joining and the amount of improve-
ment after. While this may well have occurred, a later study on the Unification
Church (see Chapter 8) supported the view that the effect on psychological
well-being of joining the group was real.

Such emotional gains reinforce members' involvement in the group by ef-
fectively "rewarding" them for their fealty to it. The reward, specifically, is
enhanced well-being when the members feel closer to each other. And this
reward may help explain the members' remarkable conformity to the group's
expectations, since acceptance and conformity bring relief from distress.



3
SHARED
BELIEFS

The beliefs held in common by members of cults are a vital force in the
group's operation. They bind members together, shape their attitudes, and
motivate them to act in self-sacrifice. I began to appreciate the importance of
such beliefs in following the career of my friend who had joined the Divine
Light Mission. At first it seemed certain that Beth's involvement would be
ephemeral; surely this sensible and successful young woman would soon turn
back to her roots in the Western mainstream. But this assumption proved
wrong. Beth moved her home across country more than once to follow her
youthful guru, and took a number of trips to India along with his followers.
Several years later she married a fellow premie. After having a child, she
obtained a university position and returned to teaching, but remained deeply
committed to her belief in the guru.

A few years after Beth joined the Divine Light Mission, it was obvious that
she believed very strongly in something the group offered and that her in-
volvement reflected an abiding faith, not easy to fathom but quite telling in
its implications for the psychology of charismatic groups. Consider a letter in
which she spoke of her belief in the guru, whose actual contact with
thousands of followers must have been limited.

His revelation of the Kingdom of Heaven within us all is a completely
practical experience for each and every individual. . . . The gift of Knowl-
edge that Maharaj Ji has given me is so deeply satisfying and joyfully
constant that I can't imagine another being conveying the truth as he
has revealed it.

Beth accepted the guru's transcendent message in a way that others before
her might have embraced the prophets and messiahs of old. This literal faith
was hard to understand since it came from a woman whom I had known some
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years before as agnostic and even cynical, and was clearly at variance with
the underlying attitudes one would expect in a person with her background
and pluralistic views. To understand the role such strong beliefs play in char-
ismatic groups, we will examine a related historical example.

Communities of Shared Belief

A Utopian Commune

In the mid—nineteenth century several Utopian communities, each rooted in
its particular interpretations of Christian dogma, were established in north-
eastern United States. Most were limited in both size and duration. They
included the Oneida Community, the Shakers, the Harmony Society, and—
transplanted from Central Europe—the Hutterites. Though short-lived these
communities had a high degree of social cohesiveness and shared belief, were
typically led by a charismatic leader, and exacted conformity to their unusual
norms of behavior. Particularly striking is the important role that religious
creeds played in sustaining these groups. Rosabeth Kanter1 studied thirty sects
and found that those with the greatest social stability and longevity were all
founded on the basis of shared religious beliefs: their respective systems of
belief and ritual were essential to the groups' stability, allowing members to
sacrifice their own needs in rejecting the material world. In addition, the
groups' transcendent moral code serves to support the primacy of their lead-
ers.

Among the more successful of these groups was the Oneida Community,
which was established in 1847 in upstate New York and dissolved thirty-two
years later after the departure of its leader.2 It was part of a widespread reli-
gious renewal that began in the early 1830s. Around this time, John Hum-
phrey Noyes graduated from Dartmouth College and served unsuccessfully as
an apprentice in a New Hampshire law firm. During his subsequent disillu-
sionment, he attended a four-day camp meeting in his native Vermont and
underwent a religious conversion. Noyes declared himself to be without sin,
drawing this position from his own interpretation of Christ's redemption, and
began to seek followers for his emerging system of idiosyncratic beliefs.
Within a decade, he developed a following of a few dozen people who adopted
the practices of economic communism and spouse sharing that were remark-
ably deviant for the time. Under threat of indictment for adultery, Noyes had
to remove his group to an isolated location in upstate New York. The com-
mune Noyes established there grew to over a hundred members within a few
years and nearly three hundred before its decline. The intensely held beliefs
of these Perfectionists, as they were called, were striking. They espoused a
Utopian goal of "creating heaven on earth," a pursuit centered for the sect's
duration in a large communal residence called the Mansion House. Here their
society was organized around group-oriented facilities, such as a community
dining room, a library, and common recreation areas. Even three generations
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after the commune dissolved, descendants still lived near this house, reflecting
their lingering fidelity.3

The members' strong belief in the principles of communal ownership is
seen even in the activities of its children. At one point the principle of shared
property was reinterpreted so that each little girl might possess a doll of her
own, rather than share in the community's dolls, as was done with all other
possessions. When the adults observed that the youngsters spent too much
time with these dolls and not enough on household chores, all were sum-
moned together and told to destroy them, each girl throwing her own doll
into a fire. Noyes's son later wrote that "throughout my childhood the private
ownership of anything seemed to me a crude artificiality to which an unen-
lightened Outside still clung. . . . it never occurred to me that I could possess
a sled to the exclusion of other boys."4

In a charismatic group, shared beliefs are best established by a close-knit
communications system in which acceptable views are directly or implicitly
encouraged and dissenting ones suppressed. Control is most effectively ex-
erted through social pressure rather than forcible prohibition of dissent, which
would only generate disillusionment and passive conformity. In the Oneida
Community this was evident in the group's daily communal meetings. Every
night the Oneidians met in the Big Hall of the Mansion House to combine
religious rituals with secular functions and discussion. Hymn singing and Bi-
ble reading were part of the evening fare. Noyes himself would speak, relating
the group's religious practice to the behavior and attitudes of the members.
Members could also bring up personal concerns, so that issues not usually
voiced in public settings were discussed by the group and then resolved by
recourse to Noyes's religious ideals. This enabled the community to establish
norms in all areas of social interaction and promote social conformity. Meet-
ings were referred to by one member as "the most cherished part of our daily
lives,"5 reflecting the way in which the group's influence on a shared set of
values was accepted by members, and not seen as intrusive.

In rural isolation, the group developed an ideology and related rituals de-
viant from those of the general population. It became known for the nature
of its sexual relationships in particular, and these eventually led to widespread
public criticism that contributed to its dissolution.

Noyes believed that monogamous marriage among commune members was
harmful to the communist principles of his sect because it excluded others
from sharing in a vital affectional tie. Although this view may have arisen
from his own personal disappointments, he cited the Bible for his rationale:
"In the Kingdom of Heaven, the institution of marriage—which assigns the
exclusive possession of one woman to one man—does not exist" (Mt. 22:23).
The system he implemented in Oneida allowed a man who wanted to have
sexual intercourse with a particular woman simply to ask her. If she agreed,
he would spend the night in her room. Contraception was achieved by ter-
minating intercourse before ejaculation, a procedure practiced with apparent
success. Some years later, the use of a "go-between" became conventional.
This person judged the acceptability of any given liaison and discouraged
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"amatory" relationships, which were seen to run contrary to the group's com-
munal ideology.

Management of marital and affectional ties by means of the belief system
of a charismatic group can be a powerful component of social controls, and
the go-between system clearly served this purpose. Indeed, later in its history
the system was organized so that decisions on couplings were made by Noyes
himself, thereby centralizing his control over the group.

The Oneida Community is an interesting historical illustration of how a
group's beliefs can be integrated into its system of social controls. It also
demonstrates the central role a charismatic religious leader can play in their
implementation. These techniques stand in sharp contrast to the crude, co-
ercive ones described by Lifton and others in their studies of brainwashing
by the Communist Chinese.6

Faith and Healing

Assumptive beliefs, communication patterns, and, ultimately, norms for be-
havior were all determined within the confines of the Oneida Community. A
step removed from this is the less clearly defined entity of a subculture, which
does not exist in physical isolation from the broader social environment but
nonetheless shapes communication among its members by means of consen-
sually held beliefs.

Most often, we apply the term faith healing to treatments used in cultures
whose fundamental beliefs are alien to the contemporary values of scientific
medicine. In their classic studies of Navajo healing, Alexander and Dorothy
Leighton7 emphasized the role of belief, group support, shared emotional ex-
perience, and the paraphernalia of communal rituals, such as eagle and owl
feathers. A disruption of the members' usual psychological and physical state
(discussed later under altered consciousness) further intensified the way the
group called on its shared belief system. For example, emetics were frequently
consumed by participants in these rituals, and hot pokers were often applied
by shamans both to the patient and others present at the healing ceremony.
Syndromes treated by the Navajo have been classified in accordance with that
culture's own subtypes of mental illness, and some may also be described in
terms of contemporary diagnostic criteria as major psychiatric illness, includ-
ing schizophrenia, agitated depression, hysteria, and pathologic intoxication.8

An upsurge in religious commitment in the United States in recent decades,
particularly in fundamentalist religion, has brought faith healing closer to the
cultural mainstream. Church attendance has increased dramatically in the
past half-century. Currently, for example, about half of all married couples
attend church regularly, compared to only one-quarter fifty years ago, and the
ratio of church buildings to the population has gone up by almost two-thirds.9

Mansell Pattison and his associates10 have studied contemporary American
faith healing by evaluating psychological traits of individuals who underwent
Pentecostal healing. Those who had been "healed" avowed that they could
place their full faith in God and so there was consequently little reason to be
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concerned or upset about their problems. A systematic assessment of their
mental status by psychiatric interviews showed scant evidence of major mental
illness, but their responses to the MMPI indicated that these people relied
heavily on the psychological defense mechanism of denial. Using this defense,
an individual who is unable to tolerate an objective reality or its implications
literally thinks and acts as if that reality did not exist; this occurs even though
the person may be regularly confronted by unpalatable facts. Pattison's sub-
jects perceived their faith-healing experience as a definitive treatment regard-
less of the presence or absence of physical symptoms afterward. He and his
colleagues concluded that the primary function of faith healing was not nec-
essarily to resolve symptoms, but to reinforce the group's religious perspective
and thereby provide sick people with a means of avoiding harsh realities.
Although healing was the declared purpose of the ritual, in actuality it func-
tioned to integrate members into the group.

The ability to blind oneself to reality through religious ritual may serve as
a solution to certain psychological problems. This is evident in research on
the plasticity of people's responses to the physiologic changes underlying their
emotions. In a study conducted by Stanley Schacter and Jerome Singer,11

subjects were given a dose of adrenaline, a naturally occurring stimulant, and
were then led to experience either euphoria or anger, depending on the sham
setting into which they were introduced. Those who were exposed to an actor
who feigned anger tended to feel anger. Those exposed to a giddy, silly actor
tended to become euphoric themselves. The study was important because it
suggested that people's emotional responses to drugs can be determined to a
large degree by the social context. Hence, it is not surprising that a zealous
religious service could prime individuals to accept a group's own interpretation
of how they should be feeling and how they should perceive their physical
state.

Another interesting study by Pattison12 concerned a group with longstand-
ing histories of overt homosexuality. After joining a Pentecostal Church group
and adopting its belief systems, these men eventually became exclusively prac-
ticing heterosexuals. Did religious commitment lead to a genuine change
(healing, as it were) in sexual orientation, or was the tendency toward ho-
mosexuality only suppressed? This is difficult to answer definitively, but the
men reported the emergence of satisfactory heterosexual relationships with
women, both as newfound friends and spouses, and in time homosexual fan-
tasies among these converts became quite limited or nonexistent, essentially
at the level of the heterosexual population.

How could these men have changed their sexual orientation through reli-
gion? Within the belief system of the Pentecostal Church, homosexuality was
defined as an immoral attitude that the individual himself can expunge, and
members were expected to refrain from all homosexual practices. By virtue of
their personal experience in the group, and the behavior expected of them,
they apparently relinquished what is thought by many to be an almost irre-
versible trait.
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The Pentecostals did not regard homosexuality as a deviation from an innate
characteristic or a physically grounded condition. Thus, the afflicted person
could take an active role in changing his own attitudes and behavior, in col-
laboration with the church. Interestingly, investigators found that these "con-
verted" homosexuals, committed to their Pentecostal beliefs and actively com-
plying with them, experienced much less emotional distress than a comparable
sample of practicing homosexual men in the general population.

A Psychiatric Hospital

Systems of belief sometimes clash in psychiatric wards. Physicians committed
to the values of science and rationality often do not make allowances for
alternative perspectives with patients whose cultic views have brought them
to the hospital or seem intertwined with psychopathology.

A few years ago, I was asked to help evaluate Carol, a twenty-nine-year-old
black woman from a disadvantaged background, shortly after she was trans-
ferred to our psychiatry service. She had just undergone exploratory abdom-
inal surgery because of a life-threatening and self-inflicted gunshot wound.
During the course of her hospitalization, I was able to trace Carol's encounters
with three systems of shared belief, each exerting its influence over her be-
havior. The first was a delusional belief system that brought her to the hos-
pital; the second was the worldview espoused by her physicians; and the third
consisted of the Pentecostal religious beliefs she later adopted.

Though Carol was at first reluctant to provide details, her mother reported
that she and another woman had shared the same lover who had driven them
to a variety of bizarre behaviors. Bobby, the lover, once paraded the two
women naked into the street. He occasionally boasted of having special pow-
ers, of being a "genius" who would "change the course of history and bring
on the Black kingdom." Carol often parroted his words and ideas, saying,
"White devils are going to leech the color out of the world." Other informants
also reported that both women sometimes seemed to go into a "trance" while
with Bobby, and would tell of seeing images on the television screen placed
there by him. Once Carol told her mother that Bobby literally controlled her
feelings from day to day.

The episode that precipitated Carol's hospitalization occurred a day after
Bobby had shown her a picture of a gun, along with a book entitled Tlie Power
of Decision, leading her to conclude that he wanted her to shoot herself. After
doing just that the next day, she telephoned him, and he suggested she call
an ambulance and get to a hospital.

The staff was puzzled when Carol was transferred to the psychiatry service.
They felt they were confronted by a phenomenon at the interface of a shared
delusion (therefore "crazy") and a cult (presumably cultural). Psychiatry does
have trouble dealing with pathology shared by groups, for it is primarily a
discipline that addresses individual disorders rather than social phenomena.
The staff's inclination was to treat Carol as a "routine" psychotic.
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I interviewed Carol at the request of the staff and found that she had no
thought disorder and no overt symptoms of delusional thinking, although it
was possible she was keeping bizarre thoughts to herself. She did not appear
to be suffering from a schizophrenic psychosis. Nor was she particularly de-
pressed, although she was fairly anxious and confused about her motivations
when confronted with the tale told by her mother. I suggested her psychiatric
symptoms would abate now that she was removed from Bobby.

In several days, a shift in Carol's thinking was indeed apparent. She made
the following statement, reflecting the distance she had begun to place be-
tween herself and the beliefs she shared with Bobby.

I used to think that Bobby could explain everything, but what he said
didn't always make sense. 1 think I should forget the Kingdom he prom-
ised; it was just his own crazy idea. I hate to blame him for the shooting,
but maybe he had a bad influence on me.

Carol had been affected by the rational worldview of the hospital staff, who
explained to her how she had developed delusional ideas under Bobby's influ-
ence. In casting out her devil, however, her doctors had not offered Carol an
alternative set of beliefs that was compelling to her, unlike persons engaged
in religious ritual. Explanations about delusions and mental function meant
little to this young woman who had ended her formal education at age fifteen.

During her hospital stay, Carol herself stumbled on a solution. She was
given a Bible tract by a fellow patient involved in a Pentecostal sect, and
quickly developed a strong interest in reading Scriptures. A commitment to
Pentecostalism, which she had encountered as a child in her grandmother's
house, soon followed, and she began to explain both the events of the shooting
and a clear-cut relief in her malaise in terms of her growing belief in Jesus.

Three weeks after admission, Carol stated that she planned to move to her
grandmother's house when she left the hospital. She explained:

When I used to go to bed at night in the old days, I felt the devils coming
onto me before I could fall asleep. . . . There was no way to escape them,
so I stayed awake till dawn to protect myself. Bobby told me that the
devils would always follow me, and that I was going to act out their sins.
Sometimes he said I had to run out into the street without my clothes
on so they would be shamed into leaving me, but now the devils are gone
forever, and it was Jesus who made them go. They left when I returned
to Him, and that's why I'll be safe with my grandmother and with the
Church.

Carol had now adopted the perspective of Pentecostalism, which seemed
more comfortable for her than any offered by the medical staff. She made
this clear on the fourth week after her admission to our service.

Look, I'll tell you this. Jesus says it's evil to shoot yourself, but He'll
forgive me, and I'm ready to plead for His mercy, and start again. You
folks should take a lesson from Him. He's the one with the answers. . . .
Bobby? The Devil must have sent him; that's for sure.
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She looked forward to going home, and the edge of anxiety in her earlier
manner was gone, replaced by an appearance of certitude. She was experi-
encing no delusions or hallucinations and was soon discharged to her grand-
mother's custody.

Carol had begun to move from one system of shared beliefs, Bobby's de-
lusions, to a second one, the psychological perspective of the hospital staff,
but she finally accepted a third that was more viable for her: Pentecostal
Christianity. That her first set of bizarre beliefs had been validated by two
other persons may reflect a bit less poorly on the integrity of Carol's mental
function. Nonetheless, she was clearly disturbed. The Pentecostal beliefs pro-
vided Carol with an explanation of her illness she could accept, ascribing it
to satanic influences external to herself and allowing her to feel intact once
she renounced those influences.

In Carol's case, we have seen how a very small charismatic group can gen-
erate a delusional belief system. These vigorously defended views can then
lead a member to pathologic thought and behavior, even to self-
destructiveness. In the end, acceptance of such bizarre beliefs may be difficult
to distinguish from true mental illness.

A second case of conflict between belief systems in a psychiatric ward in-
volved a member of a well-organized charismatic sect. When I was asked to
evaluate Tom, a single twenty-six-year-old at a nearby hospital, conflict was
apparent from the outset: the hospital staff had become agents of Tom's fam-
ily, who suggested his admission.

On arrival, I saw from the hospital's Tudor-style buildings and commodious
rooms that it catered to a class of patients with access to whatever services
the mental health professional might offer. The resident psychiatrist who had
treated the patient in the hospital presented the case and explained that Tom
had been admitted to this hospital by his private psychiatrist. He came from
an affluent background, and his family was prepared to provide whatever was
necessary to assure his return to a "normal" existence. He was judged to have
two problems. One was the depression precipitating his hospitalization; the
other was his commitment to Shri Rajneesh, an Eastern guru. The second
problem concerned Tom's family most. After three months with the sect, Tom
had all but severed his ties to his family, much to their anger and distress,
and after four years moved to a remote spot in Oregon where the guru's
followers had recently relocated.

The resident psychiatrist emphasized a conflict that, in her estimation, had
developed in Tom's family. The depression began, she explained, when Tom
was confronted by his father, whom he had visited in the hospital shortly after
the man had been in a serious auto accident. The father insisted that Tom
was pursuing a senseless course and that it was time for him to abandon his
foolish ideas and return home, where he could enter into their business and
have a proper future. As on previous occasions, Tom refused to accept this
offer. The resident surmised that Tom felt guilty about his father's condition
but was unable to express his resentment over the man's demands, given his
precarious medical condition.
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After the confrontation Tom spent a few weeks with followers of Rajneesh
in another city but then returned home. He was apparently feeling depressed
now, and over the next few weeks became more withdrawn. Eventually he
agreed to be hospitalized, since he was not motivated for any activities other
than meeting with local followers of the guru.

To protect Tom from further tension in the hospital, the resident psychia-
trist had prohibited members of his sect from visiting him, although he was
allowed to see his family. Tom resented this at first, but later accepted his
isolation from his co-religionists, and soon developed a comfortable relation-
ship with his doctor. While being treated with psychotherapy and antidepres-
sant medications, he began to improve. When he was ready to be discharged,
Tom was referred back to his skilled private psychiatrist, who continued his
therapy on an outpatient basis.

The whole process served to isolate him from his fellow cult members.
Since his adherence to the group's unusual beliefs depended on sustaining a
mental barrier against the common culture, his psychiatrist's therapeutic reg-
imen effectively undermined the stability of his religious worldview.

Tom's private psychiatrist had also come to the resident's presentation to
discuss the case. He remarked on his own distaste for the "cult," and was
pleased to say that in time Tom was able to put aside preoccupations with
the group and attend to the matters at hand, which revolved around the need
to consider an appropriate role for himself in the family's business and rees-
tablish a secure identity in the general community.

I was a bit suspicious of the history presented, having encountered many
young sect members who had shed commitments to their families when their
parents opposed their involvement in a zealous sect. Indeed, in many such
groups, parents were regularly eschewed when they intruded on sect activities.
Why did Tom turn away from the sect at this time and return to his family?
In addition, it was routine practice for any member in trouble to turn to fellow
sect members, however far away they might be.

When I spoke with Tom, it became clear why he hadn't contacted other
Rajneeshees. Apparently he experienced conflicts with senior figures in the
Rajneesh movement while living in their religious community in Oregon and
was beginning to question his ability to achieve the religious goals they had
outlined for him, although he did not doubt the merits of the goals them-
selves. Tom insisted that he had otherwise been content during the previous
years in the group, and had established close relations with other members.
He had been involved for a while with a young woman in the group and was
considering returning to her, but was not prepared to face his fellow members
because of the difficulty in resolving his spiritual impasse.

Three months before his hospitalization, Tom had volunteered to organize
a regional center for the Rajneeshees on the West Coast, hoping to work out
his conflicts in this setting, but he apparently ran into difficulties with some
members in that task too, difficulties that mirrored his prior trouble in relating
to the group's hierarchy. Because of all these events, he was becoming in-
creasingly disenchanted with himself when the call came from his family
about his father's accident.
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As Tom described the situation, his problems with the sect were mainly
responsible for his feelings of failure. His decision to remain with his family
was primarily an attempt to create a setting where he might resolve these
conflicts and then return to the sect since his commitment had not wavered.
His sense of failure depressed him and he was uncertain whether he would
be acceptable to sect members should he turn to them for help. When the
option of hospitalization was offered by his parents, he saw little alternative
but to accept, even though he feared they were using this to wean him from
the movement.

By preventing Tom's continued contact with the sect, his resident physician
was implicitly pressing him to give up an identity and the related beliefs that
had been most important to him. Both psychiatrists in effect worked to move
him further from the group, identifying a "healthy" outcome as a return to
the beliefs and values of the broader culture. Whether he would be better off
adopting his doctors' and family's perspective was a question that troubled
him, for Tom still spoke of the option of returning to the sect. He was no
longer suffering from depression but was clearly unhappy, as he now felt
unable to accept either option. He was torn between two belief systems.

In its attempt to provide assistance, the medical community was clearly
promoting a set of beliefs in conflict with those Tom had espoused on entering
the hospital. Perhaps he would be happier with the advantages and values of
his family or maybe he would be better off returning to the sect where he had
lived for the previous five years. But this value judgment was being made for
him, at least implicitly, by his physicians.

Also troubling was that the doctors, because they shared the family's values,
were unaware of making a subjective judgment and hence misconstrued some
of Tom's conflicts. Specifically, they presumed that Tom's depression
stemmed from guilt over his response to his father, rather than his feelings
of having failed as a member of the sect. They saw his affinity for the sect as
pathologic in contrast to entering the family's business and social world,
whereas in Tom's mind it was a reasonable choice that he had not yet made.

In the end, Tom chose to stay with his family, and was closely monitored
by them for several months after his release. During that time he held an
office job in the family business and gradually reestablished contact with the
friends he had made before becoming a follower of Rajneesh.

This case may convey the way in which subjective judgments can enter our
assessment of the shared beliefs of members of charismatic groups, and how
difficult it is to stand apart from one's own beliefs in making such judgments.
It becomes even more difficult to decide on a proper course of treatment for
sect members when psychiatric disorders occur. After all, Tom's parents
brought him in. Unlike Tom, many individuals have resisted reacculturation
at the hands of mental health professionals.

The Treatment of Schizophrenia

The issue of zealous beliefs in the treatment of mental illness is relevant not
just to a small minority. Hope for the future, based on commitment and belief,
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is one of the vital components of all psychological treatments. Patients must
accept an assumptive system (such as psychoanalysis or self-help) that im-
plicitly explains how they will get well.

Jerome Frank13 pointed out that a central aspect of the psychotherapeutic
process is the instillation of hope. Sadly, this is lacking in the treatment of
many seriously ill psychiatric patients because it usually focuses on acute
symptoms, after relying on the use of psychotropic medications. All too com-
monly, acute schizophrenic patients are successfully medicated for relief of
hallucinations and delusional thinking and are then seen ready for discharge,
without serious attention to their attitude toward future readjustment.

It is also true that schizophrenics admitted to psychiatric hospitals are often
unable to face their own disillusionment with themselves and their lives—
only chemicals can suppress their disturbing thoughts—and they have no
beliefs relevant to their illness around which they can build a positive view of
the future. To maintain a measure of hope, they sometimes deny the very
reality of their past problem, and may even be unable to acknowledge the
immediate circumstances that brought them to seek help.

In an attempt to address the problem of disillusionment in recovering schi-
zophrenics, a compelling experiment was conducted by Loren Mosher and
Alma Menn under the auspices of the National Institute of Mental Health.
They established a psychiatric treatment center called Soteria House in a
modest residential building, and tried to instill a different perspective in their
patients. Mosher and Menn applied many of the psychological principles we
have observed at work in charismatic groups in an explicitly therapeutic con-
text. Specifically, they created a cohesive group setting that provided an ex-
planation for the patients' illness and also gave them a reason to feel optimistic
about their return to a healthy mental state.

The experimental Soteria Program was not hospital based to avoid the feel-
ing of a large, impersonal institution. Also missing were psychotropic medi-
cations, which were used only as a last resort for uncontrollable residents; the
overwhelming majority (92%) of Soteria residents received no drugs. They
were cared for by a nonprofessional staff that worked closely with them in
48-to 60-hour shifts, allowing for continuous and intense interactions.

What did this experimental treatment actually offer its patients? Caregivers
did not have a professional or scientific rationale for viewing schizophrenia as
an innate disease; rather, they regarded Soteria residents as having reacted in
an unusual but meaningful way to their problems of living, and were able
now, with the aid of those around them, to rebuild their lives by using their
unique experiences.14 This attitude is far removed from the biological view of
schizophrenia most psychiatrists hold today. Mosher and Menn used the term
belief to characterize the way in which the Soteria staff framed its conception
of the psychotic experience.15 Indeed, a shared belief in the value of the schiz-
ophrenic's personal experiences is conveyed to the Soteria residents, thereby
affording them a basically optimistic viewpoint to which they may be "con-
verted."

This gives the endeavor a transcendent quality. It falls within a tradition in
which madness is associated with sacred quasidivine attributes; residents and
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staff alike take a philosophic position broadly applicable to the altered con-
sciousness everyone may potentially experience.16 From this derives a behav-
ioral norm: patients, to move on to the next level of personality integration,
must now adopt a constructive and positive set of behaviors. They do this with
hope of moving toward this next stage rather than from a sense of needing to
suppress some innate failing. That is the ideal at Soteria, and there is evidence
that schizophrenic patients can develop active control over symptoms of their
illness when properly motivated by their social milieu.17 Sadly, this perspective
is still alien to most established caregivers.18

Shared Beliefs in the Unification Church

The Unification Church, or the Moonies, was one of the best known of the
charismatic sects to appear on the American scene in the 1970s. The mistrust
that arose between members and the surrounding culture received extensive
media coverage; it pitted proponents of different belief systems against each
other in a society that had worked hard to achieve religious tolerance.

The sect gained considerable notoriety for the way it acquired youthful
converts, since conversion represented a major disruption in family ties and
religious beliefs. New members moved into communal residences, and for
weeks, even months, refused to associate with their families. Distraught par-
ents felt they had lost their children forever; some resorted to deprogrammers
who would forcibly abduct and sequester their children, pressing them to
recant their newfound beliefs. Most of those treated this way (who were, in
fact, not minors) escaped their captors and returned to their co-religionists,
where they were usually sent to remote church centers and protected from
further abduction.

Initial Encounters

My first contact with the Moonies came through Dr. Richard Rabkin, a psy-
chiatrist at New York University, who had heard about the Divine Light Mis-
sion project. After giving a talk on the psychology of contemporary religious
sects at a nearby university, he had been approached by representatives of the
Moonies, who asked whether he would be interested in learning more about
this group. He felt that I might be able to organize a systematic study of it.

The opportunity was appealing because I had already begun to experiment
with a treatment approach for alcoholism modeled on the psychology of char-
ismatic groups and I now wanted a better understanding of how such groups
operated. I was particularly interested in learning how dissemination of the
group's beliefs and concomitant control over communication in the sect af-
fected members' psychological states. A project on the Moonies might shed
light on the remarkable beliefs these zealous groups could engender and how
they motivated their members to such high levels of commitment.

Rabkin and 1 were soon joined in the study by Drs. Judith Rabkin of Co-
lumbia University and Alexander Deutsch of New York University. Our prin-
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cipal liaison with the sect's hierarchy was a likable and frank woman in her
late twenties, who served as the Director of Public Affairs for the U.S. church.
The necessary arrangements were made in a lengthy meeting with Neil Sa-
lonen, the president of the Unification Church of America. No doubt he too
felt it necessary to have a firsthand sense of the researchers' attitude and
chose to be directly involved in any final understanding. Salonen was an af-
fable and outgoing Caucasian in his late thirties, who seemed more like the
regional manager of a Middle American corporation than a religious zealot or
scion of subversive aliens. He had worked in hospital administration before
joining the church, and had only reluctantly left that position after an ex-
tended period of membership, when he decided to contribute more actively
to the work of his newfound religion. He and his wife, both members for ten
years, had borne and raised two children since joining.

The rationale I presented Salonen for supporting his members' participation
in this study was the same offered for subsequent projects. I pointed out that
the sect often received poor press, as he well knew. Participation would offer
the opportunity to have the nature of their sect brought forth objectively and
would further show they had nothing to hide on the issues of brainwashing
and coercion, since they were willing to have outside observers evaluate the
membership experience. I felt their openness to these studies did indeed re-
flect well on the group's credibility.

Conversion and Belief

Interviews with members of the Unification Church revealed several different
routes of induction into this charismatic group. Some converts did not actively
seek out any new order, and were only introduced to the sect's beliefs by
means of subterfuge. Others became engaged only after their own protracted
journey as seekers of an acceptable creed. Some were initially attracted to a
group whose idealistic commitments allowed for their identification with an
admired figure or ideal, while others felt compelled to accept church dogma
they had initially opposed. We will now examine more closely these four ways
of engagement.

My first chance to speak in depth with a church member, whose mental
competency I was asked to evaluate, was with Jerry, a twenty-year-old, who
had become involved in litigation over his parents' attempt to remove him
from the sect. His case shed light on how new members were sometimes
converted by subterfuge, often in surprising ways.

SUBTERFUGE

Three weeks before I met Jerry, his parents had been designated by a local
court to serve as his legal guardians. He was alleged to be mentally incom-
petent, based on two pieces of evidence. The first was the statement of a
family physician who had last seen Jerry when he was fifteen, when he became
anxious during a family crisis; the second was Jerry's current involvement in
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a putative cult. The doctor now wrote that Jerry had "schizophrenic tendencies
and was unstable, depending on the environment."

I spoke with an attorney assigned to the case by the American Civil Liberties
Union. This organization had long defended the rights of people espousing
unpopular causes, and recently provided attorneys for members of new reli-
gious movements such as the Unification Church. The attorney emphasized
the overriding importance of the First and Fourteenth Amendments to the
Constitution—freedom of religion and due process. New York State, for ex-
ample, required that for someone in Jerry's situation to be placed under con-
servatorship, he must appear to be mentally ill and likely to cause serious
harm to himself or others. I was well acquainted with this rule since it was
also used as a criterion for the involuntary commitment of psychotic patients.

On interviewing Jerry, I found that a conservatorship on these grounds was
unjustified because he was lucid, content with his circumstances, and without
signs of mental illness, by any standard diagnostic criteria. His discussion
concerning the nature of his beliefs was similar to those of members of other
organized zealous religious groups. From Jerry I learned one way converts can
come to accept a highly deviant belief system. The sect's members had intro-
duced him to a set of nonspecific beliefs, which later served as a bridge to
his involvement in the church's specific dogma. Jerry effectively joined before
he even realized the group's identity, but throughout the conversion process
had been fully mentally competent and able to query his hosts at will. Like
many others he did not do so, and instead became entrained first in a more
popular cause that later led to acceptance of the church and its dogma. In-
duction into the sect's beliefs, in effect, was carried out by subterfuge.

Although he had adapted well in high school, Jerry ran into difficulty when
he left home for college. From what he said, he had become very distressed
over his father's alcoholism, which had just recently reached a crisis. Also on
his mind were uncertainties about choosing a career, accentuated by his fa-
ther's own failing prospects.

After his first year, Jerry decided to take a leave of absence for one semester
to work in an anti-poverty program, hoping to resolve these feelings of inner
turmoil. He returned to college the next spring, but did poorly and felt iso-
lated, even among the friends he had made the year before. He told his par-
ents that he missed the previous semester's sense of commitment, which he
had found fulfilling, and was considering leaving school again. This troubled
his father, who was now expressing undue expectations for Jerry, perhaps
hoping to compensate for his own recent reverses.

While visiting a friend at a nearby college, Jerry was approached by a young
Japanese-born woman who engaged him in a discussion on "the future of the
world's poor," and then, after an animated exchange, invited him to a daylong
workshop for the One-World Crusade, which he agreed to attend. The work-
shop dealt with a variety of general issues related to the welfare of the poor
in America and abroad. The young woman telephoned the following week to
ask Jerry if he would be interested in going to a second, weekend-long work-
shop on the issues they had discussed, but at first he declined. When she
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offered to pick him up, he agreed, and was then taken to a nearby workshop
center. During a weekend of group discussions, sports, and singing at the
workshop, Jerry became increasingly attracted to the group's ideals of univer-
sal brotherhood and its commitment to a Divine Principle. Among the work-
shop guests, though, few if any appreciated that the Divine Principle was
actually the basis of the religious belief system of the Unification Church.
Jerry acknowledged that if had he known this at the outset, he would not
have chosen to participate.

Before the weekend workshop was over, the sponsors asked the eight people
in attendance if they would like to spend the rest of the week in a retreat.
For Jerry, this did not entail a major disruption since he had no classes during
the upcoming spring break. In addition, he said, "I found in the group some
principles I could believe in, and a true concern for people." Along with two
other workshop members, Jerry decided to continue with the weeklong pro-
gram, and these three, along with four members participating in the One-
World Crusade, embarked by van for the retreat. He did not yet realize that
they were heading toward the Unification Church Seminary in Barrytown,
New York, a facility recently purchased from a monastic order.

In the van, Jerry heard another recruit mention the Moonies while speaking
with the driver. He recalled turning to the young Japanese woman who had
originally invited him to the workshop, and reconstructed the following dia-
logue.

JERRY: Say, does the Divine Principle have something to do with the
Moonies?

SHE: You mean the Unification Church?

JERRY: I don't know. Are they related?

SHE: Reverend Moon wrote the Divine Principle.

JERRY: Oh? Is he that Korean guy who spoke at Yankee Stadium?

SHE: Yes, he's a very wise man who gave us the ideas we've been talking
about the last few days.

JERRY: Oh, I see. How come you didn't mention it?
SHE: People criticize Reverend Moon unfairly; they would turn you away
from joining the workshop, and you would lose the chance to hear his
words. We just want you to have the chance to find out what he has to
say.

Jerry did not remember being very surprised or distressed at this point. In
fact, he gave surprisingly little thought to his growing involvement with a
system of beliefs likely to have a profound influence on his life. The transition
from views tenable to the population at large to ones that were clearly deviant
took place through such casual subterfuge that it provided little cognitive
dissonance in the convert. Jerry made the transition from a general support
for the poor of the world to engagement in the church's unusual beliefs with-
out even noticing—a telling reflection on the plasticity of belief when those
vested with authority promote such a change.
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The day after he arrived at the seminary, Jerry telephoned his father, de-
scribing in general terms where he was. He recalled subtly trying to avoid
identifying the Moonie movement itself, as he knew his father would not
approve. Within a few days his family heard from him again and they insisted
that he leave, but he felt strongly that it was his option to finish the week.

By this time, however, Jerry's parents had seen a lawyer and a family phy-
sician, and appeared at the seminary with a document that gave them the
right of conservatorship over their son. Jerry quickly consulted the church
leaders. After some deliberation over strategy, he opted to slip away from the
compound and seek refuge in a remote Unification Church center, while
members of the group began to obtain legal advice for preparing his defense.
The adversity Jerry was facing contributed to the consolidation of his beliefs.
He not only espoused the creed of the church, but also had to defend it.

Jerry may have begun his involvement with the Moonies under a misappre-
hension, but his affirmation of their beliefs was now clear, and his mental
competency to stay on (or undertake any course of action he chose) appeared
intact. He was introduced to a new set of beliefs by subterfuge at a time when
his own distressed mental state made him vulnerable. The malaise he felt over
his father's alcoholism and his own uncertain career plans had left him open
to the offer of a universalist solution. He was gradually drawn into a belief
system that provided a sense of certainty and a needed dose of hope and
commitment. Proponents of unpopular belief systems have long revealed only
what they felt wise during initial recruitment.

SEEKERS

Unlike Jerry, however, some converts have had long careers as seekers19 of
spiritual experience before joining one of the new religious movements. Be-
coming involved in an active quest for a comprehensive approach may rep-
resent an effort to resolve conflicts about life's meaning. Such preoccupations
are of course common in adolescents, but for some they can become com-
pelling and protracted, and may serve as a primary focus for intellectual com-
mitments. The culture in which a youth grows up can also do a great deal to
prime the person for such a mental set, and the counterculture perspective
of the 1960s and early 1970s led many young people to seek a guiding phi-
losophy. Yet, for many seekers, the specifics of ideology in the sects they
joined were apparently less relevant in their particular choice than coinci-
dences surrounding their initial encounters with the group. That is, if the
time, people, and place were right, any movement might have caught their
attention.

One person who ended a protracted quest by joining the Moonies is named
Bill; his experience illustrates the career of a seeker. Like his parents, Bill
thought of himself as agnostic from an early age, and maintained no formal
religious identification. In his mid-teens, he became interested in his Jewish
cultural background and traveled to Israel after his high school graduation.
While spending a week in Europe, he ran into members of the Unification
Church, but was not, as he later recalled, attracted to their lifestyle or religion.
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The next year, as a college freshman, he took two courses in philosophy
hoping to gain a better understanding of "essential issues," and spent much
of his spare time with a neo-Hindu group, but eventually lost interest in it.

He went to a lecture at the campus headquarters of the Unification Church,
looking for "some ideas about the way the world turns." Although the group
offered interesting views, he chose other opportunities to find a meaningful
identity. For some months he "became a hippie, to see if drugs were a route
toward understanding," and then, as he put it, an "intellectual; I read a lot. I
was big on the value of 'ideas' as the essence of life."

Bill began participating actively in the antiwar movement during his second
year at college; he again went to Israel to spend the summer in a Hasidic
Moshav. Here, too, he became disenchanted, feeling that he could not accept
the Hasidic position that Jews have a special place as God's chosen people.

Bill returned to college that fall, but only as a part-time student, feeling
uncertain of his future goals. He dropped by the campus headquarters of the
Unification Church again, but remembers feeling no great camaraderie and
no sense of connection with his own experience. Still, the Divine Principle
interested him and he offered to help with tasks around the building, regard-
ing this as a convenient way to make an acquaintance with "offbeat" aspects
of the local scene. As we spoke, he surmised that he was feeling the need for
some group he could relate to more permanently, having exhausted his role
as a movement "buff."

Bill was soon invited to a four-hour lecture on the Divine Principle, which
he attended with misgivings, thinking that its origins were not compatible with
his own Jewish background. After the lecture, though, his response to the
group's philosophy was one of "glee. I had found my purpose in life. I now
had conviction and belief, something which had been lacking before." He had
reached a resting place in his career as a seeker, and six years later, in re-
counting his experiences, he pointed out that subsequent exposure to the
group's beliefs had strengthened his commitment.

IDENTIFYING

Other converts joined as a way of identifying with values they perceived in
their own parents; for them the group often represented a meaningful cause
from the outset. One young woman, Barbara, remarked that the most impor-
tant reason for her joining was that its members had the same kind of dedi-
cation to social values as her own mother, whom she had admired greatly
since childhood. Her mother had been deeply involved in the struggle for
racial equality and had worked actively for peace from the early years of the
Vietnam war.

As a college freshman Barbara became interested in the women's move-
ment, and wrote a comprehensive paper on contemporary women musicians.
On her professor's suggestion, she adapted the paper for an article in her
college newspaper. She said, "I pursued this idea because I was committed
to change, but I decided that we were only scratching the surface. Like my
mother, I wanted to believe in a philosophy of action to build an ideal world,
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and as soon as I became acquainted with the Church, I sensed that their
beliefs could bring it about."

OPPOSITION

In contrast to Barbara, a potential convert may assume an oppositional po-
sition. Many youths like to engage in conflict with an established authority,
in this case represented by a new religious movement. What is at first most
visible is the blustery autonomy and rebelliousness of adolescence. But in the
end their underlying need for dependency, against which they do battle at
this stage of life, emerges in their attraction to the group's totalistic demands.
An independent stance may serve as the basis for conversion to the very po-
sition they oppose, as they become involved in battling over the sect's ideas.
Similar observations have been made in studies on the social psychology of
attitude change,20

One young man, Carl, was introduced to the church at a time when he felt
relatively content with the circumstances of his life. His friend joined the
Unification Church, and Carl tried to convince the friend to leave, relishing
the opportunity to argue against the sect's position. The friend prevailed on
Carl to attend a church workshop, claiming that he could not really com-
municate effectively unless exposed directly to the Divine Principle. Carl re-
called the workshop as an "interesting" experience, but said it left him tense
and irritated since he felt compelled to refute the views of its leader as they
spoke together after the formal sessions.

The crucial point in Carl's conversion came three days later when he was
challenged by two acquaintances to justify the interest he seemed to be show-
ing in the church. An argument followed and, in insisting on his own neu-
trality, Carl's ambivalence shifted to more positive feelings. Later that evening,
he decided on impulse to telephone his friend at the church center. He found
himself saying that he would be coming over the next day to a session at the
center to "get more familiar" with the church. That night, Carl felt an intense
longing for the church, and the truth it now seemed to offer. "Now I wanted
to believe in the Principle so that I could find comfort in it. The next day I
decided to join."

This experience is similar to that of many alcoholics who join Alcoholics
Anonymous, also a charismatic movement. Their association with the group
is born out of a need to establish a safe base in opposition to their compulsive
attraction to alcohol, but they are often skeptical about the quasireligious
commitment inherent in AA. Nonetheless, the alcoholic's own oppositional
position against dependency on the group and its creed can ultimately yield
to a strong commitment. This is reflected in the comments of one alcoholic
concerning the First Step of AA, the acknowledgment of helplessness before
a Higher Power.

I thought it was preposterous at first, submitting to a Higher Power. I
knew better than that, and I even argued the point with some members.
Then, after a while, I realized that they were right and that all along I



52 FORCES IN THE CHARISMATIC GROUP

had wanted to acknowledge my belief, but had fought it off for too long.
The strength of these principles became clear when I realized how hard
I had to fight to avoid them.

Often the need to aggressively oppose the creed of a charismatic group is
fired by a convert's psychological defense against dependency needs, which
are heightened by the seductiveness of submitting to a set of absolute beliefs.
As the convert becomes more intimate with the group, even in rebellious
anger, the need for dependency may produce submission.

A Study of the Members

As I began planning for a study that would address the issue of shared beliefs
in a charismatic sect, it became clear that church officials would not impose
a priori restraints, so it then seemed feasible to touch on some sensitive topics
such as drug use, physical coercion, and attitudes toward sex. I prepared a
questionnaire on these as well as other psychological and demographic issues
from the Divine Light study. The questionnaire was to be completed anony-
mously to avoid concern by members that their responses might somehow be
monitored.

The group's leadership was also quite cooperative in helping with arrange-
ments for administrating the questionnaire at a large meeting at the New York
Church headquarters, where members would attend a routine program of
evening entertainment. The meeting was typical, and because of the consid-
erable mobility of church members throughout the United States, this sample
included individuals from all regions of the country.21

Our research team was present to distribute the questionnaires and coor-
dinate a cadre of members whom I had previously prepared to answer ques-
tions that might be raised. As we began, the National President introduced
the exercise, asking that members be frank in responding so that an accurate
picture of the church would be given. There were 307 members present that
evening, and, of these, questionnaires from the 237 who were native-born
Americans were analyzed; they had been members for an average of almost
three years.

Responses showed that the backgrounds of Unification Church members
were similar to those observed among the Divine Light Mission. Also reflected,
however, was a dislocation that preceded their joining the sect, both in terms
of disruption of their education and emotional problems, as well as antecedent
interest in other sects. For example, members began to withdraw from the
usual sequence of education before they encountered the group, since less
than a third of those who were students right before conversion were actually
enrolled full-time. In addition, although most (58%) had begun college, only
a minority (25%) actually graduated. Although most (67%) regarded them-
selves as moderately or strongly committed to their family's religious orien-
tation before they reached the age of fifteen, the overwhelming majority (90%)
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reported a subsequent history of some commitment to one of the other new
religious movements—reflecting at least some experience as religious seekers.

Psychological difficulties before joining also were not uncommon (as also
shown in the Divine Light Mission study). Thus, a sizable portion (39%) felt
that they had experienced serious emotional problems in the past, problems
that led many to seek professional help (30%) and even hospitalization (6%).
The nature of the members' current emotional status was ascertained by
means of a standardized instrument developed by the National Center for
Health Statistics, the psychological General Weil-Being Schedule. This in-
strument allowed us to compare Unification Church members to a represen-
tative sample from the general population based on national survey data.22

From their responses, it was apparent that even at the time of the study,
members' sense of well-being was notably below that of a matched group from
the general population.23 This is all the more significant because members'
Psychological Distress scores for the period before joining were considerably
(48%) higher than those obtained for the time of the survey. This suggested
that members had as a group been experiencing a notable level of psycholog-
ical distress prior to joining, which no doubt left them vulnerable to a set of
beliefs that promised to provide them a renewed sense of purpose. Further-
more, the data on members not completing their college education and reports
on their contact with other sects suggested a behavioral concomitant of this
emotional disruption.

To examine the relationship between members' acceptance of the Unifi-
cation Church beliefs and their current emotional well-being, I had developed
a scale for religious commitment (Table 3-1), in which subjects rated a series
of items according to how they had felt at three different times: for the period
immediately before joining, the one immediately after, and at the present
time.

Not surprisingly, members' current commitment to their religious beliefs
was very high. For example, the bulk of the members (74%) felt a "close
connection with God . . . very much." Their proselytizing zeal was also re-
flected in their strong feeling that nonmembers should "adopt the same reli-
gious beliefs" as their own (80%). In addition, in relation to transcendental
religious experiences, most (90%) reported that they had "intensely . . . seen
a special new meaning in life . . . during daily prayer."24 These feelings were
reported much more strongly than for the period before joining.

How did this degree of commitment affect members' emotional status? In
the first place, a large majority (91%) indicated that their level of psychological
distress was lower for the period right after conversion than the one right
before. The average decline was equivalent to a change from "moderately" to
"slightly" anxious on the Distress Scale (from a score of 3 to 2). Equally
important, the actual decline in symptoms was directly correlated with the
strength of members' religious feelings, so that those who improved the most
in their distress had shown a markedly greater increase in religiosity scores
over the course of conversion.
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Table 3-1. Religious Belief Scale

Each item is rated from 1 ("not at all") to 5 ("very much") relative to the
period in question.

1. I feel a close connection with God. ( )
2. My religious beliefs give me comfort. ( )
3. I should avoid thinking about sex. ( )
4. I should avoid getting "high" from alcohol. ( )

People who are not members of my religious group should:
5. adopt the same religious beliefs that I do. ( )
6. avoid thinking about sex. ( )
7. avoid getting "high" from alcohol.

8. Prayer or meditation give meaning to my life. ( )
9. Prayer or meditation raise my spirits when I felt troubled. ( )

Three variables in question could now be considered together, so that we
could evaluate the impact of the members' religious belief and cohesiveness
on their emotional well-being. This analysis showed that items from these two
scales of group affiliation—belief and cohesiveness—were strong predictors
of members' sense of emotional well-being (that is, together they predicted
36% of variance in General Well-Being scores). Two items of religious belief,
"My religious beliefs give me comfort" and "I feel a close connection with
God," were the highest-ranking predictors in this analysis.25 A member's on-
going emotional state was strongly related to the degree of affiliation felt to
the church. If the member was closer to the group in terms of beliefs and
social ties, he or she would experience considerably more psychological gen-
eral well-being than if more distant.

It was also interesting to ascertain the extent to which members' beliefs
affected their actual behavior, since behavioral change is certainly a test of
true commitment. Two areas of attitude and related behavior were considered:
sexual relations and use of drugs and alcohol. Members indicated a striking
increase in constraints over sexuality after joining. Only a few (11%) reported
that they had felt very much that they "should avoid thinking about sex"
immediately before they joined the church, but by the time of the question-
naire, the large majority (76%) felt this way, and a similar portion of the
respondents believed that such avoidance was appropriate for nonmembers
too. Members also put these views into action, since sexual contact of any
sort was unheard of among the many members I interviewed, and proselytizing
to bring in others to accept these norms was a principal activity. As I later
observed in studying members engaged to be married, a prohibition on all
sexual contact was adhered to over the course of more than three years of
engagement and even afterward, for months of a prescribed "separation pe-
riod' following the marriage.
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The impact of people's beliefs on their behavior was further seen in the
changes in their use of drugs and alcohol. As creatures of their contemporary
culture, members had used intoxicants fairly extensively before joining, so that
a fair portion of them (23%) actually reported having serious drug problems
in the past. The large majority had smoked marijuana (79%) or drunk alco-
holic beverages in the past (90%), and almost half (45%) had used hallucin-
ogens. At present, the bulk of the members (88%) strongly accepted the pre-
ferred norm, to "avoid getting high from alcohol," and only a small minority
(13%) had drunk any alcoholic beverage during the previous two months. Only
one respondent (0.4%) had used alcohol daily during this period, in contrast
to a fair number (17%) who had done so at some point before joining. In my
subsequent study on the induction experience (discussed in a later chapter),
I found that such religiously grounded attitudes were acquired quite rapidly:
Workshop participants expressed levels of commitment similar to those of
long-term members after no more than two days of exposure to the group.

What emerged from the interviews and survey was a picture of the individ-
ual convert's pliability in acquiring strong beliefs over a relatively short period.
Once receptive to the charismatic group and then part of it, the convert's
psychological status becomes engaged with these beliefs. A state of well-being
is maintained insofar as one adheres to these beliefs, but distress emerges
when one feels less committed to them and to fellow members. This close
relationship between affiliation and emotional well-being reinforces compli-
ance and continued ties to the group, without need for external coercion. This
mechanism is not consciously perceived by the member, any more than most
people routinely ponder why they go home to their families each night or why
they repeatedly seek out their friends for social engagements. Norms for belief
and associated behavior become internalized very rapidly and considerable
distress would emerge if some undue circumstance led a member of a char-
ismatic group to violate these commitments.

We are often surprised at the deviant behavior of cult members when it is
dictated by beliefs at variance with our own. When a Moonie spends his or
her day soliciting in the street, we find this incomprehensible, just as we think
it bizarre when a Hare Krishna member appears in flowing robes with shaven
head. Nonetheless, so long as a particular behavior pattern has been adopted
in association with a system of cultic beliefs, and in association with a char-
ismatic sect's close-knit social network, it is not experienced as unusual or
strained by the members themselves, even though it may shock or repel the
general public.

The Attribution of Meaning

To consider further how the convert acquires a set of beliefs different from
prior attitudes, we may draw on attribution theory. Originally outlined by the
social psychologist Fritz Heider,26 this theory deals with how people ascribe
meaning to events by drawing on their existing attitudes and environmental
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cues. It has been applied to the way people interpret their experience in
spheres as diverse as psychotherapy, politics, and religion.27

One way people acquire their attitudes is literally by observing themselves.
Daryl Bern28 pointed to this aspect of self-perception when he wrote that
individuals come to "know" their attitudes, emotions, and other internal
states, partially by "inferring them from observations from their own overt
behavior, and/or the circumstances in which this behavior occurs. . . . The
individual is functionally in the same position as an outside observer, an ob-
server who must necessarily rely upon those same cues to infer the individual's
inner states."

People may, for example, attribute meaning to important experiences in life
by recourse to their family's religious background, but usually they had
adopted these attitudes without formal intention, in part because they ob-
served themselves engaged in that faith as they grew up. One does not nec-
essarily arrive at a conscious decision about one's religious orientation, but
rather acknowledges "I am a Catholic" or "I am a Jew" because one has re-
peatedly carried out practices associated with that faith.

This type of attribution also applies to more transient experiences. A person
can be thrust into uncertainty by a confusing series of events, and then draw
on any readily available explanation suggested by the social context in which
those events took place. The individual may then use that explanation in other
situations where it seems relevant. Given an uncertain state of mood and
perception, the individual responds with the most readily available credible
explanation. We tend to deal with uncertainty by looking to past experience
or cues in the situation, and may then come to an understanding without
carefully evaluating all available data. Certain situations actually tend to in-
crease the likelihood that an individual will be influenced by circumstantial
cues rather than making careful observations and verifying them. Harold
Kelly29 proposed that this is most likely if someone has

1. Little social support.
2. Prior information that is poor and ambiguous.
3. Problems difficult beyond one's capabilities.
4. Views that have been discontinued because they were inappropriate

or incorrect.
5. Other experiences engendering low self-confidence.

These ideas shed light on the way potential recruits begin to acquire new
beliefs while attending the workshops of the Unification Church. For example,
when the recruiter telephoned Jerry at college and asked him to attend the
weekend workshop, Jerry met these criteria for dislocation. He had recently
quit the job he had taken while on leave from college, was uncertain of his
future career, and felt adrift. His father's difficulties with drinking were also
weighing heavily on him, contributing to his malaise and low self-esteem. In
the Unification Church workshop, he was subjected to an unexpectedly in-
tense group experience, one that forced him to develop some perspective, if
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for no other reason than to make sense of the unanticipated affection show-
ered on him. In addition, the contrast between the uncertainty he felt before
and the certitude shown him by members of the One-World Crusade (as these
Moonies called their group) primed him to attribute some broader meaning
to the experience. At this point, the workshop leaders offered him the tran-
scendent role of their Crusade as an explanation for this remarkable display
of commitment.

Jerry was also influenced by observing his own behavior, as he found him-
self mobilized into taking part in the workshop: a full schedule of group dis-
cussions, singing, sports, and the sharing of intimate feelings. Participating
in these group activities shaped his perception of himself as a member of the
Crusade who shared the group's values. Thus, his own behavior in complying
with the group's exercises and the messages imparted by the workshop's lead-
ership both attributed meaning to his experience.

Once established, this attribution helped guide his subsequent behavior,
and implicitly served as an explanatory model around which he defined his
later experience. This becomes clear in what he told me about his feelings
after the weekend workshop.

It was strange, but the intensity of the two days left me much clearer
about why I had been so uncertain, and where I might head for the
future; it was as if a haze had been lifted. I began to understand things
that had made no sense before, why most people rushed around for no
reason, without any lasting sense of purpose. I had a sense that I could
look for direction to my friends in the One-World Crusade.

In later joining the Unification Church, Jerry acquired a small community
of comrades whom he knew personally, but in addition a much larger pseudo-
community now existed for him—the full membership of the church. This
group, most of whom he had never met, was becoming as much a reality as
the members he actually knew. This use of a large interpersonal network,
existing only in the individual's mind, allows the charismatic group member
to feel close to many people who support the attributions he or she had just
established. A deviant belief, an idiosyncratic mission, and fidelity to a cultic
figure are all more tenable if there are thousands who hold the same position.
A newly acquired philosophy is more likely to be maintained when its tenets
are accepted by many others.30

The concept of the pseudo-community is also relevant to the understanding
of certain types of psychopathology, particularly paranoia. For the paranoid,
a pseudo-community is autistic—it is conjured up without any consensual
validation from others. As originally described by John Cameron,31 the pseudo-
community consisted of persons whom the paranoid imagined to populate the
world, usually potential assailants, who might be members of the FBI, the
Mafia, or similar menacing and powerful groups.

For Carol, a pseudo-community had included the devils she and Bobby were
battling. In the hospital, she was able to free herself of this deluded state by
adopting a different attribution set—a Pentecostal religious perspective—and
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her alienation was relieved by joining a new pseudo-community, that of the
Pentecostal believers awaiting salvation. Jerry, the seeker, on the other hand,
provides an interesting contrast. His exposure to the Unification Church be-
fore his weekend workshop had been brief, and the group's beliefs bore little
relationship to his prior attitudes. One might wonder what led him to acquire
a commitment to the broader community of the Unification Church and its
transcendent mission. This should be most revealing, reflecting on the re-
markable capacity of church workshops to engage participants into the sect's
system of beliefs.

Two studies highlight the role of group conformity in altering individuals'
judgment. Solomon Asch32 had an experimental subject join a group of six
people seated around a circular table. The six were actually collaborating with
the experimenters, and had been rehearsed on how to behave. All seven were
shown a board with a vertical line drawn on it and then shown three other
lines and asked to select the one identical in length to the first. The task was
structured so that the correct choice was easily made. A series of trials was
carried out in which the six collaborators, each responding before the subject,
gave correct answers. In a final trial, however, all the collaborators made the
same incorrect response. When his turn came, the subject could either con-
form with the unanimous majority and make an incorrect choice or choose
correctly and be at variance with the group. In a series of these experiments,
only a third of the subjects gave the right answer every time. Less than one
in ten conformed and answered incorrectly on almost all occasions, while
most responded incorrectly intermittently. Here we see a prototype for a non-
member's acquiescence to the group view.

The importance of unanimity among the collaborators was revealed in a
subsequent study in which one gave the correct response during the last trial
while the other five did not. Conformity to incorrect responses among the
subjects declined considerably (from 32% of trials in the original study to 6%).

These experiments indicate why cults must maintain a high degree of con-
formity to the group's views in their recruitment efforts. The Unification
Church typically includes a majority of active members in its induction work-
shops, rather than a lone member as leader in a group of nonmembers. The
tenor of communications is thereby more easily managed by the committed
majority. Similarly, in Alcoholics Anonymous, recruitment generally takes
place at meetings in which the majority of persons present are active members
who tell of their salvation through AA and their commitment to maintaining
complete abstinence.

During the Unification Church workshops, Jerry conformed to the group's
activities and observed himself acting like other adherents to the One-World
Crusade, individuals he had come to like and respect. As he said, "I went
along in all the activities because they were sincere people doing things for a
good cause, even though sometimes it seemed silly." As time went on, though,
his perception of his own attitudes was no doubt influenced by observing his
own behavior. As Bern suggested, after a point the person who willingly acts
out a set of attitudes will come to feel that those attitudes are his or her own.
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As the workshop progressed, the group's values gained credence through
his observations of his own behavior and the emotional well-being he was
beginning to feel. Jerry recalled that "I realized the Principle had to be im-
portant. I could see what it was doing for me." Increasingly, he saw the group
as a reference point for his perceptions of the world around him and as the
basis of his decision making.

Consider the nineteenth-century Oneida Community in this regard. Mem-
bers' acceptance of its Utopian beliefs and their compliance with the ideals of
their leader were reinforced at daily meetings of the entire community in the
Mansion House, in which personal problems were raised and arbitrated by
recourse to group values. Decisions regarding daily activities, from kitchen
work to sexual practices, were explained and implemented by recourse to the
views of John Noyes, the group's charismatic leader, thereby promoting attri-
bution of all experiences to the Community's worldview.

Attribution to the group's perspectives may also be carried out in small
group meetings, as in Synanon, a therapeutic community for drug abuse treat-
ment that originated in Southern California in the late 1950s. The Synanon
"games" are protracted group sessions in which participants meet several
times a week. In these games, members aggressively address minor problems
in their relationships and deviations from prescribed norms among members'
attitudes until they achieve a consensus for compliance with the community's
values.33 This small group format is potent; it has allowed members to achieve
abstinence from heroin addiction early in the group's history and later served
as a basis for establishing a rigidly controlled, closed community with its own
self-contained residential and occupational arrangements. Throughout its his-
tory, this community was tightly controlled by its charismatic leader, Charles
Dederich, whose views were transmitted to members through a network of
these games. Controlled communication in the small group also characterizes
coercive persuasion, or brainwashing, where the individual is forced to adopt
a group's views against his or her will. Robert Lifton has observed that brain-
washing like that in Chinese Communist prison camps required full control
over the context of communication34 but in voluntary conversions contact
must be maintained in a subtle (or deceptive) way, without forcing the indi-
vidual to comply with the group's views.

Individuals in highly structured group situations can be led to make judg-
ments in ways very different from their decisions while on their own. When
properly primed by the social setting, they may accept unusual beliefs that
the group they have affiliated with continually reinforces. As we will see, these
beliefs can be further intensified when an individual's feelings and state of
consciousness have been altered within that group setting.
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ALTERED

CONSCIOUSNESS

People are more vulnerable to social influence when they are made to think,
sense, and feel differently than usual, when someone or something disrupts
their emotional balance. Such changes in subjective experience (or alterations
in consciousness) can undermine the psychological matrix in which our views
are rooted, so that we lose track of customary internal signposts. They may
also introduce a feeling of mystery, or a sense that forces beyond our control
are operating. Thus, they can prime us to accept unaccustomed explanations
for our experiences and adopt new attitudes implied in these explanations. In
this respect altered consciousness can help shape members' attitudes in a
charismatic group.

I was struck by the significant role of alterations in consciousness when
studying the Divine Light Mission. From my first contact with this group,
members mentioned the importance of the four "meditations" to their per-
sonal commitment. Each drew on a different sense, causing unexpected vi-
sions, tastes, and music. The sect itself was named for one of these sensory
experiences, the "Divine Light," that members reported seeing during their
personal meditation. At first these meditation practices did not seem com-
pelling, perhaps because of my own inclination to dismiss as self-deceptive or
pathologic those experiences that could not be verified by independent ob-
servation. Their importance became clear, however, as I spoke with one per-
son, Raymond, whose views I tended to take more seriously, since he too was
a psychiatrist. Sharing a profession made it easier to empathize with him. In
addition, Raymond was a bright young man, well-versed in contemporary psy-
chological thought, and willing to consider all sides of an issue. Nonetheless,
in his recounting he seemed almost obsessed with the alterations in con-
sciousness he ascribed to his religious experience.
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While in medical school, Raymond wanted to be a general practitioner and
decided to do his internship in family medicine. Then he took a position in a
small-town clinic to have the personal contact with patients he had long an-
ticipated. After two years in this crowded clinic, he became disenchanted with
the limited opportunities for working closely with patients and began to won-
der about other possibilities. An acquaintance invited Raymond to attend sat-
sang, the religious sermon of the Divine Light Mission. He did and found in
the group members a sense of conviction lacking in his own life. He had
begun to feel bored and the group offered a focus of interest. He attended
satsang again, and described the following experience from his third visit.

He was sitting comfortably in a group of a dozen people, mostly members,
listening to a young woman speaking about the importance of the guru's mis-
sion. He was not attending too closely to her words, but was instead lulled
into relaxation by the rhythm of her speech. Suddenly, he saw a bright light
emanating from her body, forming a halo around her. He later recalled

The light was intense. She glowed as if she were a religious figure in a
movie, and it gave her the appearance of holiness. It was a real light, as
real as the lightbulb in a lamp. So I sat there listening carefully to her
words, and they were no different from the ones she had spoken minute
before. Now, I'm a fairly cynical guy, and I don't take the unexpected at
face value, so I did a double take and looked away, expecting the light
to disappear—but it was still there. No one had even told me to expect
a light like this, and no one else seemed to see it.

When she finished I got up to leave and, as I walked toward the door—
she was still glowing—I realized that something had happened to me
that I couldn't dismiss. The experience would somehow have to become
0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000
weeks I found myself getting involved further with the group, and soon
decided to ask to receive Knowledge [to join].

Raymond continued to work at his clinic for a few months, but then decided
that he had to carry the group's message to others, so he took a position in
an alcoholism treatment program where he hoped to help his patients by
conveying to them the sect's message. After six months in that program, his
patients were unresponsive to his message, and Raymond decided that a ca-
reer in psychiatry would offer him a better opportunity to deal with the spir-
itual issues his conversion had raised. He took his training in psychiatry and
continued to meditate, occasionally experiencing intense visual and bodily
sensations and changes in his sense of time.

This episode of altered consciousness was not very different from many in
the literature on religious conversion, but was nonetheless difficult to explain
from a psychiatric perspective. Raymond's vision of the halo might be con-
strued as a hallucinatory experience in conventional psychiatric terms, and
thereby ascribed to causes of perceptual change such as a dissociative reac-
tion, transient psychosis, or even mass hysteria. But his history, his behavior,
and his demeanor as we spoke gave no hint of such a diagnosis. This "vision"
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also fit in nicely with his later experiences in meditation, and could not be
dismissed as an isolated phenomenon.

I was left with a tale told by a perceptive and lucid observer who described
a phenomenon that did not fit into my handbook of diagnoses. Nonetheless,
the experience had clearly served as a basis for the attribution of a new mean-
ing to his life. It set him off balance and he turned to the philosophy of the
sect to explain the puzzling event. From that point, Raymond's relationship
with the Divine Light Mission followed with seeming inevitability, and served
as a basis for his understanding of his own role in life. This experience had
many counterparts in my interviews with other members of the Divine Light
Mission, as it became clear that altered consciousness in the form of inexpli-
cable perceptions and transcendent emotional states was common in their
conversion and subsequent religious experience.

These reports made a compelling argument for the role of altered con-
sciousness as a force in the charismatic group, even though the phenomena
reported were difficult to integrate into contemporary models of psychiatric
function. Research on mental function is generally conducted at the level of
observable behavior or neurophysiology, and does not usually address subjec-
tive aspects of experience. Nomenclature is based on what can be seen and
measured by independent observers, whereas altered consciousness is usually
only subjectively perceived.

Altered consciousness, however, can be a prime motive force among both
well-adapted and disturbed individuals. Like group cohesiveness and shared
beliefs, it acts as a vehicle for the identity transformation and engagement
that draw people into a charismatic group.

As a starting point for understanding the role of altered consciousness in
charismatic groups, we must turn back nearly a century to the work of William
James. James reasoned that "the distribution of consciousness shows itself to
be exactly such as we might expect in an organ added for the sake of steering
a nervous system grown too complex to regulate itself."1 This concept of con-
sciousness as a meta-organ is useful, arid serves as a credible basis for Arnold
Ludwig's definition of an altered state of consciousness:

any mental state(s), induced by various physiological, psychological, or
pharmacological maneuvers or agents, which can be recognized subjec-
tively by the individual himself (or by the objective observer of the in-
dividual) as representing a sufficient deviation [from] . . . alert, waking,
consciousness.2

But given these definitions, what specific aspects of perception are actually
altered in the altered state of consciousness? We can consider consciousness
as if it were a multidimensional space, with each dimension representing some
aspect of perception or sensation.3 Different altered states may then be de-
fined in relation to the dimensions altered. We will discuss a variety of di-
mensions relating to charismatic groups, such as time sense, personal identity,
appetite drives, and visual perception. Each dimension contributes to the to-
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tality of a person's state of consciousness and allows for mapping out simi-
larities and differences between altered states. When altered by a charismatic
group experience, each can serve as a nidus for the attribution of new meaning
to one's experience.

Consciousness and its alterations are grounded in physiology, so that states
subjectively perceived as similar may also have similar physiologic character-
istics. This is illustrated by the changes in neural function found in some
states of mental relaxation and reflection. For example, electroencephalo-
graphic (EEG) studies of experienced practitioners of Transcendental Medi-
tation reveal an increase in alpha wave activity4 during meditation. This calm-
ing state can be compared to that experienced during marijuana intoxication
when people are allowed to relax in the absence of social input. Here the EEG
is characterized by alpha waves of greater amplitude.5 An increase in alpha-
wave activity coupled with similar mental relaxation can also be achieved
through biofeedback training.6

The fact that altered states may be substituted for each other also suggests
similarities. For example, many members of the new religious movements
switched from drugs to meditation to achieve similar mental effects. The Di-
vine Light members who previously had "serious drug problems" and fre-
quently experienced altered consciousness from drug use were more likely to
practice meditation routinely after joining the sect than those who had not
used drugs extensively.7 Crossing over between one vehicle for achieving al-
tered consciousness to a second one suggests an inherent relationship be-
tween these subjective states; it also complements the observation that states
may be induced by different means.

Meditation

The important role of altered states in the Divine Light Mission was set in
relief by the responses from members describing their own transcendental
experiences during meditation, which almost all of them (95%) practiced
daily.8 In answering the questionnaire summarized in Table 4-1, they used a
scale designed to register increasing levels of hallucinatory-like phenomena,
and thus more profound alterations in consciousness. In the auditory sphere,
for example, members were asked whether they had "heard something special
that no one else could hear," the first item on this scale. The large majority
(92%) reported having such experiences during meditation. Of these, about
half (49%) reported hearing it "only inside" them; a small number (14%) an-
swered, "I could almost hear it in my ear"; but almost a third (29%) gave the
most literal response for such hallucinatory experiences: "I heard it with my
ears." This response is most striking since it would be compatible with a
diagnosis of psychosis outside the context of religious experience.

Table 4-1 reflects a widespread alteration in subjective and sensory states
during meditation, but the way in which meditation was practiced is also
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Table 4-1. Altered Consciousness During Meditation

Each respondent indicated the extent to which he or she had the following
experiences during meditation, using a scale of 0—3. The first figure after each
item is the portion of members who reported any such experience at all (scale
responses 1—3); the second figure is the portion who reported the experience most
intensely (response 3).

1. I heard something special that no one else could hear. [92%, at all; 29%, I
heard it with my ears]

2. I saw something special that no one else could see. [92%, at all; 30%, I could
see it clearly with my eyes]

3. I had strong sexual feelings without physical sexual contact. [39%, at all; 14%,
clearly more intense than orgasm]

4. I had a special and unfamiliar feeling in my body. [91%, at all; 49%, very
intense]

5. Time passed faster or slower than usual in a very special way. [90%, at all;
34%, very intense]

6. I felt myself to be different from my usual self in a very special way. [94%, at
all; 56%, very intense]

7. I saw special new meaning in my life, [96%, at all; 61%, very intense]
8. I felt better than ever before in a very special way. [96%, at all; 66%, very

intense]

important. Members not only set aside a specific time to meditate, they also
practiced it while involved in daily activities, as suggested by the guru. Almost
all (99%) did this sometimes and a majority (54%) did it "usually."

The relevance of such experience to participation in a charismatic group
may be clarified by considering how these members attribute meaning to their
daily experiences. A compelling alteration in a person's subjective state,
whether from drugs or to a novel social context, leaves the person open to
ascribing new meaning to experiences. This certainly applies to the altered
consciousness associated with meditation, which serves as a vehicle for de-
stabilizing old attitudes and preparing the meditator to accept the group's
beliefs. It acts to support the group's cohesiveness and stabilize and even
enhance a member's acceptance of the group.

As in Raymond's case, meditation also serves as a basis for joining the
charismatic group. This is illustrated by the responses of the Divine Light
members, who were asked whether the experiences of altered consciousness
listed in Table 4-1 had taken place at the time of their conversion. It turned
out to be almost as high then as it was during their subsequent meditation,
even though their exposure to the group had been modest up to then. A large
majority reported that during the conversion period to some degree they "saw
something special that no one else could see" (90%) and "heard something
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special that no one else could hear" (83%). Such experiences must have made
them more responsive to the group's influence.

Over the long term of membership, meditation also played an important
role in supporting a convert's continuing involvement. An analysis of the re-
lationship between the time members spent in meditation and the decline in
their level of neurotic distress revealed that greater meditation time was as-
sociated with diminished neurotic distress. This association suggests that the
emotional response to meditation acts as a reinforcement for its continued
practice.9 That is, the more a member meditated, in general, the better the
person was likely to feel. Members apparently used meditation to relieve dis-
tress, both at scheduled times and on an ad hoc basis. This tranquilizer, as it
were, had its own reinforcing qualities and no doubt helped cement commit-
ment to the sect. In this way, it had an addicting effect.

The role of meditation in altering individuals' perspectives on life is shown
in an interesting manner by American practitioners of Transcendental Med-
itation (TM), followers of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi. This sect initially had a
straightforward approach to achieving a meditative state, based on a formula
in which the meditator concentrated on a personal code word, or mantra. The
ability to facilitate relaxation with this technique made TM popular in the
early 1970s and aroused interest in both lay and medical communities. Cer-
tified trainers would impart the technique to clients who paid for a course of
instruction, taught with a minimum of cultic trappings although there were
some, such as the secrecy surrounding trainees' mantras. By the mid-1970s,
350 TM training centers were scattered across the nation, with 10,000 per-
sons taking up the practice each month, most of them well educated and
successful. Professionals involved in the economic and cultural mainstream
reported having transcendent experiences while meditating. One senior editor
at a New York publishing house had mild hallucinations if she exceeded the
prescribed forty minutes per day, "not frightening ones; just flowers and birds
and fountains."10 Acceptance among health professionals was widespread too,
and TM was used to allay everyday tension, provide pain relief in dentistry,
and for other clinical purposes.11

In time, TM evolved into something of a charismatic movement, with a
belief system that transcended the domain of its practice. The scope of the
movement broadened considerably with the establishment of Maharishi In-
ternational University, named after the guru of TM, in Fairfield, Iowa. A
variety of unreasonable beliefs came to be accepted as literally true by the
more committed members, such as the ability of experienced meditators to
levitate. Group meditation was thought to effect direct changes in interna-
tional political and economic affairs, and even to reduce traffic accidents in
remote cities. Indeed, at one point movement leaders mobilized a conclave of
thousands of Maharishi's followers who expected by their conjoint efforts to
shape the course of ongoing military conflicts in the Middle East and South-
east Asia.12 In this movement, the altered state associated with meditation
clearly contributed to members' acceptance of an unlikely set of beliefs.
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Drug-Induced Altered Consciousness

Because of their potent effect on perception, thought, and feeling, psycho-
active drugs such as marijuana, cocaine, heroin, and alcohol can shape social
behavior and social structure. Quite aptly, the term social pharmacology13 has
been used to describe the interplay between the physiologic effects of drugs
that alter the mental state and the impact these drugs can have on social
interactions. Psychoactive drug use is almost always part of the fabric of rit-
uals and accepted behavior within a society, and thereby usually contributes
to the stability of the social structure. Alcohol, for instance, is so closely
associated with norms of accepted social behavior in contemporary culture
that it is difficult to change such customs, as we learned during Prohibition.
Cross-cultural studies indicate that psychoactive drugs generally help inte-
grate members of a society into patterns of social conformity. This observation
has been made in diverse social settings and in different historical periods,
from primitive to complex cultures. In preindustrial cultures where ritual use
of psychoactive plants is found, little if any abuse occurs, and drug use almost
always is a means to a socially approved end, such as contacting the super-
natural.14 Even in nineteenth-century United States, where opiates were used
widely in tincture form, their role was accepted as part of the standard phar-
macopoeia.15

Drugs and the Counterculture

Consciousness-altering drugs played a prominent role in spearheading the
acceptance of counterculture values in the 1960s, abetted by their ability to
alter the individuals' subjective state and thereby prime the person for accep-
tance of a new world view. The psychedelic movement, fueled by marijuana
and ignited by psychotomimetics such as LSD, psilocybin, and mescaline,
came close to meeting the definition of a charismatic group. Participants ac-
quired a good measure of social cohesiveness, a mix of shared ideologies and
beliefs, and considerable changes in personal values.

Some of those experimenting with LSD attempted to generate new per-
spectives rooted in the presumed value of self-realization inherent in altered
consciousness; we will examine these attempts since they illustrate the incom-
plete development of a potential charismatic movement rooted in the use of
mind-altering drugs. Best known was Timothy Leary, who emerged from the
relatively value-free perspective of a psychological research laboratory. Leary
was exposed to LSD in the context of his early investigations into its psy-
chotomimetic effects. The motto he later popularized—"Tune in, turn on,
drop out"—became a catchphrase for the counterculture, but was primarily
a negation of values. His subsequent flirtation with establishing a more tran-
scendent quasireligious movement, the "League for Spiritual Democracy,"
whose acronym is LSD, did not carry sufficient meaning to engage young
people. As an effective orator, Leary drew sizable crowds at first, but interest
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in the nascent movement evaporated, and drug use did not become the basis
of a new religious movement.

Because little historical relationship exists between psychedelics and Chris-
tian mysticism, drug-induced altered consciousness was also not seen as the
high road into Christian tradition. One attempt at studying how drugs can
help attain transcendent experience within the framework of an established
religion is fascinating. Walter Pahnke16 was a researcher who undertook a
variety of investigations into the consciousness-raising effects of psychoto-
mimetic drugs. In one notable study, he gave the psychotomimetic psilocybin
to ten Christian theology students, and an active placebo (one whose marginal
effects might lead it to be mistaken for the drug itself) to an equal number
of control subjects, also theology students. Both groups had been prepared
for the possibility of a heightened spiritual response and were brought to a
Good Friday service in a chapel right after.

Pahnke found that those who received the active drug rated themselves
appreciably higher on descriptors of mystical experience, such as feelings of
unity and transcendence of time and space, than did the controls. On the
basis of a six-month follow-up, he reported that the experience also provided
"life-enhancing and-enriching effects similar to some of those claimed by mys-
tics" and had a profound impact on the lives of eight of the ten subjects given
the active drug. He emphasized that the experience took place in the context
of a religious service whose use of symbols was familiar and meaningful, and
that the design of the study provided an appropriate framework for the stu-
dents to derive meaning and integration from their experience.

Such an approach to promoting a Christian mystical experience was quite
interesting, but, in the end, Christian mysticism is associated with asceticism
and denial of bodily pleasures, whereas the use of psychedelics, at least within
the counterculture generation, came to be allied with a hedonistic orientation
and a rebellion against traditional values. Ultimately, the contradiction be-
tween these two perspectives made their combination unlikely.

Others sought to revive established religious values through drugs, but drew
on Eastern religions rather than Western views. This was more apt because
of the acknowledged place of altered consciousness in Eastern meditation.
Although Eastern spirituality is not traditionally associated with psychedelic
drugs, a lack of familiarity with these traditions allowed youths to relate the
drug experiences to their newfound meditation practice. American-born drug
experimenters exposed to Indian culture, such as Richard Alpert, who later
took the name of Baba Raam Dass, articulated this position.

For many a natural transition occurred from drug-related altered conscious-
ness to the altered states associated with meditations within an Eastern char-
ismatic sect. Engagement within the cohesive setting of the Divine Light Mis-
sion helped many fend off their abuse of drugs, but the experience of these
young people also reflects the interchangeability of drug use with the medi-
tation practice of this Hindu-oriented group. Ellen's case was presented as an
illustration of how a woman about to return to full-blown heroin addiction
had been able to respond to such an experience. She was on the verge of
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relapse when she encountered the Divine Light Mission in Colorado, and was
drawn into its supportive network. She initially accepted the social support
offered at the ashram, but later found that the group's meditation practice
was essential to stabilizing her abstinence. As she said,

At first all I had to hold on to was the other premies, but I still kept
thinking about heroin. After a week or two I was able to meditate, and
after a while the meditations began to stand in for the drugs I was crav-
ing. At times the sensations I had while meditating felt like the high I
used to get from drugs, and soon I could put myself into a drug-free
space just by meditating—for a few minutes at first, and later for most
of the day. Eventually I could summon it up when I had to.

Some Eastern sects were quite explicit about the direct transition to mys-
tical meditation they offered drug users. For example, Alexander Deutsch17

studied a small Eastern-oriented cult, and found that most members had
made at least moderate use of LSD prior to their encounter with the group.
Indeed, Baba, their leader, referred to the psychedelic experience as a "pre-
view of coming attractions." Devotees saw their use of psychotomimetics as
influential, even essential, to their embrace of this cult, and reported that
those drug experiences with a mystical content were most important to their
entry into the group.

The adoption of irrational beliefs in this group was also clearly supported
by members' experiences with psychedelic drugs. As one follower of this guru
reported, "Baba says that he knows that someone is coming if that person
thinks of him on the way here. At one time that would have seemed ridiculous
to me, but after all the unusual things I've experienced under LSD, I can
believe it." This statement reflects the potency of altered consciousness in
preparing the individual to accept unaccustomed beliefs.

The psychedelics spearheaded the introduction of a movement espoused
with great zeal by many counterculture members, but it lacked the leadership
or mission to crystallize into a true charismatic group. Since it was incom-
patible with traditional Christian mysticism, it could not coalesce with estab-
lished Western belief systems. Experiences of altered consciousness, however,
did leave a vacuum of commitment among the young that primed many of
them to accept the new religious movements of the 1970s, particularly insofar
as they offered meditative states as a substitute for drug experience. For many
parents it served to generate a contrary movement in their explicit battle
against drugs.18

Social Induction

Inducing an altered state of consciousness in group religious experience by
suggestion from the social milieu is not a contemporary phenomenon. The
mystical experience of trances, visions, and speaking in tongues has for the
most part been undermined by the influence of rational empirical thinking.
The success of the physical and biological sciences in yielding material pro-
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gress has appeared to validate objective observation and experimentation as
the only legitimate basis for inquiry, and with this a worldview based on spir-
itual values has been dislodged.

Although religiously grounded transcendent experience has waned in recent
centuries, certain charismatic denominations within contemporary Christian
practice espouse a tradition of altered consciousness and mystical experience,
particularly during group prayer. These groups assert the validity of nonra-
tional subjective experience guided by belief as a definitive basis for seeking
out a "higher" reality. They introduce their adherents to altered consciousness
in a social context where the culture of the group leads them to anticipate
transcendent experience. This anticipation primes members for intense and
moving experiences, like those from previous centuries.

On the contemporary American scene, this is found among Pentecostal
Protestants and charismatic Catholics, as well as members of the Unification
Church. We will consider each of these movements, and then examine socially
induced altered consciousness of a different sort, in a contemporary nonre-
ligious setting, the self-help-oriented est workshops.

The Unification Church

Altered consciousness may be experienced among devotees of religious sects
who publicly tout its importance. Typical of these are the Eastern, meditative
new religious movements. In other sects, they may occur often but are only
infrequently discussed with outsiders. Although the Unification Church is not
known for such experiences, these are both common among its membership
and important to their continuing sense of religious commitment. Their role
in conversion is illustrated by the story of Ed, a Moonie who had unusual
perceptions at the time he decided to join. Ed was invited to a recruitment
workshop by an older member who participated in the group experiences along
with him, serving as a spiritual mentor. After a few days, the mentor became
concerned that Ed's attitude did not reflect a proper understanding of the
group's mission and advised that he devote his time to prayer for two full days;
he also gave him suggestions on how to heighten his spiritual awareness. For
example, he told Ed to eat no solids, but drink whatever juices or other fluids
he chose.

Ed spent most of the next two days at home, visiting the workshop center
each day for a short time. He soon began to experience an unfamiliar state
of consciousness, which he described as follows.

I felt a bit weak, but less cluttered inside, and in my body could sense
that I was closer to liberation from my old concerns. The prayers soon
developed a rhythm of their own, and now that I had removed myself
from my friends, there was a loneliness I could almost feel. It was
strangely pleasant.

At the church center he had been told about dreams in which spirits could
appear, and indeed did have vivid and intense dreams on the first of the two
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nights. He also heard about how one may enter into a "condition of indem-
nity" in which a rapport is established with supernatural spirits.

On the second night, he finished his prayers and read from the Divine
Principle while alone in his apartment. Suddenly he felt he was in the pres-
ence of Reverend Moon, and heard the minister speaking to him directly

as real as we're talking now. I didn't turn around but I knew that Rev-
erend Moon was there. His presence was as real as any person I've sat
with. He told me that I was doing the right thing and should continue
on my course, that I would find spiritual enlightenment.

Ed could not fall asleep, and paced back and forth until after sunrise, when
he broke his fast. He had never had an experience like this, nor was he suf-
fering from any psychiatric disorder so far as I could tell.

The demand characteristics of the group (expectations implicit in the social
context) had primed this young man to experience perceptual distortions. He
had been exposed to a seductive social setting in the church center and its
workshop, and the church members whom he had come to trust had con-
vincingly stated that they could experience alterations in perception and con-
sciousness. Furthermore, his isolation, prayer, and fasting had altered his
mental state so that his usual sense of his place in the world was destabilized,
leaving him open to accept the group's perspective.

A social setting's demand characteristics can determine a person's behavior
in unexpected ways. This can happen even if those setting up the group don't
want to prejudice events, a problem sometimes arising in psychological re-
search laboratories, where the demand characteristics of a scientific project
implicitly lead participants to be "good subjects" and perceive their state in a
subjective way that will give the experimenter results that will fit his or her
hypothesis.19 Ed wanted to be a good disciple, and tried somehow to feel in
a manner that he implicitly knew would please the group and his mentor.
Both the demand characteristics of the workshop setting and the altered sub-
jective state Ed established through prayer and fasting led him to attribute
his unaccustomed feelings to the church's "spirit world." The consequences
of this attribution may have been startling, but they were nonetheless in keep-
ing with the group's expectations.

Members of the Unification Church do indeed experience alterations in
sensation and perception like those reported by Divine Light members. In our
study of the Moonies, we applied the same questionnaire items as in the
Divine Light study to reveal similarities between the two groups.

The Moonies' experience outside formal prayer was particularly relevant, as
their lives were often touched by transcendent states during the routine of
their daily activities. This is illustrated by changes in time sensation. A ma-
jority (72%) had experienced a distorted sense of the passage of time outside
the prayer experience, and most of this group (50% of the total) felt it "clearly"
or "very intensely."20 Such experience is not without consequences for an
individual's judgment and perception of everyday events.

A parallel can be drawn from an experimental study by Fred Melges and
his associates on subjects who smoked deIta-9-THC, the active component of
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marijuana.21 They studied the change in time sense produced by the drug and
examined its effect on attention and goal-directed thinking. Subjects became
susceptible to alterations in their perception of themselves (feelings of deper-
sonalization) and delusion-like ideas (such as feelings that they were being
influenced by outside forces). The researchers likened the situation to one
observed in some psychiatric patients and also in normal individuals who may
report feelings of clairvoyance. Under these circumstances, subjects drew in-
tuitive "connections" while often disregarding commonsense considerations.

Similar changes may occur in the subjective distortions of time sense pro-
moted by the social context of Unification Church membership. For the ma-
jority of Moonies, transcendent experiences may help effect changes in their
usual style of thinking. They may draw conclusions they would not otherwise
arrive at if they applied the norms for inference accepted within the general
society. In this altered state of mind, however, they are more likely to accept
unusual attitudes and beliefs promoted within the group, and perhaps to be
open to further hallucinatory experiences.

Repeated experiences in which the parameters defining consciousness are
altered also serve as opportunities for renewal of commitment to the group's
views—mini-conversions, as it were. For example, most members reported
experiencing outside the context of prayer "a special and unfamiliar feeling in
my body" (52%) and seeing "a special new meaning in my life" (90%). And
some members had more intense alterations in the sensations that define
consciousness: more than a third (39%) reported feeling themselves "to be in
the physical presence of someone important to [them] even though most peo-
ple couldn't have seen him" or seeing "something special that no one else
could see" during their usual state; half of this group (18%) reported that they
"could see it clearly with [their] eyes."

Consider how these experiences are integrated into the group's belief sys-
tem. A sizable majority of members (74%) reported that they strongly felt a
"close connection with God," and that they had "no doubt at all about the
relevance of the Divine Principle in [their] personal life." These feelings were
associated with a strong commitment to the sect, so that transcendent epi-
sodes were likely to be perceived as divine messages, interpreted within the
framework of the group's expectations, associated with the "spirit world" and
a member's "condition of indemnity."

Accounts of visions were, of course, much more common in medieval times.
Could it be that the worldview brought about by the age of empirical science
has stamped out the consensual acceptance of mystical experience? Might
not such experiences be more accessible today if they were more widely per-
ceived to be a valid part of our subjective existence?

Closer to the Mainstream: Pentecostals and Charismatics

The Protestant Pentecostal movement claims several million American mem-
bers and its influence has spread to millions more overseas.22 What makes
the movement distinctive is its zealous religious experience characterized by
rituals involving a significant degree of altered consciousness in many partic-
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ipants. Among these are speaking in tongues, or glossolalia, strange utterances
thought to represent the voice of God; possession behavior, during which a
person may dance and gyrate or roll on the floor; and the testimonial, a fervent
and spontaneous statement of the person's faith, typically made after rising
to speak in the course of a Pentecostal service. Interestingly, careful empirical
study of the Pentecostals reveals that all three behaviors associated with al-
tered states are also associated with the relief of emotional distress; the more
frequently members of a Pentecostal congregation engage in these rituals, the
less likely they are to report symptoms of distress on a standard psychological
measure.23 This offers a parallel to the relief of distress associated with med-
itation among Divine Light members.

Glossolalia is a form of pseudolanguage said to be available to all persons
that can be acquired by inspiration or determined practice.24 It derives from
citations in the New Testament and Pentecostals consider it to be evidence
of baptism in the Holy Spirit. The contemporary Pentecostal movement dates
to 1901, when the Reverend Charles Parham left an established pulpit in
Topeka, Kansas, and began to practice faith healing. Despite local opposition,
he soon established a Bible college. Parham assigned some students the task
of investigating the experience of "baptism of the Spirit," sometimes called
the Pentecostal Blessing, and asked them to report back after the school's
Christmas holidays. He later wrote that to his "astonishment, they all had the
same story. . . . The indisputable proof on each occasion was that they spoke
with other tongues."25

The identicalness of all the stories came to assume great importance for
the growing Pentecostal movement, and similar experiences were soon re-
ported elsewhere in the western states. Within a few decades Pentecostalism
had spread across the country, and the phenomenon of speaking in tongues
came to be seen as the culmination of the rediscovery of Christ as a personal
savior. As Pentecostal religious services took shape, they acquired a free and
loud participatory style, with sermons and songs frequently interrupted by
cries of "Amen," calls in "tongues," and testimonies of faith and supplication.
Some of these raucous outbursts and physical paroxysms helped label the
Pentecostals as Holy Rollers.

The practice of glossolalia frequently (but not always) serves as a vehicle
for achieving a trance-like state. In a process called "driving,"26 the leader of
a congregation, typically a gifted orator, impels the audience into a high state
of excitement. Driving often takes place in stages; the first is singing of hymns
with clear repetitive beats and clapping in time, often enhanced by musical
accompaniment. A particular supplicant is next prayed for by members of the
congregation and by the leader, usually very loudly and in beat. Soon this
evocation passes into a final stage of glossolalia where singing and prayer
merge into unknown tongues, usually shouted by the supplicant, who may
now enter into a trance.

States of altered consciousness may act as the basis for stabilizing highly
idiosyncratic group rituals. Within the Pentecostal movement, snake-handling
cults of the southeastern United States exemplify this. In rural Tennessee, for
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example, members of the Holiness Church of God in Jesus' Name draw their
religious practice from the literal interpretation of the following Bible verses.

In my name shall they cast out devils; they shall speak with new tongues;
they shall take up serpents; and if they drink any deadly thing it shall
not hurt them; they shall lay hands on the sick and they shall recover
(Mark 16:17-18).

While speaking in tongues, often to the accompaniment of screams and lash-
ing, jerking movements, members of this congregation not only practice faith
healing but also expose themselves to the risk of death by drinking poisons
and handling poisonous snakes. One member described how he would wait
for the right state of mind, or "anointing," during a church service so that he
would be ready to handle the congregation's poisonous cottonmouth snake.

When I get anointed, a numbness starts in my face and in my hands,
and it feels like oil dripping out of my fingers. It's symbolic, too, as if
your arm went plumb to sleep. But it's full of joy . . . a real good feeling.
I feel like I'm walking in another world. It's hard to explain.

Another congregant described the experience in these terms:

It's just like a small still voice. Calmness comes over me from the top of
my head to the bottom of my feet. When I hear that voice I go ahead
and move. But I want to be doubly sure that it is God . . . [Then, dis-
cussing a time he was bitten by the snake,] it stings just like a bee. Like
two needles. I hurt for about 12 hours on this one. I suffered, but it
didn't make me sick. Both arms swelled up. ... I don't believe in going
to a doctor when I get serpent bit. See if God lets the serpent bite you,
I don't see that you have the right to do anything about it. God can heal
you.27

In actuality, between 1910 and 1960 at least nineteen persons were re-
ported to have died in the United States from snake bites incurred during
such religious services, and the first of the two congregants just quoted esti-
mated that ten persons in his church alone were fatally bitten over a period
of ten years. Indeed, the Holiness Church to which these speakers belonged
gained international attention because of court disputes over their right to
such practice when two members died from drinking strychnine during a
religious service.

More than half a century after their emergence in Kansas City, Pentecostal
practices began to spread to the American Catholic Church. In 1966, two
young faculty members at Duquesne University in Pittsburgh made a pact to
pray for their spiritual renewal. They attended a Protestant prayer meeting
and soon became inspired to speak in tongues. With other faculty members
and students at the university they formed a prayer group involved in char-
ismatic activities, and their mission spread to the campuses of Notre Dame
and the University of Michigan.

In a typical Catholic charismatic meeting at that time,28 neophytes would
report their experience of religious revival, often revealing that this had fol-
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lowed their involvement in the drug subculture. States of altered conscious-
ness were called "gifts of the Holy Spirit" and were expected to lead members
to a spiritual rebirth. These experiences included glossolalia, involuntary mo-
tor activity, and trances, all generated by the dynamics of the prayer meeting.

This movement spread rapidly and, within the decade, as many as 350,000
Catholics across the United States worshiped in derivative prayer meetings.29

As the similarities in the ritual practice of the Pentecostals and Catholic char-
ismatics began to surpass the differences, they soon served as a basis for
bringing together many members of the Catholic and Protestant traditions in
interfaith services and joint religious publications, an ecumenism long con-
sidered difficult to achieve.

Experiences of altered consciousness, however, are not restricted to reli-
gious settings since they are also reported among the public at large. Andrew
Greeley studied a representative sample of Americans, asking them if they
had ever felt as though they "were very close to a powerful, spiritual force
that seemed to lift you out of yourself," and found that more than a third
(35%) answered positively. When this group was then asked what situations
triggered these experiences, the most common responses were religious in
nature, such as prayer, attendance at a church service, and being alone in a
church.30 Cross-cultural evidence also provides support for the widespread
potential for such altered states. Erika Bourguinon31 reviewed data on 488
societies drawn from the Ethnographic Atlas, a standard cross-cultural refer-
ence; most were preindustrial and tribal in structure. A full 90% were found
to have institutionalized practices that included some form of altered con-
sciousness, trance-like in nature, and, in the majority, trances were ascribed
in one way or another to possession by some religious force. Indeed, the
linkage between beliefs and trance states is thought to date to Upper Paleo-
lithic times.32

In the Secular Mainstream: est

For another view of the role of altered consciousness in promoting member-
ship in a charismatic group, we might ask how a contemporary population
can be made susceptible to such influence when the right social setting is
established. Consider an "experimental" problem in the psychology of the
charismatic group: How might one engage a population of sophisticated, well-
educated adults from metropolitan centers in a new, zealously espoused ide-
ology, where the techniques employed can include the development of a co-
hesive group setting and the promotion of attitude change via altering
consciousness? One answer comes from the example of est, an acronym for
Erhard Seminars Training.

This secular movement was started in 1971 by Werner Erhard, a man with
no formal experience in mental health, self-help, or religious revivalism, but
a background in retail sales. Within only five years of its founding, est had
reportedly put over 83,000 generally affluent and well-educated people
through its training, aimed at "transforming your ability to experience living."
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Erhard and his trainers combined aspects of a number of popular philoso-
phies, from Eastern religion to psychoanalysis, in a program that would sup-
posedly make participants appreciate the need to confront their own conflicts
and social circumstances and dismiss long-standing illusions.

The training program consists of two weekend-long workshops with evening
sessions on the intervening weekdays. Workshops with about two hundred
enrollees are led by a trainer designated by Erhard and several experienced
assistants. Over the course of nine days, enrollees are cajoled and emotionally
battered, and encouraged to regress up to the point where they have finally
"got it," a state akin to a conversion.

Certain alterations in consciousness and subjective state within this large
group context are apparently used to promote this conversion-like experience.
Workshop members are subjected to a variety of unsettling circumstances for
long hours at a stretch that act to peel away those layers of psychological
stability that normally bolster their usual state of consciousness. Several in-
junctions are issued: no watches, no talking unless recognized by the trainer
(which means rarely), no leaving one's seat, no smoking, no eating, no going
to the bathroom except during breaks separated by many hours. Participants
undergo long periods during which they must keep their eyes closed and listen
to diatribes, abuse, and obscenity dispensed by the trainer. They are also
generally kept in rooms where there is no daylight, at temperatures that may
become uncomfortable (such as 40°). In addition, they are usually exposed to
a number of individuals within the group who respond with intense emotion,
crying copiously or screaming. A variety of physiologic and emotional para-
meters are therefore disturbed, disrupting the enrollees' homeostasis. Partic-
ipating in the program is not without psychiatric risk, and a number of cases
of psychotic reaction have been reported among those enrolled.33

What it means to "get it" in est is hard to define. After an initial corre-
spondence with Werner Erhard, I met at some length with the movement's
director of research so that we might consider studying this transformation.
Our discussions of getting it, however, yielded no operational definition (or
any viable basis for a study, for that matter).34 One account of the attitude of
an est trainer may be helpful in defining this observation further. Just before
graduation, the trainer always asks if people "got it." Some say yes and are
applauded. Another group isn't sure. The trainer talks to them and they all
say they got it. Finally, one or two people are sure that they haven't got it,
and the trainer says, "Well, you got it, because there's nothing to get." The
whole thing is treated as a joke, discomforting the new converts.35 Nonethe-
less, one study of a large sample of est alumni who had completed the training
at least three months before revealed that the large majority felt the experi-
ence had been positive (88%), and considered themselves better off for having
taken the training (80%).36

Psychological sophistication does not seem to breed skepticism among
those exposed to the program. In the study of est alumni, for example, there
was no significant difference in the proportion of professional therapists or
lay-people who gave positive reports. In another study, an experienced clini-
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cian evaluated a series of his psychiatric patients who took the est training
and concluded that the majority derived some benefit from the program.37

One psychologist who had been through the training told me of his distress
at the psychological assaults against some of the more labile workshop mem-
bers, but his words also revealed the role of altered consciousness in over-
coming these apprehensions.

The physical discomfort and badgering left me horrified, and feeling very
weird. Time had stopped running in any usual sense, and I was having
unexpected feelings of all kinds. At one point, when the trainer called
my friend an asshole for trying to console a woman who was crying, I
got enraged; I wanted to see the trainer dead. I realized that I was be-
ginning to lose any sense of where I was in the real world, and even who
I usually was.

And then suddenly it came clear! I was the prisoner of my own com-
pulsion to help everyone and be kind to them. The trainer was right; I
didn't have to be tied down by this attitude. I was free to choose what I
might think and feel, independent of forty years of programming. Then
the whole room seemed to slip away, and I no longer cared about eating,
peeing, or how long the whole damn thing would run on. I felt liberated,
released from a long prison term.

In one sense, this represented a transition to a full-blown "culture of nar-
cissism" in which the individual owes allegiance only to the self. Participants
in the est program often feel released from the commitments born out of
fidelity to their fellow humans, allowing them to indulge themselves without
guilt. In another sense, however, est underlines how much we each act on
our own set of comfortable misconceptions. Whether or not the realization
of this psychologist ultimately proves useful to him, it did indeed come after
his feeling and thought had been altered from their usual state.
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II

A MODEL OF
THE CHARISMATIC

GROUP

We have discussed the psychological forces that allow a cult to exert its potent
influence on members, and now turn to developing a model that will explain
how these groups actually function. To do this, we must link three levels of
human organizations—biology, psychology, and social structure. Behavior is
rooted in biology, even though it is moved by psychological forces affecting
the individual as a whole; the individual group member is engaged in social
organizations that themselves assume a life of their own.
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5

BIOLOGY AND
BEHAVIOR

We have examined the remarkable power of psychological forces within the
charismatic group to shape its members' attitudes and behavior. We will now
consider the origin of these forces. Are they innate in human nature, or merely
the product of culture and circumstance?

The inclination to participate in local social groups is observed in the most
diverse cultures, emerging no doubt from the advantages a community confers
in meeting daily needs and contending with adversity. This inclination is in-
tensified, even caricatured, in the paramilitary groups that arise in nations
racked by internecine conflicts, such as contemporary Northern Ireland and
Lebanon. The intense commitment that participants in military groups can
develop toward each other may entail extreme self-sacrifice, as in the human
wave tactics involving young Iranian boys in the war with Iraq.

In the Unification Church, as in other contemporary sects, members put
themselves at risk in a variety of ways out of fealty to the group. They may
go through long periods of arduous work, subject themselves to public ridi-
cule, and postpone childbearing for many years.

The inclination toward such self-sacrificing group behavior is observed in
almost all cultures; it can obviously help meet the needs of a group to wage
war, endure dislocation, or survive in times of economic privation. This pat-
tern of behavior may even serve as the mechanism for survival of the group
and its conjoint goals.

The human affinity for close-knit groups is a ubiquitous and apparently
innate trait. If so, how would this trait have evolved? Is an instinct for group
affiliation based on the evolutionary advantage that the group—including the
charismatic group—confers on its overall membership, particularly at times
of crisis and outside threat?
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In The Descent of Man,1 Charles Darwin revealed his interest in developing
a method of psychology that would explain the appearance of similar social
traits in very different species. He even incurred allegations of "extreme an-
thropomorphism"2 in writing

with what care male birds display their various charms, and this they do
with utmost skill. . . . it appears that actions, first perhaps intentional,
have become instinctive. If so we ought not to accuse birds of conscious
vanities; yet when we see a peacock strutting about, with expanded and
quivering tailfeathers, he seems the very emblem of pride and vanity.3

Konrad Lorenz4 would have considered the vain strutting observed in both
peacocks and Homo sapiens as behavioral analogues. Lorenz observed that
such analogues arise as two different species independently develop similar
biologically grounded means for adapting to their environment. To be analo-
gous, the traits must be found in species that are separated in the chain of
evolution by others that do not carry such a trait. For an example of a social
analogue, Lorenz looked to the behavior of geese, a species he studied at great
length. He acknowledged that terms like "falling in love, marrying, or being
jealous" might seem awkward when speaking of birds, but pointed out that
behaviors comparable to these human ones may be found with little difficulty
among monogamous pairs of geese. In addition, they have very much the same
role and survival value in both species.5

The possibility that ethologic insights may help explain some puzzling as-
pects of human behavior is therefore most attractive. For our purposes, we
may invoke evolutionary paradigms to address the following central paradox
of charismatic group behavior: Affiliation with such groups is observed in
many settings, both in full-blown or muted form, and appears to represent a
universal potential in human beings; nonetheless, such affiliation frequently
runs contrary to the interests of the individual, sometimes contrary to the
person's very survival. Why should people have retained such a potentially
self-destructive trait over the course of evolution?

We do find that most social traits confer a clear-cut adaptive advantage for
the individual carrying the trait, such as the strutting behavior of the peacock
or the assertion of status in a regional band of primates. Some traits, though,
are not clearly adaptive. For example, the inclination to assist others in need
offers an adaptive advantage to other members of a social group, but does not
necessarily enhance the fitness of the individual with that trait. Such an al-
truistic trait may often operate to the individual's detriment, when he or she
sacrifices self-interest for other members of the social group. This trait is
similar to the human inclination to join a charismatic group, which often
demands great personal sacrifice. Explanations for the evolution of altruism
may therefore shed light on behavior in the charismatic group.

The altruist who saves a drowning swimmer or the worker honeybee who
stings an assailant and thereby loses its life have one thing in common with
the person who becomes engaged in the charismatic group. From an evolu-
tionary standpoint, each sacrifices individual interests and survival potential
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for the group's benefit; they will diminish their fitness for subsequent repro-
duction by virtue of carrying the trait. How do such traits persist over the
course of evolution, if their carriers are less likely to survive? Let us consider
the following. A trait observed in a given individual may serve to improve the
reproductive advantage of other individuals who themselves may carry genes
for that same trait. The enhanced genetic fitness of those other carriers then
promotes transmission of the trait to the next generation, since they are now
more likely to survive and transmit it themselves. When such principles of
population genetics were elaborated and applied to a variety of puzzling eth-
ologic observations such as the self-sacrificing behavior, a new outlook on
behavior emerged, one Edward O. Wilson termed sociobiology,6 which has
become both provocative and controversial in recent years.7

The concept of inclusive fitness goes to the heart of sociobiology. As pro-
posed by William D. Hamilton,8 this form of genetic fitness reflects not only
the fitness of a given individual carrying a genetic trait, but also the fitness
of all others who might carry that trait, since their survival also ensures its
transmission. Inclusive fitness can therefore allow a trait to persist in a spe-
cies, even if it does not aid the individual carrier to survive.

Consider, for example, the concept of reciprocal altruism. Robert Trivers9

pointed out that an altruist trait need not be based only on the advantage it
gives actual relatives who are assisted. It can reflect the reciprocal benefits in
a family or a larger population of remotely related individuals who act toward
each other in an altruistic fashion, thereby assuring some measure of reci-
procity when later in need. Furthermore, interesting models have been de-
veloped by Lumsden and Wilson10 for conceptualizing how certain engrams
of cultural behavior may be transmitted. All this, we will see, offers an expla-
nation for the survival of traits that do not necessarily endow a given individual
with greater genetic fitness.

The inclination to join cohesive groups per se may well have emerged over
the course of human evolution as one particular manifestation of inclusive
fitness. In the first place, individuals may not have experienced greater per-
sonal fitness because of this inclination. The groups they affiliated with, com-
posed of many individuals with this same trait, could work together better in
the face of adversity and therefore survive better.

The Relief Effect

When one joins a charismatic group, one gives up the opportunity for inde-
pendent decision making and complies with the group's norms, which may
conflict with one's own adaptive needs. The human inclination to join such
a group can therefore lead to diminished personal fitness.

Persistence of this inclination may be explained by inclusive fitness—the
enhanced potential for survival of all carriers of the trait in the group, as
distinguished from personal fitness alone, the potential for survival of the
individual. Thus, if a trait found in a given population promotes the survival
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of the population overall, we say that the inclusive fitness of the population
is enhanced—even though any given individual may be less likely to survive
when manifesting this trait. We will now see this demonstrated with regard
to the enhanced inclusive fitness conferred by affiliation in a cohesive group.
Individuals carrying this trait may suffer from the self-sacrifice it engenders,
but the cohesive group as a whole, consisting of carriers of this trait, is more
likely to survive and thereby assure its transmission.

The enhanced fitness conferred by the group derives from how this social
entity as a whole can act as a highly adaptable instrument of social organi-
zation, particularly in times of crisis. A zealous cohesive group can mount
collaborative efforts that a more loosely cooperating group cannot. The per-
sistence in the gene pool of a trait that leads individuals toward such zealous
group behavior is thereby promoted at the same time that the group's needs
as an entity are met.

In some circumstances this behavior may be the only way of guaranteeing
that individual members undertake the considerable sacrifices necessary to
ensure the group's genetic survival. But what psychological mechanism im-
plements the inclination for maintaining affiliation with the charismatic
group? What motivates people to join and stay, often disregarding their own
personal interests? To understand this, we must posit a mechanism that ties
the individual to the group, one rooted in human physiology. Furthermore, if
this mechanism is grounded in the human evolutionary past, it should have
homologs in the behavior of other primates.

At the heart of this process lies the relationship between a pattern of social
behavior and a biologically grounded motivation, or instinctive drive, that I
have termed the relief effect. It operates as follows. When people become in-
volved in a charismatic group, an inverse relationship exists between their feel-
ings of emotional distress and the degree to which they are affiliated with that
group. Individuals' capacity for commitment to the group is mediated by the
relief of neurotic distress, relief that they experience on affiliation and con-
tinued membership; the closer they feel toward the group, the less distress
they feel. Conversely, if they disaffiliate from the group a bit, they are prodded
to return by the increased distress they are likely to feel. Thus, zealous group
members feel unhappy or dysphoric when removed from their group. A com-
mitted member of Alcoholics Anonymous, for example, typically reports feel-
ings of unease or being out of sorts when he or she misses a number of
meetings.

A member is therefore poised between reward for closeness and punish-
ment for alienation. Each minor episode of reward and punishment, on mov-
ing closer to the group or further away, functions as an operant learning
experience that conditions subsequent involvement. The process is indeed
similar to a conditioning experiment in which an animal is rewarded each
time it spontaneously carries out a particular behavior or punished for acting
in a contrary way. After several such spontaneous acts and their associated
consequences, the experimental animal will carry out that behavior consis-
tently, even when further rewards are given only infrequently. For example, a
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mouse can be rewarded with cheese every time it taps a lever. Eventually, it
will tap the lever frequently although bits of cheese are few and far between.

A charismatic group member resembles an experimental animal or human
subject in an operant conditioning study. He or she can be made to adopt a
behavior pattern if at first rewarded whenever the person acts in a particular
way. If, whenever the member feels close to the group, his or her distress is
relieved, the member will tend to stay close, and the feeling of closeness to
the group becomes the source of operant reinforcement. Such habituation
can occur without the individual's awareness. Similarly, the repeated dyspho-
ria associated with feelings of alienation tends to make members avoid dis-
tance from the group; it is a negative reinforcer for staying close.

After a member undergoing induction has come close to the group a num-
ber of times and been rewarded each time, the member "learns" to comply
with the group so as to feel close to it and experience the consequent well-
being. The new group member, a product of a reinforcement process, will
continue in a pattern of maintaining closeness even if rewards are provided
only intermittently. The relief effect thereby serves as a reinforcer for contin-
ued group involvement.

Thus, by relieving neurotic distress individuals are engaged into the char-
ismatic group and learn to comply with the behaviors it promotes. The relief
effect is mediated by the affiliative attitudes of social cohesiveness and shared
beliefs—that is, by both social and cognitive means. A series of propositions,
supported by data on members of the Unification Church and Divine Light
sects, may explain how this effect underlies affiliation within such groups.

Evidence in Contemporary Sects

I will now review a series of propositions based on findings on members of
the Unification Church and the Divine Light Mission. These will be used to
support the model first described on the origins of affiliative behavior.

When joining a charismatic group, an individual experiences relief in neu-
rotic distress in direct relation to how closely affiliated he feels with the group,
Initiation into a group involves remarkable personal commitment. For a mem-
ber to become fully involved, there should be a dramatic psychological im-
petus to commitment, and engagement should yield considerable relief. Using
the Unification Church and Divine Light findings, we may consider whether
this is so.

The needs of potential recruits before joining contribute to understanding
the nature of this relief, since those who were attracted most to the group
had experienced the greatest distress, as evidenced in the reports of 104 par-
ticipants in Unification Church initiation workshops. Scores on the general
psychological well-being scale revealed that those experiencing the greatest
stress were more likely to join.1' Those who remained after the initial weekend
but did not join were less troubled; those who left earliest were least dis-
tressed. Importantly, though, each group was well below the average in psy-
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chological well-being in relation to a comparable sample of young people
drawn from the general population. Yet when a cohort of long-standing mem-
bers was studied, their well-being scores were much closer to the level found
in the general population, reflecting a considerable improvement in their psy-
chological well-being over the course of induction and membership.12

This is also corroborated by reports given by members of the Divine Light
Mission for the periods both before and after joining. Two years after joining
they described their psychological distress as having been a good deal less
(37%) right after joining than immediately preceding. For example, a consid-
erable decline occurred in the degree to which members viewed emotional
problems as interfering with their adjustment in life (35%), with a similar
drop in feeling nervous and tense (41%). This decline was highly correlated
with the members' feelings of cohesiveness toward the group. Those who felt
closest to the group were more likely to experience a relief in neurotic distress.
Altogether, the items reflecting group cohesiveness accounted for a large por-
tion of this decline in neurotic distress and these observations are at the heart
of the relief effect.13

Furthermore, it can be said that mobilization into a charismatic group is
most likely in times of distress. From the standpoint of group adaptation, a
bold course of action involving mutual commitment and self-sacrifice is in
fact usually needed at such a time, so as to address pressing problems that
face the group.

In the proper group setting, it is possible to elicit commitment to the charis-
matic group quite easily. Members or potential members are not necessarily
open to involvement in a group for extended periods of time, and it must be
possible for engagement to take place when the need arises. The experience
of participants in the Unification Church induction workshops was striking
in this regard. Of those participants who remained beyond the initial two days,
all rapidly developed an intense feeling of affiliation to the sect, whether they
eventually joined or not. Their answers reflected very high levels of cohesive-
ness toward members in their immediate induction group, and rapid accep-
tance of basic church tenets. Indeed, the attitudes of those who later left
differed from those who joined only in that those who dropped out had
stronger ties toward persons outside the group. That is, those who refrained
from joining did not do so because of a lack of strong feelings for the group—
they left because of commitments to family and friends.

This rapid development of affiliation during the induction experience dem-
onstrates how easily a person can become psychologically engaged in the
group setting, as long as he or she demonstrates some initial interest. Recall
the rapid transition to commitment that Jerry, the depressed college student,
experienced when he entered the Moonie induction program. Within several
days he had thrown off his previous social bonds and chose to become a
fugitive from a court order rather than cut his ties to the church.

Over the course of induction, individuals' attitudes and behaviors came to
conform with those expected of group members. In addition to acquiring a
cohesiveness toward the group and belief in its creed, recruits also adopt the
group's standards of behavior. In the Unification Church, inductees' attitudes
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and behavior regarding the use of alcoholic beverages illustrate this point; the
Church discourages intoxication with alcohol, but does not prohibit its use.
The large majority of long-standing members (86%) reported using alcoholic
beverages right before contact with the sect, but only a third still used them
at all two years later. More important, daily use disappeared entirely.

This pattern was a reflection of newly acquired attitudes. Members' agree-
ment with the statement "I should avoid getting high from alcohol" increased
appreciably with members' length of membership. Whereas a minority (42%
said that they strongly agreed with this statement before joining, more than
twice that number (89%) felt this way right after joining, and the same pro-
portion concurred after a period of membership. Among Divine Light mem-
bers, hallucinogen and heroin use almost vanished over the course of mem-
bership (hallucinogen use went from 35% to 3%, and heroin use from 14%
to 0%).

The relationship between the relief of neurotic distress and affiliation with
the charismatic group continues over the course of membership. This relation-
ship is essential to the group's perpetuation since it assures that members will
maintain their commitment. The proposition is supported by our data on the
psychological status of long-standing members of the Unification Church.
Two aspects of their affiliative feelings toward the group were examined: social
cohesiveness and shared beliefs. Scores on a scale reflecting group cohesive-
ness accounted for an appreciable portion of members' psychological well-
being at the time they were studied, indicating a very strong relationship be-
tween the strength of these social ties and level of well-being. Furthermore,
a scale of shared religious beliefs added even more to the statistical correlation
between members' well-being and group affiliation. The two items on religious
belief that best predicted a member's psychological well-being were "My re-
ligious beliefs give me comfort" and "I feel a close connection with God." The
relief effect apparently continues to operate over the course of long-term
membership in the charismatic group, thereby serving as a motivation for
continued commitment.

Conformity to a group's behavioral norms is implicitly perceived by members
as necessary for maintaining their well-being. This motivation for conforming
was seen in the long-standing Unification Church members who had been
matched for marital engagement by the Reverend Moon.14 These members
had been born into typical American families but were nonetheless going
along with the betrothal—something that few, if any, youths of their back-
ground could be expected to accept. They were, in fact, pleased to have their
spouses selected for them with no input of their own. Here was a remarkable
example of conformity to the behavioral norms of a charismatic group. The
vast majority (95%) of these engaged members were still active in the group
four years later, almost all now married to their designated mates. Clues as
to why these members so readily complied were found in the way they im-
plicitly perceived their emotional vulnerability to disruptive life events.

It has been established15 that people are more likely to suffer psychological
problems when they have recently experienced life events requiring apprecia-
ble social readjustment such as a change in residence, the illness of close
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relatives, or being fired from a job. With this in mind, these Moonies' recent
histories of disruptive life events were assessed with a standard scale. As with
other populations, a higher incidence of such events was associated with lower
levels of psychological well-being. More important, members were buffered
from this emotional vulnerability by the degree of their commitment to the
church. Those who felt closest to the church were least likely to undergo
emotional distress after experiencing disruptions in their lives, and those who
were less close were more vulnerable.16 Specifically, life events predicted 15%
of the variance in well-being; this percentage would rise to 31% when affili-
ation items were incorporated.

A member's responsiveness to the group's expectation is therefore likely to
be supported by the person's implicit perception that he or she is protected
from life's emotionally disruptive experiences by commitment to the sect; the
member comes to see the group as a shield from threatening experiences.
This relationship is succinctly expressed in the high percentage of members
(88%) who strongly agreed that "My religious beliefs give me comfort."

This mechanism of conformity was again observed in the same group of
engaged members followed up three years after their engagement. By now,
the large majority (91%) had been married for one year and many (24%) of
the wives were already pregnant. For most of these members, the previous
year was full of numerous disruptive life events, such as moving out of church
residences, setting up new households, assuming responsibility for their own
finances, and for many, being uprooted to serve on mobile fund-raising teams.
Nonetheless, their scores on the belief and cohesiveness scales had not
changed significantly, and these were still strong predictors of their level of
psychological well-being. Members' vulnerability to disruptive life events was
still muted by the degree of their commitment to the group. This leads to the
following corollary proposition.

The group acts like a psychological -pincer, promoting distress while at the
same time providing relief. This is evidenced in an ironic sequence of events.
The group promotes behavioral norms that may expose a member to potential
distress. Then, as we just saw, the member comes to feel that the relief of
this distress depends on fidelity to the group. This in turn makes the member
more responsive to the demands of the group and its leadership.

A cycle of this kind is evident in Alcoholics Anonymous, which uses group
dependency as a means of escape from alcohol addiction. Recruits are made
to feel that they must give up their use of alcohol when, over the course of
induction, they accept the group's creed of abstinence. Giving up alcohol,
however, raises fear in recruits over their inability to do so without consid-
erable craving and anguish. The group heightens this fear by making recruits
face what they have attempted to hide, that they cannot effectively control
their drinking. It then offers an answer to this conflict: as AA becomes more
important to the new members, they are told that regular attendance and
acceptance of AA's rules are necessary for maintaining abstinence. Since they
have come to see their psychological well-being as dependent on abstinence,
they are trapped into depending on this large group and agree to go along
with its demands. In this way many AA members attend meetings on a regular,
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even daily basis for months or years and succeed in staying sober. But they
become highly dependent on the group.

The magnitude of the relief effect is not enhanced by a history of psychological
disability. If emotional distress is relieved by affiliation, wouldn't a background
of psychological illness make for a more committed member? In a psycholog-
ical sense, this might make sense, but from an evolutionary standpoint it does
not, for if the relief effect were a correlate of disability, sounder members
would tend to disaffiliate, and such groups would retain only their most trou-
bled members, while losing their most able. That obviously would not improve
the group's chances of survival.

Our own findings showed that a serious emotional disability is not related
to the strength of members' ties to the group. Among members of both the
Unification Church and the Divine Light Mission, those who reported that
they had experienced "serious emotional problems" at some time prior to join-
ing (39% in both samples) were compared to those who had not. No signifi-
cant correlation existed between this background trait and the degree of relief
experienced on induction or the degree of cohesiveness felt toward the
group.17 Thus, among those who joined, responsivity to the group did not
depend on a background of serious emotional problems and therefore did not
come at the expense of diminished personal fitness.

The relief effect is correlated with a sense of exclusivity. In the Divine Light
Mission, the single item on the cohesion scale most highly correlated with
the relief of neurotic distress was "I am suspicious of nonmembers,"18 reflect-
ing a gulf between attitudes toward insiders and outsiders, a mistrust of out-
siders that serves as a basis for excluding them. The factor is among the
differences between the Unification Church, a self-contained charismatic
group, and the Federation of Parents for Drug-Free Youth, composed of zeal-
ous community-based parent groups who share a commitment to combat
teenage drug abuse. The Federation of Parents is a more conventional self-
help program, well integrated into the community. Although Federation mem-
bers exhibit considerable cohesiveness and shared beliefs, the movement does
not function as a socially circumscribed, self-supporting large group, meeting
its own economic, social, and cultural needs. Moonies and Federation mem-
bers did not differ significantly in cohesiveness scores toward their own re-
spective compatriots. With regard to outsiders, however, the Moonies had
much lower scores.19 This difference in feelings toward outsiders indicates
that the benefits of Unification Church members' considerable sacrifice will
not be casually available to outsiders and reflects the self-protective nature of
the true charismatic group.

These propositions help to explain how members of a charismatic group
experience a decline in neurotic distress relative to the intensity of their in-
volvement in the group. Since all these propositions are based on measurable
psychological characteristics of large-group members, they provide empirical
support for the operation of this relief effect.

We will now look for further support for the relief effect hypothesis to very
different sources: our knowledge of our evolutionary past and contemporary
studies on the behavior of primates. These anthropologic and ethologic data
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complement studies on contemporary groups to support the ideas about social
bonding just presented.

Ethologic Observations

If the relief effect, presumed to underlie charismatic group behavior, is a valid
sociobiologic model, supporting ethologic evidence should exist, for example,
in homologous behaviors among other primates.

Australopithecus, a direct ancestor of Homo sapiens, inhabited forested areas
of East Africa from about five million to one million years ago. Over many
generations they developed stable patterns of large-group social organization
to sustain adequate nutrition by hunting large game.20 Indeed, Australopithe-
cus is thought to have formed groups of thirty to one hundred members, as
do hunter-gatherer tribes today. In addition, it was necessary to develop be-
havior patterns allowing them to share in the allocation of spoils of the hunt,
and ensuring that outsiders would not gain access to the spoils without having
contributed to that communal activity.21

Like contemporary hunting tribes, prehistoric bands are thought to have
dispersed at intervals, depending on their immediate needs and ecologic cir-
cumstance. They consistently reaggregated, however, thereby establishing sta-
ble regional groupings.22 These behaviors also bespeak the value of a psycho-
logical mechanism that would ensure cohesiveness among the individual
members of large groups.

Complex social traits such as speech, empathy, and interactional skills make
for more effective group behavior. In lower species, complex traits may evolve
relatively quickly.23 Nonetheless, the extent to which social traits have evolved
since the emergence of Australopithecus is striking. Hominid cranial capaci-
ties, for example, doubled between australopithecine times and the appear-
ance about a million years ago of Homo erectus, a more recent precursor of
Homo sapiens.24 Such massive increases, in cortical matter primarily, have
underlain significant changes in the behavioral repertoires of our hominid
ancestors.

The social cohesiveness in early hominids is also represented in homologs
among nonhuman primates. As with hunter-gatherers, social band size of forty
to eighty individuals is common in the community organization of several
monkey and ape species. It is seen in the discrete groups formed by chim-
panzees in the wild, who migrate, collaborate, and maintain proximity to each
other in groups of this size.25

There is also experimental evidence for homologs of the relief effect in
lower primates. A body of empirical research involving rhesus monkeys sup-
ports the relationship between group affiliation and good mood. In classic
observations, Harry Harlow26 demonstrated the emotional vulnerability of
lower primates to loss and separation, using the model of mother-infant sep-
aration.

Of more direct relevance to behavior in large groups, Stephen Suomi27 fol-
lowed Harlow's work with a series of studies inducing depression-like behavior
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among young monkeys by separating them from their peers. Removal of a
young monkey from the cage where he lived with other young monkeys with
whom he had been raised eventually resulted in diminished activity, a doleful
expression, and a crouched posture. Thus, severing the bonds that these mon-
keys had to peers in their social network seemed to produce behavior similar
to that associated with depression and anxiety in humans. Interestingly, Suomi
then studied two ways in which he could overcome the experimentally induced
depression in these monkeys—either by reestablishing social ties to peers or
by administering antidepressant medications. In one study, the isolated mon-
keys were introduced into groups of nondepressed peers and thereby achieved
relief from their depression. In a second study, imiprimine, a common anti-
depressant drug, relieved the depression without return to a peer group. Both
social and physiologic intervention were thereby able to mimic a relief effect.

Changes in affect may serve in additional ways to ensure cohesiveness and
thereby stabilize large social groups—not only by means of the relief effect.
Russell Gardener,28 for example, has drawn attention to the alpha and omega
roles (dominant and submissive positions) observed in bands of lower pri-
mates. The alpha member of a monkey troupe, the highest in its hierarchy,
aggressively initiates action and continually asserts control over other mem-
bers, much like a manic or hypomanic human. The omega, on the bottom of
the heap, moves slowly, acts with hesitation, and is not able to prevail when
confronted by assertive members, much as depressed human beings behave.
Among monkeys, these contrasting roles are determined in large part by her-
itable factors and are also shaped by individual experience. The potential for
expressing these behaviors serves to stabilize the social structure of primate
troupes by determining the ongoing rank of its members and hence helping
define its working organization.

This is of interest to us as an additional example of the role of affect in
regulating social structure. Its function of maintaining a dominance structure
in a large social group is different but complementary to that of the relief
effect. Affective status, in terms of depression or contentment, probably helps
regulate social functions secondary to group affiliation, such as dominance
roles, mating behavior, and work satisfaction.

Shared beliefs also have a place in the paradigm of the relief effect, and
the biologic underpinnings of this conception can be introduced by consid-
ering how the religious symbolism implicit in these beliefs may be mediated
in neurobehavioral terms. One useful model for relating symbolic function to
brain physiology deals with the imagery reported in dreams.29 Just as the sym-
bolism of dreams is generated in the biology of brain function, so is the sym-
bolic nature of religious belief.

Recent research has demonstrated that the occurrence of dreams depends
on periodic activation of the forebrain by lower brain centers during sleep.
Because of this, the existence of a dream "generator" rooted in reticular, oc-
ulomotor, and vestibular neurons is posited, one that provides a programmed
neural basis for the drive to dream. The random but nonetheless characteristic
nature of these generated signals serves to provide "frames" for dream im-
agery, and clusters of runs of generator signals constitute time marks for
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dream subplots and scene changes. In a sense, these neural signals serve as
the bursts of current that will produce the dream images. Ultimately, the
forebrain, automatically activated by such generated signals, synthesizes the
dream by combining the stimuli initiated in the brain stem circuits with "re-
membered" information stored in the cortex.

On the basis of current understanding of the physiological roots of emo-
tionality, it is reasonable to posit a psychobiologic mechanism from which
man's beliefs may gain expression, as follows. Man's vulnerability to dysphoria
is mediated in large part by lower centers of the brain that developed earlier
in the course of evolution, by the limbic system of the midbrain in particular.
Among limbic centers, the hippocampus, cingulate gyrus, and septal region
are thought to be most concerned with emotional states related to interper-
sonal relations. These limbic centers may serve as a generator for driving
higher cortical centers to ensure the presence of affiliative ties. This takes
place by virtue of two presumed functions: the ability of limbic centers to
produce an affective state vulnerable to changes in these ties, and the capacity
of the neocortex to create the imagery associated with previous social rela-
tionships and learned symbols related to such social interaction. Thus, the
affective components of one's need for social affiliation may be generated in
lower centers but experienced on a conscious level in relation to symbols and
content introduced from memories stored in the neocortex. The generated
need may be requited by expression in action, such as by establishing ties
with one's peers.

Rules for generating the ideas, symbols, and communication patterns that
compel behavior are in good part grounded in our evolutionary past, just as
the ties of social cohesiveness are. Consider the innate releasing mechanism,
a device found in lower species, which has its counterparts in observed human
behavior. This neurosensory pattern triggers behavioral sequences in lower
species when certain stimulus configurations are automatically recognized by
virtue of an engram that is genetically predetermined. When the animal is
exposed to that stimulus configuration, it will instinctively undertake a com-
plex sequence of behavior. The recognizable behavioral trigger is called a sign
stimulus; it clearly bespeaks a rather specific inborn neurosensory mechanism,
one that can yield the release of a specific inborn behavioral repertoire.

Anthropologic findings also shed light on the role of shared beliefs in co-
hesive groups. In one classical formulation, Radcliffe-Brown30 emphasized the
importance of religious ritual in assuring linkage among members of primitive
societies and suggested a mechanism similar to the hypothesized relief effect.
He draws on ethnographic observations, pointing out that anxiety emerges
among individual members of tribal societies who fail to uphold the religious
rituals of the tribe and suggests, with some irony, that "magic and religion
give men fears and anxieties from which they would otherwise be free." But
he also makes it clear that these rituals assure the upholding of communal
standards of behavior. In this way, an inverse relationship between dysphoria
and affiliation is suggested, quite similar to the one described in the relief
effect. The social norms associated with the group's symbols and rituals help
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to guide its members' behavior and ultimately enhance the entire group's
adaptive capacities. In this chapter, we initially saw how the concept of in-
clusive fitness might be applied to affiliation in the charismatic group, partic-
ularly evident in certain cult-like settings, and then considered its role in
relation to two aspects of group affiliation, group cohesiveness and shared
belief. In both cases, physiologic, anthropologic, and ethologic observations
were found to support an evolutionary basis of this affiliative behavior.



6
THE CULT AS A
SOCIAL SYSTEM

At the interface between the charismatic religious sect and society at large,
strange things happen. Many people have noted the glazed look of members
of such sects as the Unification Church when they venture outside the fold
and mix with nonmembers. It has been suggested that such behavior is symp-
tomatic of psychopathology, specifically a dissociative state. Others who stud-
ied the sects, however, have not made such observations. In this chapter, we
will see how the discrepancy represents different aspects of behavior at the
boundary of a social system.

Another common observation is the animosity cults elicit from outsiders.
In a pluralistic society such as the United States, one may wonder why such
hostility exists. Again, we will see how this reaction represents a characteristic
process that occurs at a sect's boundaries and will explain some troublesome
interactions between members and nonmembers.

All social systems have certain functions that act to protect their integrity
and implement their goals. The two previous examples are products of the
group's boundary control function, its means of securing its perimeter in a
potentially disruptive environment. To view sects more clearly in the broad
social context, and to understand their interactions with society better, we
will draw on systems theory.' We will try to see the cult group as a functionally
integrated whole. Four functions characteristic of systems are transformation,
monitoring, feedback, and boundary control, and we will consider each.

Transformation

Systems have been likened to factories: they take input from the outside,
which can be raw material, energy, or information, and process it into output,
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a product. This function, called transformation, allows the system to carry
out operations essential to its own continuity or to the needs of a larger
suprasystem to which it belongs. In a given system, the most important trans-
formation—the one that typically defines its identity—is its primary task; most
components of the system are geared toward either carrying out this primary
task or preventing its disruption. The primary task of most cults is to prepare
for the messianic end they envision.

An unstable system, such as a cult in its earlier stages, is particularly sus-
ceptible to dissolution. Members may disaffiliate at any time since the ties
that bind them together have yet to be woven into the stable network of a
social structure. In this regard, the concept of transformation can be used as
a model for the persistent attempts of certain charismatic groups to stabilize
themselves by acquiring new members. This may be why members can be-
come so deeply involved in conversion activities; they themselves are moti-
vated only by an inchoate need to become engaged in the charismatic group,
but they begin conforming to the group's needs as a system. Members would
not on their own be inclined to go out and recruit for the group, but as parts
of its system they come to act in accordance with its goals.

At some point in their evolution, most charismatic groups focus on making
converts as a primary task. The process may ensure a larger and stronger group
and, when successful, can also help confer legitimacy to the group's own
ideology, thereby consolidating the commitment of its long-standing members.

Another important aspect of that transformation function is how it disrupts
the psychological stability of potential recruits, the "input" to this process.
Since an intensive mobilization of a charismatic group's psychological and
material resources may be directed at the conversion of new members, they
can create deep turmoil in the individual convert. On the one hand, the group
is intensely seductive in its attempt to attract new members; on the other, it
demands a disruption of antecedent social ties and a metamorphosis in the
convert's worldview. Thus, when the full resources of the group are focused
on a recruit, the potential for tearing the fabric of that individual's psycho-
logical stability is considerable. The result may be psychiatric symptoms in
people with no history of mental disorder or psychological instability. The
genesis of these symptoms may lie more in the conflict between the convert's
needs and the group's demands than in an underlying psychological impair-
ment of the convert.

The overriding importance to the group of these transformation activities
helps explain a number of puzzling phenomena associated with religious con-
version experiences, in particular, the manner in which the eruption of be-
haviors among potential converts may appear to meet standard criteria for
psychopathology. Several pathologic categories outlined in the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of the American Psychiatric Association2 set in relief the
congruence between syndromes associated with conversion and those desig-
nated as psychiatric illness. Among the illnesses to be considered from this
diagnostic manual are dissociative disorders, pathologic adjustment reactions,
major depressive disorders, brief reactive psychoses, and paranoid disorders
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of a psychotic nature. Each can be generated by the charismatic group as its
forces are mobilized to implement the transformation function. An experience
recounted by an ex-member of the Unification Church illustrates the potential
within a charismatic group for creating a searing force as its transformation
function operates against an inductee's resistance. In this case, the group's
ability to engage and transform was great enough to disrupt an otherwise
stable psychological condition, cause much guilt, and result in a severe psy-
chiatric reaction.

Annette was working in a restaurant in a university town when she and her
husband of two years separated. At first, the separation had been very difficult,
but she invited her younger sister to move in with her and was beginning to
readjust. She was dating occasionally, and had become involved in camping
and mountaineering, interests that predated her marriage.

After Annette had been separated for three months, her sister became in-
terested in the Unification Church at a sidewalk recruitment display. A few
weeks later, the sister decided to leave Annette's house and move into one of
the Church's communal residences. This caused Annette anguish, and she
rushed to her sister to dissuade her from joining. The sister first refused to
speak with her, but then agreed to discuss the matter if Annette would attend
some of the church's classes and discussions to gain a better understanding
of the movement's philosophy. Annette did attend, and then vehemently
pressed her sister to recognize the importance of reestablishing her indepen-
dent life. In the classes, Annette was at first argumentative, then sullen.

Soon she realized she was under considerable stress, and found herself
becoming emotionally unstable. She often cried, but at other times felt eu-
phoric. The world around her began to seem unreal and she herself felt un-
real, sometimes imagining that her body was "separated from her mind," op-
erating independently and automatically. This feeling would persist for hours
and even a full day, leading her to fear for her own sanity. She took two weeks
off from work and told a male friend whom she had dated for several weeks
to stop seeing her because she could no longer "handle a relationship."

Annette now became compulsive about discussing with her sister the prob-
lems she had precipitated in joining the sect, but at the same time she also
began to feel attracted to the group's ideology and well-ordered view of life.
At this point her need to save her sister was coming into direct conflict with
the capacity of the group to transform potential recruits. She described her
ensuing experience.

For two weeks I didn't know if I was a part of the world around me,
whether my mind and body were connected; it was as if I were watching
myself from the back row of a movie theater. I became so upset I couldn't
sleep. One part of me was fighting for my sister, but the other began to
wonder whether I might not be able to feel some relief by joining the
Church. Soon I began to wonder whether the Church might not actually
hold the truth for me. Then one day, I was with some brothers arid sisters
at the church house, and I was overwhelmed by an indescribable feeling.
In a way it was an intense and physical feeling, of being torn between
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wanting to be part of the church and wanting to be separate. Then after
a few minutes I could anticipate a feeling of warmth, of knowing that I
would be doing the right thing in accepting the Divine Principle. Sud-
denly I knew I would join the church, and said that to the brothers and
sisters right there.

A clinician might be inclined to draw on the psychiatric nomenclature to
describe the experiences that preceded Annette's conversion. What she re-
ported would meet the diagnostic criteria for a dissociative disorder—"a sud-
den, temporary alteration in the normally integrative functions of conscious-
ness, identity, or motor behavior."3 In particular, it represents deper-
sonalization, which involves an alteration in the perception or experience of
the self, so that one's usual sense of reality is temporarily disrupted. This can
occur when a person cannot resolve an unmanageable and intense conflict,
and, as with Annette, cannot integrate the conflicting forces of her own un-
conscious expectations with those thrust on her by circumstance.

Though Annette's destabilization might seem pathologic, from a systems
viewpoint it may be understood as the means of producing compliance in a
potential convert through the strong forces of transformation orchestrated by
a charismatic group. These forces emerge naturally from members as they act
in concert, once the group's direction has been set. And it is this conjoint
action that makes the process so forceful. Each member encountered by the
inductee contributes to the unquestioning affirmation of the verity of the
group's position, thereby enhancing its ability to transform the recruit.

Annette's case demonstrates the potential of the transformation function
in engendering neurotic symptoms, but this process can also have sufficient
intensity to shatter the sanity of a potential convert, particularly in situations
where it is carried out under intense social pressure, with little attention to
selecting and protecting fragile individuals. Thus, the transformation function
is prominent in the recruitment activities of est, a quasitherapeutic charis-
matic group that systematically structured its "training" procedures, est main-
tained that it trained people to free themselves from the seemingly paradoxical
and confounding social demands of everyday life. It has been of considerable
interest to the mental health community,4 and the possibility of casualties
occurring among those who participate has been studied. Glass, Kirsch, and
associates5 reported on a series of est trainees who experienced symptoms of
major psychiatric disorders including paranoid delusions, hallucinations, and
severe depression. Because of their unstinting commitment to the transfor-
mation process, est trainers apparently ignored psychiatric symptoms precip-
itated in their workshops.

One mother of three began to develop ideas of influence and to elaborate
grandiose projects after the first of two est weekend workshops. She returned
to the final workshop and was allowed to continue despite her patent derange-
ment. There she behaved bizarrely, rolling on the floor and laughing uncon-
trollably. The psychiatric problems for which she later required professional
treatment went unattended. Another woman became apathetic, depressed,
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and isolated after the training sequence. She broke off with friends, began
gorging, and gained thirty pounds. In an attempt to ameliorate her severely
depressed state, she decided to participate in a postgraduate est course, but
rather than being buffered from further pressure in this experience, she was
labeled by the trainer as a misfit because she could not "get it." The experience
left her feeling even worse because of her inability to connect with the group's
message, and she too sought professional help.

One might wonder how these problems could be allowed to unfold since
est trainers have developed psychological sophistication and use many tech-
niques drawn directly from the mental health field. How can a group that
touted its capacity for improving emotional well-being ignore the emergence
of major mental disturbances among those who came to join it?

Considering how the est movement functions as a system will help answer
this question. A variety of devices are employed in this group to intensify the
forces operating on potential converts. The "training" is carried out in pro-
tracted sessions where disagreement with the trainer is actively discouraged,
often by harsh verbal abuse. Little respite is afforded from the intensity of
the group experience, and the training setting includes as many as two hun-
dred potential converts herded together in a large hall, with their behavior
tightly controlled. The dynamism of the experience further heightens the po-
tential for energetic group influence and emotional contagion, and altered
consciousness is promoted by a variety of contextual cues and behavioral con-
trols.

Conversion is in fact the primary task of est, conducted at the expense of
almost all others. Casualties incurred may have to be ignored, and the prob-
lematic issues they raise, repressed; this is in line with the shared belief of
devoted est followers, who see "getting it"—achieving personal freedom
through the est formula—as a more important goal than attention to the
specific conflicts or encumbrances of their day-to-day relationships.

Suppression of concerns that might detract from the primary task of an
intensely committed social system is actually quite common. In time of battle,
for example, an army may be mobilized to achieve its immediate military ob-
jectives, and its primary task is therefore the transformation of all personnel
and material into a fighting force. The psychology of the troops is bent to this
mission to the exclusion of all else since victory in battle is paramount. Con-
cern for the needs of the wounded may be secondary, since this could detract
from the thrust into battle. In a similar way, mobilization for the transfor-
mation process in the charismatic sect cannot be deflected by the difficulties
experienced by individual converts because the usual constraints on exerting
social pressure are suppressed.

Monitoring

To operate effectively, a system must transform input from the environment
into a form that meets its needs, but must also observe and regulate the
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The Charismatic Large Group as an Open System
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actions of its component parts, thereby assuring that their respective activities
are properly carried out and coordinated. This constitutes its monitoring func-
tion. Such monitoring is essential to any system to assure the effective im-
plementation of its primary task, whether that system is a living organism, a
social organization, or a factory. The system must have an apparatus for mon-
itoring its components. In the living organism, its nervous system serves this
function, and in social organizations and factories it is some form of manage-
ment structure.

An Illustration

A characteristic sequence of monitoring activities in a charismatic sect may
begin with a specific plan undertaken by the leadership, which is implemented
by proposing a suitable rationale to the members, which then is wholeheart-
edly adopted. A later shift in circumstances, however, may require a change
in the group's agenda, and this in turn may necessitate a change in what is
now a strongly held commitment of the members. Because such shifts are
common, the system must have the means for observing and acting on the
needed changes in attitude and behavior. The monitoring function will op-
erate without undue need for communication or conflict resolution in an
effective system. The system's components, the cult members, will respond
automatically to the suggestions of the leadership, and the leadership will
know how to observe and govern to stabilize the system.

An illustration of this sequence will help clarify the dramatic shifts of di-
rection that often occur in charismatic groups. In 1982, over two thousand
couples were married by Reverend Moon in a mass ceremony in New York.
Shortly after these new couples had begun to settle down, Moon mounted a
major recruitment drive. Mobile recruitment teams were activated across the
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OUTPUT
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country, and large numbers of recently married members were expected to
leave the connubial status they had just established after more than three
years of sexual abstinence. Despite this wrenching dislocation, the newly mar-
ried members responded with enthusiasm, and many hundreds disrupted their
living arrangements and moved to begin their work. Something of a religious
crusade was at hand.

The undertaking soon proved unsuccessful, however, since the social cli-
mate of the country was becoming conservative in the 1980s, and young peo-
ple had little interest in a movement that would require them to reject their
familial values and disrupt their future plans. From the outset, very few youths
approached in urban centers or college campuses considered joining, and no
doubt it became clear in reports back to the leadership that potential converts
were not to be had. Within a few weeks, the teams of recruiters who had
been galvanized for action were deactivated, and had to drop their zealous
goal. The situation was potentially tense, as much enthusiasm for the project
had been generated.

Because of the effectiveness of monitoring within the sect, this major re-
versal in perspective was accepted without questioning. The shift away from
the recruitment initiative was rationalized as being necessary to set up
community-based family residences for individual couples, called "home
churches." This change in policy was disseminated by the leadership and was
accepted without question as to why the original initiative changed. Members
applied themselves to the home church initiative with the same zeal as in the
recruitment drive, and at no time did I hear any expressions of reservation
about the viability of the initial undertaking or that there may have been a
misjudgment by the church leadership about the potential for recruits.
Whether consciously controlled or not, compliance with the group's an-
nounced perspective was complete.

To understand the means by which this charismatic group rapidly and ef-
fectively monitored the thinking and behavioral norms of its members, we
must consider the psychological defense mechanisms employed by the group
as a whole, which are not unlike those operating in individuals. These defenses
are employed for the unconscious management of conflicting motives so that
the group can function smoothly in the face of conflict. Although similar
defenses may be observed in other social systems, the charismatic group re-
sponds in particular ways that distinguish it from less tightly knit groups, since
the forces of group cohesiveness and shared beliefs in the charismatic group
facilitate its operation as a functional whole.

These psychological defenses protect the group culture from unacceptable
ideas, often "realities" produced by outdated initiatives or outside influences.
Such realities may be ignored outright, by means of denial; forgotten through
repression; or distorted through rationalization. In the shift from an active
recruitment posture just described, the Unification Church leadership was
able to rationalize its actions by maintaining that the same ends were to be
accomplished by the home church movement, where members would recruit
in their new neighborhoods. The apparent failure of the mobile recruitment
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teams was denied, as it could have exposed the leadership to question and
caused demoralization. Members whom I spoke with gave no indication that
the movement's momentum was in question because of the collapse of this
recruitment initiative, or that an abrupt shift in attitude had occurred. In this
regard, their views had been effectively manipulated to maintain the group's
internal stability. Identification with the leadership's commitment to the home
church movement completed the process.

Identification

In a social system, monitoring is most easily implemented when a voluntary
collaboration exists between those in control and those being managed, since
outright coercion necessitates undue expenditure of resources and detracts
from cooperative efforts to carry out the system's primary task. It is best, in
fact, if those monitored accept the leadership without conscious deliberation
and, since the defense mechanism of identification operates in an uncon-
scious fashion, those who adopt the attitudes of their leaders do so without
deliberating over the wisdom of their actions.

Perhaps the most unusual type of identification takes place when the mem-
bers' own safety and well-being are jeopardized by their leadership. An ex-
ample of this is the Stockholm Syndrome, where individuals are cast together
as hostages and their lives are threatened. Such captives may develop a pos-
itive bond toward the hostage-takers, not only complying with their expecta-
tions, but even defending them against people trying to secure the hostages'
safety and release. A comparison between this situation and the monitoring
process in the charismatic group is intriguing. In both settings the identifi-
cation seems paradoxical to the outside observer, since those in the dependent
position are actively participating with those in control in activities perceived
by the outsider as directly conflicting with their own interests; yet they may
maintain tenacious fidelity to the people who appear to be threatening their
well-being.

Both the cult and hostage situation share the psychological pincer-like ef-
fect described previously: The agent inflicting distress on the dependent per-
son is also perceived as the party who can provide relief. Thus, pressure is
exerted on those experiencing distress to accommodate to the party who
comes to be seen as the only one able to offer relief. The Stockholm Syndrome
was first observed during an armed standoff lasting six days between a lone
bank robber and the police in a bank in the Swedish capital city. After cap-
turing the facility with an automatic weapon in an attempted holdup, the
heavily armed gunman held four bank employees hostage for six days.6 Re-
porters' contacts with the captives while they were still under threat of death
revealed the startling fact that they had come to fear the police more than
their captor, and even after being released the hostages could only puzzle as
to why their sense of fealty toward their assailant persisted. For weeks after
the incident, they were unable to dispel the feeling that he had been pro-
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tecting them from the authorities, and could express little animosity toward
him.7

It has been suggested that this phenomenon is an exaggerated expression
of identification with the aggressor, a psychological defense mechanism origi-
nally described by Anna Freud.8 Like all psychological defenses, this one rep-
resents an adaptive strategy whose purpose is to aid the individual in coping
with unresolved mental conflict. In the Stockholm Syndrome, the hostage
must avoid the threat of bodily danger but at the same time engage the sup-
port, or at least the benign neglect, of the very person who poses that threat.
This can generate a conflict that is not easily resolved between the need to
be cared for and an overriding hostility toward the person who can provide
this care. The hostage, therefore, cannot readily act in a way that would en-
gage the assailant unless the anger he or she naturally feels is not acknowl-
edged and expressed. Once this repression is achieved, the victim may look
to the captor for support and success. Victims implicitly hope that by means
of fidelity and compliance, they may elicit the aggressor's protection. Like
other psychological defenses, this one seems irrational at first glance, yet it
may represent the best available means by which the person can respond to
an emotionally untenable situation.

Identification with the aggressor is relevant here because it helps us better
understand the monitoring process in charismatic groups. Members of these
groups are often effectively under assault by their leaders. That is, in the
consensual view of their surrounding society, they are pressed to participate
in unpleasant activities, and are sometimes subjected to abuse. Members
nonetheless have their own psychological need for maintaining affiliation with
the leader and the group, since they are captives by virtue of the pincer effect,
which makes their emotional well-being depend on involvement in the group
that inflicts distress. In a sense, they have no choice but to unconsciously
make peace with the potentially threatening agenda of the leadership and
comply with its expectations to achieve emotional relief.

We saw this process in operation among the followers of Baba, who clung
to their leader during the course of his protracted psychotic illness.9 Baba
became physically abusive and behaved in a highly erratic manner toward his
devotees, inflicting them with adverse living circumstances and even sexual
assault. Nonetheless, members remained faithful, using a series of rationali-
zations that, to the observer, were untenable. They claimed his madness was
"divine," and said that he was "teaching them a lesson" with each bizarre
demand.

Members who had become highly involved with the group, subject to its
emotional pincer, found it necessary to identify with the leader-aggressor and
sustain their dependency. The conflict between dependency needs and poten-
tial anger toward Baba was not unlike that observed in the Stockholm Syn-
drome.

SUPPRESSION OF AUTONOMY

Our discussion raises the question of how autonomy is suppressed in a char-
ismatic group. Such suppression is vividly seen in the mobile street sales
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teams of the Unification Church. In these teams, members who had little
acquaintance with each other rapidly adapted to living and working in very
close quarters under considerable privation. They sometimes slept all together
in cramped quarters and shared limited provisions of food. Often they would
draw underwear from a common clothing pool, reflecting an unusual enforced
intimacy established for economy. The religious injunctions for each team
included "brotherly and sisterly" cooperation, typically rooted in citations from
the Divine Principle, which offered the group's ideology as the basis for sup-
pression of any deviant behavior.

Ex-members whom I interviewed said they had rarely experienced serious
misgivings while on the mobile teams and certainly had not felt it appropriate
to express reservations. Such hesitancy was born out of the guilt that dis-
rupting the team's mission would have caused more than of fear of disap-
proval. Unlike army recruits, who might suffer similar privations, these sect
members did not maintain a psychological distance from the leadership and
did not complain or question the wisdom of the circumstances thrust on them,
nor did they have consensual support from the broader society.

For a social system to regulate its functioning effectively, it must have the
capacity to suppress members' deviation from its implicit or explicit goals. In
charismatic groups, the penalty for those who deviate from norms is psycho-
logical distress; overt coercion usually is not necessary to induce compliance.
How is this penalty exacted? We have seen that there is a decrease in psy-
chological well-being among those who felt less closely associated with the
group. Furthermore, members who were considering leaving the sect had at-
titudes most clearly at variance with those of the group, and their scores fell
into the clinically depressed range.10 Indeed, 36% of those who dropped out
of the Unification Church reported the emergence of "serious emotional prob-
lems" in the period following their departure."

These observations suggest that members may experience distress whenever
they are inclined to think negatively about their affiliation. By recourse to
learning theory, we may infer that attempts at achieving independence from
the group's monitoring function would tend to be extinguished. One person
suffering the penalty of distress was Allen, a young man who fell into conflict
with the norms of a small neo-Christian cult. When I interviewed Allen he
was sixteen years old and had just been hospitalized because of withdrawal
from his peers at school, mounting disruptiveness in an aunt's home where
he lived, and a two-week history of hallucinating Satan's voice. Allen had been
a member of The Word of God cult for three years, but had left three months
before his hospitalization. He had originally been introduced to the cult along
with two siblings by his mother, who had been suffering from drug problems
before she joined. The boy adapted fairly well to the group, but when he was
caught smoking marijuana some members said he was tainted by the Devil.
After this, he became a scapegoat of sorts, and his participation in the group's
religious services was limited. By his own account and that of his aunt, he
had previously experienced no psychiatric difficulties.

One of the group's leaders continued to harass Allen over his presumed
satanic association, and it became clear that several cult members believed
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he was actually in communication with the Devil. As these views got back to
him, the boy became increasingly frightened about the influence the leader
would have on other members. He decided to escape the group and went to
live in his aunt's house, but became anxious and depressed, ruminating over
his possible diabolical taint, and after a few weeks began to hear the voice of
the Devil on occasion accusing him of sinning in leaving the cult. He was
soon admitted to the hospital, where he showed no other evidence of psycho-
sis or thought disorder, but was preoccupied with the fear of the group's
allegations of his relationship with the Devil.

In the hospital Allen was initially treated supportively, told he was free from
supernatural taint, and led to understand the misfortune that had befallen
him in being labeled as he was. His mother corroborated that his social ad-
justment had been adequate until the cult leader had seized on the episode
of marijuana smoking as reason to question Allen's place in the group. During
a one-month hospitalization, without medication, his symptoms abated and
he was discharged.

Allen had fallen victim to the interpretation of the cult's ideology by one of
its leaders, and was then made a scapegoat by members following this leader.
In refusing to accept this role, he violated the group's monitoring functions
and set up a conflict within himself. His departure from the group intensified
this conflict and he began to manifest symptoms that meet the diagnostic
criteria for a brief reactive psychosis.

Psychophysiologic reactions in such situations can be even more dramatic
than the psychological consequences. The classical exposition of this phenom-
enon was made by the physiologist Walter B. Cannon in describing voodoo
death. In the ritual of "boning," an Australian aboriginal may be rejected from
the tribe, and when this happens the victim's

cheeks blanch and his eyes become glassy and the expression of his face
becomes horribly distorted. . . . He attempts to shriek but usually the
sound chokes in his throat, and all that one might see is the froth at his
mouth. His body begins to tremble and the muscles twist involuntarily.
He sways backwards and falls to the ground, and after a short time ap-
pears to be in a swoon. . . . After awhile he becomes composed and
crawls to his wurley [hut]. From this time onwards he sickens and frets,
refusing to eat and keeping aloof from the daily affairs of the tribe. Un-
less help is administered in the shape of a countercharm administered
by the hands of the Nangarri, or medicine man, his death is only a matter
of comparatively short time.12

Cannon's contribution was to suggest a physiologic mechanism underlying
such events and support it with both clinical observations and animal exper-
iments. In the voodoo death syndrome, he saw that the tribe has been the
individual's protector so that ostracism precipitates an intense fear from which
the separated member cannot flee, because of a deep and long-standing emo-
tional bond. This crisis produces an excitation of the sympathetic nervous
system and adrenergic release, followed in time by cardiovascular collapse.
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More recent studies have supported Cannon's views in demonstrating that the
reaction to major environmental stress can precipitate ventricular fibrillation
and death.13

Allen's case and the voodoo death syndrome both clearly reflect the re-
markable potency of forces that may be mobilized within the group to monitor
and regulate those who might be considered in violation of its norms. These
complement the other facets of the monitoring function examined, namely
benign identification and identification with the aggressor.

Feedback

Feedback is one way for a system to obtain information on how well it is
carrying out its primary task. A portion of output is fed back into the system
and this provides information for planning future operations. If a cult is trying
to recruit, information on the relative response of potential members can be
fed back to the cult leaders and guide them in improving the group's recruit-
ment techniques.

Feedback may be either positive or negative. Positive feedback gives the
system information that will increase the deviation of its output from the
steady state, thereby yielding an enhanced or elaborated output. Negative
feedback tends to diminish variations in the transformation function. When
negative feedback ceases to be available, transformation activities may go un-
moderated, the steady state can vanish, and the system's boundaries can be
disrupted.14 Consequently, the system must have unrestrained access to neg-
ative feedback to exercise a proper degree of self-regulation and not dissipate
its energies.

This latter function is important in charismatic sects because they are prone
to suppress negative feedback when it runs contrary to the group's internal
stability. It is a special risk because of the highly effective monitoring function
that allows the cult system to control the information made available to its
members. Means of avoiding undue negative feedback are essential to char-
ismatic groups because their ideology and practices often elicit hostility from
the general society. If allowed to enter the system unobstructed, such negative
feedback leads to suppression of the group's transcendent vision and a decline
in members' morale.

Certain charismatic groups try hard to isolate their members from all neg-
ative feedback, but this can be dangerous as the group may lose information
valuable to its own self-regulation. These groups usually are no longer actively
recruiting and have little need for protracted contact with outsiders. We will
see the potential for dire consequences of this phenomenon in Jonestown
(Chapter 7). Other groups, however, rely on the successful recruitment of
new members to provide them with positive feedback. Such successes are
used to reinforce the merit of the group's own ideology and promote new
initiatives that validate the group's chosen course. New converts give legiti-
macy to a group in the face of a hostile world and encourage members to
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carry the group's mission forward. Such feedback can be a useful tool for
social regulation.

Successful conversion activities were widely publicized in the Unification
Church. Overseas recruitment was also important, and here too reports of
large numbers of converts were circulated. All this served to undermine the
impact of the negative feedback from society at large. Accounts of the mag-
nitude of converts were often exaggerated, betraying the leaders' motives. For
example, members were consistently told of a very large enrollment in Japan,
a sign of the movement's worldwide acceptance; one figure given to the press
was 260,000.'' When I visited the movement's headquarters in Japan, how-
ever, I was startled to find the figure of five million Japanese members in an
English-language church publication. Such grandiose reports from Japan were
apparently aimed at Americans and other English-speaking members. I spoke
with American members in Japan in detail about the actual level of partici-
pation in the country and why the misleading brochures were produced. Soon
it became clear that there were no more than a few thousand members in
Tokyo and a similar number throughout the rest of the country. One member
who was relatively at ease in discussing the issue was apologetic because he
could not support figures used in the Church literature and explained that
they represented a dubious count of signatories to a petition for world peace
issued by the sect some years before.

In the United States, inflated figures were also regularly given to church
members as evidence of its international impact. They were in effect coun-
terfeit positive feedback.

Negative feedback assures that a system does not expend undue energy or
embark on fruitless ventures. Because it can suppress initiatives needed to
maintain commitment and group momentum, however, such feedback may
engender conflict in a charismatic sect with an expansionist agenda, leading
to its own suppression.

This occurred when Reverend Moon was first becoming known to the
American public in 1976. He arranged for a large rally to be held in Yankee
Stadium in New York City, to summon up the faithful, attract potential mem-
bers, and draw attention to the movement. The leadership assumed that this
would elicit a positive response from the general public. Before the gathering,
hundreds of church members, including large numbers of Oriental followers
of Moon, most of whom had recently been brought in from overseas, were
sent into the streets of New York City to clean up refuse. In wearing white
work suits that were a startling contrast to the way other pedestrians were
dressed, these Moonies gave the movement an odd and unappealing image
and strengthened the widely held view that members were turned into auto-
matons. Despite a modest turnout, church leaders pronounced the venture a
success.

Here too, as with the incorrect membership figures, a realistic assessment
of the situation would have carried with it an undue amount of negative
feedback, and might have forced the membership to confront the sect's lim-
itations. The public's bleak view of the group's Oriental affiliations and alleged
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dehumanizing qualities would then have implicitly discouraged the very ini-
tiatives the leaders were using to support the group's primary task at that
time, namely zealous expansion to a worldwide organization. So they sup-
pressed the negative feedback.

Other examples of this can be found in a variety of commercial ventures
on which the Unification Church embarked. These included sizable commer-
cial fishing enterprises in New England and on the Gulf Coast, and the pub-
lication of newspapers—Newsworld and Noticias del Mundo in New York and
the Washington Times in the nation's capital. These operations consistently
showed a deficit, and from any rational business standpoint should have been
closed early on.16 But they promulgated the church's ideology and provided
continued positive feedback. The fishing enterprises were an expression of a
mystical commitment to maritime matters expressed by Reverend Moon, and
the newspapers apparently reflected the church's desire for a platform to
broadcast their view of public affairs, giving them credibility on national and
world events. Such ventures were seen as evidence of the viability of the
movement's ideology; to admit they had failed would have produced negative
feedback that could have been destabilizing.

Boundary Control

As we have seen, an open system must carry out its transformation functions
while maintaining internal stability by monitoring its own components and
responding to feedback. These functions, however, can be disrupted by intru-
sions from outside. For this reason boundary control is a vital function of any
system.

Boundary control protects social systems against dangerous outsiders. It
includes not only the screening of people but also of information, since in-
formation is a potent determinant of behavior. If a charismatic group is to
maintain a system of shared beliefs markedly at variance with that of the
surrounding culture, members must sometimes be rigidly isolated from con-
sensual information from the general society that would unsettle this belief
system. During the initial phases of conversion to charismatic sects, novices
may be regarded as vulnerable and actively discouraged from establishing con-
tact with their families. After their integration into the group, when their
beliefs have been consolidated, new members may be encouraged to reesta-
blish ties with their families so as to promote a benign public image and
perhaps make other conversions.

Two important facets of activity form the boundary of charismatic sects,
each mirroring the other. The first is a set of behaviors and attitudes of mem-
bers, often deviant, that is directed at outsiders. It reflects how the system
focuses its social forces to protect its boundaries. The second is a reciprocal
set of behaviors and attitudes of the surrounding society, often an aggressive
response of outsiders to the group's members.
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The System Raises Its Defenses

Any group that coalesces around a cause or function must soon establish a
boundary to differentiate those who are participating from those who are not.
One situation I witnessed illuminated the potency of such boundary control
phenomena. It occurred at a Tavistock training institute for experiential learn-
ing in group behavior (see Chapter 2). These institutes are designed to stim-
ulate the circumstances under which certain group forces emerge and thereby
illustrate the nature of group interactions. Participants, generally mental
health professionals, sometimes other interested parties, use this experiential
exercise to acquire a firsthand acquaintance with the processes underlying
group behavior.

In one exercise, members of the institute were asked to select rooms
within the training center where they would establish small discussion
groups and then, in these groups, define a common position in relation to a
certain social issue. Assignments to groups were arbitrary, but members of
each group were able to choose their common perspective within a relatively
short time.

As a participant, I was struck by a particular sequence of events involving
Paul, a mature psychiatrist well respected in the Washington, D.C., com-
munity. He implemented the boundary control function for his group with
undue zeal and aggressiveness, to the point that his behavior in retrospect
seemed bizarre to him. Paul's group had shortly before begun to define its
goals, and the members' mutuality was as yet uncertain, since they had only
recently gotten together. A slight, elderly woman entered the room to observe
this group as an emissary of her own, an undertaking that had been suggested
in the instructions for the exercise. Paul, who had been assigned the role of
screening outsiders, insisted that she not impinge on the group's territory and
became quite curt. After an exchange in which the woman expressed little
more than curiosity, he rushed over to her and tried to force her out the door,
angrily throwing her to the floor and wrenching her leg in the process. He
expressed no remorse, but instead admonished her for not knowing better
than to intrude on a group deliberating among themselves.

The small group in which Paul was participating was involved in little more
than a vaguely denned discussion of its "identity" and was created only for a
daylong exercise. Nonetheless, it was beginning to delineate its borders. Paul
felt it necessary to protect this perimeter, thereby assuring that the group's
sense of purpose would be consolidated, without interference from outside.
Paul had apparently become too closely identified with the system function
he had been assigned, that of defending the system's boundary.

This episode illustrated in a small but chilling way the ardor that can
flare up in those who defend a group, even a meaningless one, to which
they belong. A month later I asked Paul what his thinking had been in ac-
costing that defenseless woman. After saying with some embarrassment
that he had located the woman the next day and apologized properly, he
answered that
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The exercise was artificial, but somehow we were swept up in it. At the
time, I knew that our small group was vulnerable and I was committed
to see our unity preserved. She wasn't just an intruder on our space. She
seemed like the beginning of the unraveling of our work. I wasn't really
pushing her out. As far as I can recall, I was keeping out over a hundred
other people in the institute exercise who would inevitably follow after
her, leading to our group's dissolution.

The boundary behavior of cult members that has made the deepest im-
pression on outsiders involves the glazed, withdrawn look and trance-like state
that some find most unsettling. Although this may appear pathologic, it can
help group membership by reducing the possibility of direct exchanges with
outsiders—it has an insulating effect. Thus, the trance-like appearance pro-
tects the sect's boundary. It would be more likely to develop in settings that
threaten the group's integrity, so that an observer who is perceived as an
antagonist is more likely to see the behavior than one who is not. This may
help explain the puzzling discrepancies among observers' reports on contem-
porary cults since they may approach the sects' "safe boundaries" in different
ways. Some researchers, such as John Clark and Margaret Singer,17 have had
a great deal of contact with people leaving sects and have addressed at length
the ill effects of membership. Their writings question the place of these
groups in a society that protects the right to free and independent thought.
They underscore the emotional constriction and stereotyped behavior some-
times associated with cult membership, implying that it is equivalent to psy-
chopathology. Other observers, such as Thomas Ungerleider and David Wel-
lisch,'8 as well as my associates and I, established a positive working
relationship with active cult members and tended to look at the more con-
structive aspects of membership. This second group has not found the same
stereotyped behavior and emotional constriction. Sect members may thus re-
spond to outsiders according to whether or not they appear to threaten the
group's safe boundaries.

Fearfulness of outsiders, or xenophobia, a common characteristic of cults,
is an important manifestation of boundary control. It holds groups together
but it can reach the dimensions of outright paranoia. It represents a boundary
control function carried to the extreme and is seen among those sect members
pressed by family or strangers to give up their ties to the group. It is also
evident in the way outsiders are often treated with a different standard of
openness or honesty. (A "heavenly deception" is one perpetrated by a member
of the Unification Church on a nonmember to further the Church's goals.)

At times, outright paranoia at the system's boundary may assume sufficient
intensity to meet diagnostic criteria for a commonly held delusional system.
Such a state is termed a shared paranoid disorder, wherein a delusional state
is shared among two or more people so that the pathologic perspective of one
person in the group is supported by that of the others. In a charismatic group,
it can be characterized by persistent delusional thinking and occurs in the
absence of other psychotic symptoms, since it springs from close association
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with others with a similar delusion rather than from innate psychiatric disa-
bility.

The Community Reacts

Defensiveness and paranoia associated with the boundary function of a char-
ismatic sect elicit a complementary reaction from the surrounding commu-
nity. This is seen in the animosity between family members of converts and
the sects; in the breakdown in communication between sects and some reli-
gious groups; and in the hostility toward sects voiced by some former mem-
bers.

Attempts at communication between parents and their children who have
joined contemporary sects are often rife with misunderstanding and hostility.
The convert often becomes an agent of the group's boundary control function
and regards the relatives who make contact as attempting to disengage the
person from the movement, whereas the parents, operating at the boundary
of a highly cohesive group, frequently become preoccupied with the effort to
dislodge the new member. Communications are often frozen at this level.

Two couples who came to me for consultation illustrate how these battles
across the group's boundary take place. The first were parents of a young
woman who had shortly before dropped out of college and gone to work as a
waitress in a rural area. There she befriended an older woman who was a
member of the Jehovah's Witnesses and who actively encouraged her to join
the sect. When her parents heard of their daughter's growing interest, they
drove to the town where she was living and approached her angrily, demand-
ing to know why she was sacrificing her future for this "odd" group. In the
absence of an acceptable reply, they consulted a psychiatrist who had treated
their daughter for a transient problem while she was in high school. He sug-
gested they adopt a more benign and accommodating attitude, but neither
parent was able to respond in this fashion for fear of losing their daughter.
Soon the girl made it clear to them that it was only through a more congenial
attitude toward the group and its beliefs that they could gain the right to
discuss the matter fully with her.

The parents felt their only choice if they were to "keep" their daughter was
to either forcefully resist the girl's move or themselves accept the sect's views.
They were torn between two compelling systems functions of the group: trans-
formation, which demands compliance with the group's ideology, and bound-
ary control, which rejects aliens and their views. Under these circumstances,
it was almost impossible for them to establish viable communication with the
girl-

Some parents continue their aggressive efforts to draw their children away
from a charismatic sect long after they have become fully affiliated. Many
sects want members to establish courteous relations with their families once
the membership role has been consolidated, without compromising the mem-
bers' own fidelity, and this gives parents an opening. But in their attempts to
change their children's thinking, the parents may assault the group's bound-
aries and produce a breakdown in communication.
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This was the case in a second unfortunate family that for eight years had
been engaged in a tug-of-war with their son, who had joined the Hare Krishna
movement. At first they sent their own local religious leaders as emissaries to
encourage him to leave, but this only exacerbated his defensiveness. Subse-
quent encounters, which had become less frequent, were characterized by
disputes revolving around the rituals of the sect in relation to diet, dress, and
lifestyle.

Consultation with his family arose over their uncertainty as to whether to
invite their convert son to the wedding of his older brother. At first, the par-
ents were able to maintain a flexible posture in the exchange and their son
agreed to attend. As further plans were made, however, they again began to
express the hope that he would be sympathetic to the family's needs, a request
perceived by the young man as suggesting their desire that he loosen his ties
toward the sect. He then issued demands about the cultic food and dress he
would bring to the ceremony and finally broke off communication, refusing
to appear at the wedding. Conflicting demands on both sides of the boundary
had not been surmounted.

The sect's boundary may also generate a reverse phenomenon in the form
of an "anti-cult." This is seen most prominently among the members forced
to leave these groups by deprogrammers. We may define deprogramming as
the forcible indoctrination of a negative attitude toward the sect in an attempt
to dislodge members from it. In our study of individuals who had left the
Unification Church,19 a striking contrast existed between members who had
departed voluntarily and those who were deprogrammed. The first group had
mixed feelings about their experience but expressed a relatively benign view
of both their own involvement and the ongoing participation of their remain-
ing compatriots. Most (62%) still felt strongly that they "cared for the ten
members they knew best," and the large majority (89%) believed that they
"got some positive things" out of membership. On the other hand, those who
were deprogrammed had a much more negative attitude toward the sect and
had apparently become more involved in a cohesive group of mutually com-
mitted persons attempting to deprogram other members.

These deprogrammed youths often became articulate and active critics of
sects such as the Moonies and Hare Krishna, in contrast to the majority of
ex-members who had left on their own initiative. In our own study, eight out
of ten deprogrammed ex-members had participated in attempts to coerce
other members to leave, whereas none of those who left voluntarily had done
so. Their animosity toward the new religious movements in general paralleled
the intensity of feeling found in the sects they opposed.

Members of a cult may be driven to behave as they do by forces that act
within the social system to assure its stability and implement its primary task.
On the other hand, the openness of each member to such influence can only
be understood by recourse to one's biologically grounded responsiveness to
group influence. We have considered the scope of both biological and systems
perspectives. We can next look at more extensive examples of these perspec-
tives in some representative charismatic groups.
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T

CASE HISTORIES OF
CHARISMATIC

GROUPS

We used to think of "cults" as obscure offshoots of mainstream religions with
their own devotional practices. But over the course of a generation the term
has acquired grim connotations of the potential for mass suicide, assault, or
fiery death. So far in this book, we have considered how cults engage the
minds of their recruits, how they generate their unique psychological and
social forces, and how they acquire structure as social systems. We will now
consider how several cultic groups came to grave outcomes that have troubled
a generation.

Charismatic groups generally attract public attention when their zeal is at
its height. Some settle into a more routine adaptation, become bureaucratized,
and assume the form of a more traditional religious organization, as did the
Mormons over the course of a century. Another, more contemporary example
of this transition is seen in the Unification Church, whose evolution we will
examine at length. We will see how this group moved toward stability despite
its controversial beginnings.

Other groups have come to shocking ends, showing how the encounter
between a cult and the general society can result in suicide or conflagration,
militant confrontation, or even mass murder. Events in the 1970s and 1980s
at the Peoples Temple in Jonestown and MOVE in Philadelphia acquainted
the public with the possibility of cultic disaster. After a time, the headlines
were forgotten and the events receded into the past. Then came the Branch
Davidians, Aum Shinrikyo, and Heaven's Gate. We will examine these latter
groups and the circumstances that contributed the most to their sad out-
comes.

I l l
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7
TROUBLE AT

THE SYSTEM'S BOUNDARY

This chapter examines two examples of the disastrous outcomes that can take
place in charismatic groups, and we will use the systems model to put the
reported events into perspective. The first example is the Peoples Temple in
Guyana, a cult that originated in a mainstream Protestant denomination but
ended in the self-inflicted deaths of over nine hundred members. Although
the events surrounding this episode are well documented, they still leave un-
certainty as to how a group of relatively stable people might have evolved to
the point that they so flagrantly abrogated the innate human drive for self-
preservation.

A second example illustrates how aggressive actions taken by a cult-like
group at its boundary can lead the society at large to embark on an uncon-
trolled assault designed to protect itself from a perceived threat from the
group. In this case, members of the group called MOVE had been sequestered
in a residential neighborhood in Philadelphia for several years and presented
a highly provocative stance in attempting to foist their idiosyncratic views on
their neighbors.

Jonestown

Events in an isolated village in South America gave the world a sudden shock
in November 1978. In a mass suicide unprecedented for its magnitude in
contemporary history, over nine hundred people died, mostly by poisoning.
The casualties included almost the entire membership of the Peoples Temple,
a cult composed of American-born religious converts residing in an agricul-

113
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tural commune deep in the jungle of Guyana, about 150 miles from the coun-
try's populated coast.

Background of the Group

The Peoples Temple was led by Jim Jones, a charismatic preacher whose
religious activities had begun to take shape while he was an undergraduate
at Indiana University. With a background in pastoral training in the Methodist
Church, Jones eventually settled in San Francisco. There he pursued his in-
terest in developing community service projects, such as a child-care center
and a kitchen to feed the poor, and also worked in the political campaigns of
a number of local and national figures in the 1960s.

By 1974, Jones had already begun to establish the Jonestown commune in
Guyana, where he wanted to create a secluded haven for his followers. The
Guyanese government had been eager to support this reputable group, which
had a largely black membership, because Jones and his followers were willing
to set up in a township in the country's remote interior where local blacks
had refused to migrate, and because they were sympathetic to Jones's socialist
philosophy. The commune also benefited from its religious status, which en-
abled it to import goods without paying customs to the Guyanese authorities.1

The situation began to unravel with the arrival of Leo Ryan, a U.S. Con-
gressman from San Francisco. Ryan had come to investigate the reports of
mistreatment of converts in this isolated setting and was accompanied by
several journalists and relatives of Temple members who hoped to persuade
their kin to leave. After meeting with Jones and visiting the colony for a day,
Ryan's group was joined by four cult members who had opted to defect. The
entourage was accosted as they were about to board their plane at the nearby
landing strip and most, including Ryan, were shot dead. Within hours of the
murder, Jones ordered a mass suicide of all his followers.

What happened then is known from a small number of eyewitnesses who
succeeded in fleeing into the jungle and from audiotapes made of speeches
during the carnage. A physician serving as medical officer for Jonestown pre-
pared a large quantity of fruit punch laced with cyanide, and Jones ordered
his people to drink this mixture, threatening that they would soon be under
attack by the Central Intelligence Agency and that they had to prepare for a
revolutionary death. Babies and children were first made to swallow the drink
by the older members, and were then followed by the adults themselves. In
the end, 914 persons died, including more than 216 children.2

The amount of force exerted to complete the mass suicide varied among
the members. For most, no coercion was necessary; only a small minority
acted under overt threats from Jones's henchmen, who were brandishing fire-
arms. A survivor noted that when one member challenged Jones's demand
that all present in the assemblage participate, "The crowd shouted her down."3

If threats were used, they were typically warnings as to the fate any survivors
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would meet at the hands of the outside world. By all accounts, suicide was
therefore a voluntary act for the large majority of the adults.

A Perspective

These bare facts are shocking. They tell of an entire social entity gone awry
in a seemingly incomprehensible way. Although the group was driven by a
deranged and paranoid leader, the course of events was played out through a
complex social system.

While Jones and his group were still operating in San Francisco, the trans-
formation function of this social system was directed at enlarging the sect's
membership and bringing the broader community around to a favorable view
of the group. Thus, it was estimated that during Jones's years in San Francisco
between 50,000 and 100,000 people came to hear him speak, even though
the actual membership of the Temple never exceeded 3,000.4 This emphasis
on transformation based on a zeal for conveying the group's message is quite
common in the earlier phases of charismatic sects and is associated with the
presumption that the leader's ideology is unassailable and infectious, a view
untempered as yet by a lengthy history of rejection by potential converts or
dissipation of the members' initial enthusiasm. When the Temple's committed
members moved to Guyana, however, recruitment ceased to play a role in the
movement's activities. Its energies now came to focus primarily on the close
monitoring of its members. There were implicit demands for an intensification
of commitment to Jones's idiosyncratic views, and increasingly bizarre beliefs
came to be expected of these long-standing converts. Jones, for example, now
claimed to be the reincarnation of Jesus, as well as Ikhnaton, Buddha, Lenin,
and Father Divine.5

This monitoring function is illustrated in letters to "Dad," the confessionals
of Jonestown residents to their leader.6 They are quite revealing, in that they
show the striking intensity of the group forces of shared belief and social
cohesiveness. Expressions of commitment were laced with an intensified ide-
ologic orientation, illustrating the system's growing control over the worldview
of its members. As one member wrote about his rejection of his prior views:
"I am an elitist and an anarchist because I think back in the States when I
wanted to do my own thing and did not want any situations for discipline. I
didn't have the U.S. capitalism in me and I'm trying to get rid of it. Here I
don't have any intention of becoming a traitor or going back to the U.S."

The letter of another member reflected the intensely cohesive force that
was focused on Jones himself, and it foreshadowed the final act of
commitment.

I will endure until I am dead. . . . I shall not let this movement down. I
shall not beg for mercy either in that last moment. I shall proudly die
for proud reason. You can count on me even if all desert you. I shall be
by your side whether it be tangible or in spirit. If, suddenly, a U.S. vessel
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or plane will come to get us all to take us back with promises of all the
luxury and benefits if we would sell you out, I would not go on board
because I am attracted to your goodness as magnets attract one another.
. . . Nothing will ever break your pull.

The theme of apocalyptic doom was part of the group's belief system from
early on, originally reflecting Jones's fear of nuclear annihilation. In Califor-
nia, his preaching began to embody visions of CIA persecution and Nazi-like
extermination of blacks,7 but in Jonestown this theme of anticipated destruc-
tion soon became intertwined with the group's monitoring function. Because
of their intense commitment, Jones's followers could be drawn deeply into
this vortex of apocalyptic visions untempered by their independent judgment.
Members were regularly scolded and punished by Jones; some were whipped
or beaten before the entire community for "crimes" such as not conforming
to prohibitions on smoking.8 Others were punished perversely; in a typical
incident, a woman accused of violating the rule of celibacy was forced to
submit to intercourse with a man she disliked while the entire colony
watched.9

On such occasions, an indistinct line existed between voluntary submission
and coercion. On the one hand, members suffered a deluded identification
with the leader-aggressor; on the other, they were realistically afraid of re-
sisting his demands and too emotionally dependent to leave. This lack of clear
distinction was evident in the words of one escapee.

The beatings were all over. . . . People would be humiliated in front of
the crowd . . . and Jones would just sit there and just smile. You could
never say anything about wanting to come back to the States, you
couldn't say anything negative . . . a lot of people thought he had their
minds controlled, he would tell them if they'd say anything negative that
they in turn would get sick or something would happen to them.10

Acceptance of the leader's perspective is essential in assuring affiliation with
a sect, and it meets the members' dependency needs. But if that perspective
is irrational, conformity can be hazardous.

Needing to preserve their bond to the group in Jonestown, members were
unable to reject Jones as an aggressor. As in the Stockholm Syndrome, they
clung to him for security, coming more and more to accept his punishments.
Jones precipitated members' problems, but as the mediator of group affilia-
tion, he was also regarded by them as the only viable source of relief from
their feelings of distress.

The "White Nights" Jones staged in Guyana laid the groundwork for the
final mass suicide. These exercises began with states of emergency declared
by Jones when the commune's population was awakened by blaring sirens to
go through a rehearsal for death. An excerpt from the affidavit of one Temple
survivor describes the experience. She wrote that in these situations Jones's
deputies would

arm themselves with rifles, move from cabin to cabin and make certain
that all members were responding. A mass meeting would ensue. Fre-
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quently during these crises, we would be told that the jungle was swarm-
ing with mercenaries and that death could be expected at any minute.
. . . We were given a small glass of red liquid to drink. We were told that
the liquid contained poison and that we would die within 45 minutes.
We all did as we were told. When the time came when we should have
dropped dead, Reverend Jones explained that the poison was not real and
that we had just been through a loyalty test."

The fact that this bizarre ritual could be carried out at all reflects the
strength of the members' commitment to Jones's demonic leadership. The
absolute nature of his control must have countered Jones's fear of defections.

In Jonestown monitoring was not mediated by an intermediary level of per-
sonnel who could exercise independent judgment and temper Jones's exercise
of power. The leader's psychology had become the template for the group's
monitoring, and this made the members agents of his inclinations. With Jones
(as with Baba) unbridled control over a cult generated grandiosity and even
delusion as the leader came to believe in his own omnipotence. And, con-
versely, antecedent psychopathology in a leader may itself encourage him to
seize absolute control to allay his deluded concerns. In either case, and both
probably apply here, the monitoring process becomes embroiled in the leader's
primitive mental defenses.

Such congruence between a single charismatic leader and the monitoring
function is not true of all cults. The value of a "middle management" in
moderating the role of a charismatic leader is evident in sects with a more
influential administration operating between the leader and the membership
body. In the Unification Church, for example, the impact of Reverend Moon's
policy making was considerably tempered by a group of his close advisers,
including the president of the church's American branch. Moon's initiatives
generally passed through this group for implementation by a deliberative pro-
cess that shaped the way those initiatives were articulated.

Feedback from the outside world can also be helpful in moderating a
leader's deviant views. In the Peoples Temple, however, there was very little.
Jones's seclusiveness clearly played a major role in constraining the group's
access to feedback. The physical isolation, conceived by Jones as a means of
protecting the group from assault, denied members access to the reactions of
outsiders who might have raised questions about their bizarre beliefs and
behavior. Outside views would have provided negative feedback for the sys-
tem, and helped counter the leader's psychopathology. As noted in Chapter
6, access to negative feedback is essential to the continuing viability of an
open system since it enables the system to assess its own effectiveness and
change so as to eliminate maladaptive behavior. Thus, if the Peoples Temple
had made active attempts at recruitment in Guyana, thereby engaging in an
open interchange with the Guyanese society, potential recruits would have
raised pointed questions with cult members about Jones's physical abuse of
them.

Jones's growing paranoia and defensiveness were glaringly apparent in his
drive to close all sources of feedback. He made a strenuous effort to avoid
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exposing the coiony to the news media. In 1977, he successfully suppressed
the attempt of a reporter from the San Francisco Examiner to prepare a series
of articles on the sect. This involved a campaign of phone calls and letter
writing balanced by the offer of a $4,000 contribution for a journalism schol-
arship to placate the paper's editors.12 A month before the massacre, com-
munication between Jonestown and the outside world was severed. Members
were told that Los Angeles had been abandoned because of a severe drought
and that the Ku Klux Klan was marching openly through the streets of San
Francisco.13

The arrival of Congressman Ryan and his entourage portended the immi-
nent disruption of the group's control over its boundary, and thereby precipi-
tated the final events at Jonestown. For a leader and charismatic group of
paranoid orientation, such vulnerability may be intolerable. Ryan's visit jeop-
ardized the system's integrity. The fact that four cult members chose to leave
with him posed a challenge to the group's monitoring of the membership.
Moreover, an intrusion by the U.S. federal government meant that suppres-
sion of negative feedback could no longer be absolute. On both counts, it was
reasonable for Jones to fear that the cult could no longer operate in total
identification with his will. For Jones, already highly sensitized and paranoid,
this was a severe threat. In deciding to assault the Congressman, he realized
that "they will try to destroy us."14 Once it became apparent that his cult's
boundary could no longer be secured, Jones chose to preserve its identity in
spirit if not in living membership. At the last moment, this was underlined
when he implied to the group that their deaths did not represent a failure,
but rather a triumph of the group's ideology:

So ... you be kind to children and be kind to seniors, and take the potion
like they used to in ancient Greece, and step over quietly; because we
are not committing suicide—it's a revolutionary act.15

This commune was therefore to die in body. In terms of its spiritual mission,
however, Jones was preserving its integrity and, in a perverse way, history may
well serve to accomplish this end.

MOVE

Conflicts on the boundary of the charismatic group may unleash remarkably
destructive behavior. We have seen how the Peoples Temple preserved its
identity by surrendering the lives of its members when an incursion of its
boundary was perceived to threaten its dissolution. In contrast, events may
be precipitated by the general public itself in responding to a threatening
charismatic group lodged in its midst. This happened with a cult called MOVE
in 1985, in Philadelphia. The group had been responsible for a series of prov-
ocations at its boundary and the response by city authorities was over-
whelming.



TROUBLE AT THE SYSTEM'S BOUNDARY 119

Background of the Group

MOVE was a small cult committed in an idiosyncratic way to a return to
things natural and rejection of the accoutrements of industrialization. It oc-
cupied a modest row house on Osage Street in West Philadelphia. Members
had a confrontation with authorities seven years before that left a police of-
ficer dead and nine members of the group in prison. They had now barricaded
their current residence and were using it as a base to promote their ideas,
often by railing angrily at neighbors through a loudspeaker.

A final breakdown in communications with authorities occurred when the
sect's "defense minister," Conrad Africa, refused to negotiate with a city of-
ficial regarding the group's disruptions unless the nine imprisoned MOVE
members were released. Given this impasse, the group's hostility, and the
possibility that members had arms in the house, the mayor and police chief
decided that an assault was necessary to dislodge the cult. The police then
evacuated five hundred residents of the immediate area and began trying to
flush the group out of the building. This task turned out to be much more
difficult than anticipated, however, since members had turned their house
into a virtual fortress, having boarded over the doors and windows and con-
structed a steel-reinforced bunker atop the building. What happened next was
remarkable for the lack of restraint by local authorities.

The first step was to hose several hundred thousand gallons of water
through high pressure jets at the bunker on top of the building. This proved
ineffective and cult members responded by shooting at the police. Instead of
waiting the situation out, the police then unleashed a storm of gunfire, almost
exhausting their supply of more than 7,000 rounds of ammunition in an hour
and a half.16 At this point, several officers wearing helmets and body armor
and carrying automatic weapons tried to penetrate the house through its cellar
wall, but were fended off by members of the cult who opened fire.

It was then decided to "neutralize" the armored bunker atop the building
by using an incendiary blasting agent actually designed for underground min-
ing operations.17 After making several passes over the street, a helicopter
brought in for the task hovered sixty feet above the building and dropped its
makeshift bomb. A fire erupted within minutes, but the fire department, pres-
ent in force with its high-power hoses, did not respond for a full forty minutes
as the flames spread. Firefighters were apparently planning to let the fire burn
through the building so that its occupants would be forced out or killed. This
violation of firefighting standards was a tragic error, as flames soon engulfed
the aging structure and spread rapidly to nearby homes. Sixty-one homes were
destroyed in the blaze, leaving two hundred and fifty residents of the neigh-
borhood homeless. Eleven MOVE members who had been in the house at
the time, including four children, were killed before they could escape the
fire; only two were known to survive.

In the aftermath, it was not clear why such a cataclysm had to happen. A
four-day search through the rubble uncovered one rifle, two shotguns, and
three pistols. None of the automatic or semiautomatic weapons, the under-
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ground tunnels, or hidden caches of explosives rumored to have been there
were found.18

How could this assault have been launched at the children and adults in
the building at a time when they were innocent before the law? How could a
major American municipality, in an attempt to respond to the needs of a
residential neighborhood, drop explosives on that locality and bring about its
destruction? An attempt to answer these questions requires some background
on the cult itself.

MOVE emerged in the early 1970s under the leadership of Vincent Leap-
hart, a charismatic black third-grade dropout who made his living as a handy-
man. Leaphart preached an ill-defined blend of primitivism and anarchy. His
group was confined to Philadelphia, with a membership that never exceeded
one hundred. The impact of the group's intense cohesiveness and its com-
mitment to its ideology, however ill-defined, soon became evident. Both served
to fuel the group's monitoring function, which removed members from the
influence of common social norms of behavior. To demonstrate their unity
and common identity, the members all adopted the surname Africa. Their
belief system also came to serve as the basis for a variety of idiosyncratic
activities. At first they staged a series of little-noticed protests against a wide
range of social institutions, from the public education system to the ill-
treatment of animals in pet shops. To act on these views, the members did
strange things, such as constructing a makeshift shelter for stray animals,
thereby obstructing public facilities adjacent to their house; allowing their
children to roam naked, eat out of garbage cans, and steal from neighbors;
and throwing large quantities of refuse into their front yard.

During the years preceding the final confrontation with Philadelphia au-
thorities, the group stopped recruiting actively, and the small coterie of mem-
bers remained stable in number, drawing in more around a paranoid center.
As with the Peoples Temple in Guyana, its energies were channeled into
monitoring its own members. Also like the Jonestown cult, the group increas-
ingly cut back on the feedback it would accept from the surrounding com-
munity, shielding its members from opposing views. Jones enhanced this iso-
lation by moving to a faraway jungle; MOVE secured its boundaries by
boarding up windows and doors, refusing to listen to the complaints of its
neighbors, and mounting a public address system on the front of its building.
Through the loudspeaker they issued angry tirades and obscenities related to
the group's ideology, while allowing no response from the community. The
decline in conversion efforts coupled with the restriction of community input
increasingly isolated the group and prevented negative feedback that would
have undercut its activities.

In its final stage, the group contributed to its own tragic fate by aggressive
management of its boundary control function. The group was the victim of its
tenacious insistence on preserving its membership and its provocative fending
off of outside authority. In refusing to accept the state's prerogatives to jail
its members, the group had extended its own boundary into the proper domain
of civil authorities. Vulnerability at their boundary made the cult members
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fearful and tense, obstructive in responding to the attempt of city authorities
to negotiate. MOVE members could not exercise any flexibility for they, like
Jonestown cult members, had good reason to fear that an intrusion on their
boundaries would bring dissolution of their bizarre social system.

It is quite common for aggression to be directed at the boundary of the
charismatic group by the surrounding community, but in the case of MOVE
this resulted in unbridled assault. Tensions had risen for some time, and a
theme of animosity had developed between MOVE and the police, precipi-
tated in large part by the killing of one of the police seven years before. This
animosity was reflective of the society's need to protect its own boundary from
deviant subgroups. Furthermore, local community groups had been protesting
the presence of MOVE in their neighborhood for many months before the
assault since the cult members were unwilling to respond to issues of legiti-
mate community concern. The degree to which MOVE had set itself apart as
a threatening alien group was evident in reports that the mayor's office had
been developing plans for an assault on the house for eighteen months before
the actual event, while police were secretly testing explosives for eventual
use.19

Views expressed after the assault also reflected the animosity a charismatic
sect can arouse when it engages in aggression across its boundary. When the
Philadelphia fire commissioner was asked why his department had not re-
sponded to the raging flames at the house for a full forty minutes, even though
ample equipment was in place, he replied cynically, "We're firefighters, not
infantrymen."20 Not only did city officials respond angrily, but public opinion
was also rallied against the cult on the day after the assault.21

MOVE and the Peoples Temple show how a hostile confrontation can en-
sue at the boundary between a charismatic group and the surrounding com-
munity. Protective functions on both sides of the group's boundary may be-
come intensified, leading to mutual provocation and paranoia. If neither party
takes steps to defuse the situation, grave consequences can result. This vul-
nerability to escalating destructiveness across the boundary of charismatic
groups should not go unnoticed in dealing with terrorists and nations that
have turned to religious fundamentalism with a vengeance. Here, too, failed
attempts to neutralize the threat they pose may only fuel their anger and their
tenacious pursuit of idiosyncratic goals.



8
A RELIGIOUS SECT:

THE UNIFICATION CHURCH

The Unification Church was established in the United States early in the
course of its evolution as a religious sect, at a time when intense conversion
experiences and fervent commitment were reflected in the way new members
were engaged. Because of this, studies of the church during this period of
expansion and active recruitment offer insight into the nature of the zealous
feelings that can emerge in the early stages of such sects. The church provides
examples of the idiosyncrasies of a religious sect, yet it also illustrates the
underlying principles governing behavior in those charismatic groups that
reach some form of accommodation with the society around them.

A History of the Sect

The Reverend Sun Myung Moon, self-styled head of his own neo-Christian
religion, arrived in the United States from Korea in 1972, a year after the
guru Maharaj Ji had come from India. Whereas Maharaj Ji eventually relaxed
his hold over his followers, Moon was tenaciously committed to maintaining
close and lasting ties between his devotees and the church he founded. Be-
cause of this stance, as well as his aggressive political and financial activities,
Moon became perhaps the most notorious and heavily investigated religious
leader of this period.

Moon's background is partly obscured by a lack of objective sources. He
was born in North Korea in 1920 and maintained that "from childhood I was
clairvoyant. I could see through people, see their spirits."1 He told his follow-
ers that as a youth, while he was praying on a mountainside one Easter morn-
ing, Jesus appeared in a vision and called on him to carry out His unfinished
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task, and that he later met and conversed with Moses and Buddha. Moon
further avowed that during these years he discovered the "process and mean-
ing of history, the inner meanings of the parables and symbols of the Bible
and the purpose of all religions." But it is also known that Moon, as a young
man, was arrested on three occasions, with reports differing about the nature
of the charges. His followers insist he was being persecuted by the Communist
regime for his religious commitments, while early acquaintances, as well as
some of his detractors, maintain that the arrests were made for acts of prom-
iscuity and bigamy.2

By the age of thirty-four, Moon, now a self-ordained minister, had moved
from North to South Korea and had taken out a charter for his newly formed
religious sect, the Holy Spirit Association for the Unification of World Chris-
tianity. As this group grew, Moon made the acquaintance of the authoritarian
leader of South Korea, General Park Chung Flee, and although the regime
imprisoned hundreds of critics during this period, including many indepen-
dent clergymen, Moon's fervid anti-Communism and support for the govern-
ment's policies resulted in a good working relationship with Park. Moon's
business activities also began to grow, and he became board chairman of
South Korean concerns as diverse as a pharmaceutical company specializing
in ginseng tea and a corporation that manufactured shotguns.

This successful minister and industrialist soon considered the possibility of
overseas expansion of his sect and moved first to establish a branch in Japan,
where he had initial success in recruitment, particularly among political con-
servatives. In 1959, Moon sent missionaries to the United States. Under
Young Oon Kim, an English-speaking former university professor, semiauton-
omous state satellites were established, and a young Princeton graduate, W.
Farley Jones, named national president. The following decade, however,
brought relatively little success in America. The five hundred members scat-
tered across the country were poorly responsive to a central national leader-
ship and the American branch of the church often operated at a deficit.

Moon himself came to the United States in late 1971 to take charge of his
American church. Unlike Japan, where his movement faced considerable po-
litical and religious opposition, and Korea, where it was at the mercy of an
autocratic central government, the United States offered a relative measure
of security because of the First Amendment. Neil Salonen, an articulate and
active man, became president of the Unification Church in the United States
at age twenty-eight and was successful in establishing a firm leadership and
expanding the sect's membership.

Rather generously, Salonen reported more than 25,000 American members
in 1974 and more than a million members each in Korea and Japan.3 My
discussions with church officials and a review of church records with the staff
at the national headquarters in America and Japan around this time could
verify no more than about 7,500 American members and not many more in
Japan. The American members were similar in background to those of the
Divine Light Mission. Most were unmarried (91%), white (89%) young adults
in their mid-twenties. Protestants (56%) and Catholics (36%) predominated,
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although members of Jewish extraction constituted only 8% of the group, one-
third their representation in the Divine Light Mission. This disparity in figures
between the two sects probably reflected the absence of a history of conflict
between Judaism and Hinduism.

Changes in members' lifestyle were evident in their embrace of new sexual
and marital standards. Sexual contacts among converts were prohibited, and
marital choices were generally arranged at the discretion of Reverend Moon,
most dramatically in two mass ceremonies.4

Recruits to the Unification Church were offered a fairly elaborate theology,
in contrast to the ill-defined views of the Divine Light Mission and many
other new religious movements. Because these beliefs differed on crucial
points from Christian theology, they alienated the group from mainstream
denominations to the point that reconciliation with American Christianity was
impossible. The sect's religious beliefs were spelled out in the Divine Princi-
ple, its principal religious document, which presented an interpretation of the
New and Old Testaments based on Moon's revelations.

Although members of the Unification Church do not publicly claim Moon
to be the new Messiah prefigured in his doctrine, this is clearly suggested by
both Moon himself and other leaders of his church. Interestingly, it was al-
luded to in a federal court when Moon was called to testify in a lawsuit
following the attempted deprogramming of one church member. In response
to questioning, he acknowledged that his followers "believe" in him, and then
avowed that "I have the possibility of becoming the real messiah."5

In addition to promoting his distinctive religious beliefs, Moon's anti-
Communism was adopted as part of the sect's reinterpretation of Christian
doctrine. Moon himself entered directly into the political arena. During the
Watergate investigations, he organized a media campaign to support the be-
leaguered President, investing $72,000 in the effort.6 His position, as an-
nounced in his newspaper advertisements, was that "at this moment in his-
tory, God had chosen Richard Nixon to be President of the United States."7

As the Watergate crisis was mounting, Moon brought 1,500 followers to dem-
onstrate in Lafayette Square across from the White House. Nixon's daughter
Tricia Cox and her husband mingled with the group to express their appre-
ciation, and Moon was invited to meet with the President the next day. It was
later revealed that the church had committed other resources to political ac-
tivities, creating a quasiautonomous group called the Freedom Leadership
Foundation to promote public relations and conservative political causes.
Such political activities, however, compromised the movement's protection
under the First Amendment.

Moon's overseas political ties also caused concern. It was suggested that
his church had links to the Korean government through certain members,
such as Moon's translator, Colonel Pak, a fourteen-year veteran of the Korean
army who served as a Korean military attache in Washington during his early
days in the church. In response to rumors of a relationship between the
church and the Korean CIA, a congressional investigation was undertaken by
Donald Fraser, chairman of the House Sub-Committee on Internal Organi-
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zations. Although no judicial action resulted, the investigation clearly put
Moon in a bad light.

Public relations became increasingly important to the church since a good
public image might facilitate recruitment and minimize persecution by com-
munity groups beginning to mount campaigns against its activities. To im-
prove its image, the church conducted a number of large-scale public events,
A widely publicized rally was held in Madison Square Garden in 1974 and
another two years later in Yankee Stadium to celebrate the American Bicen-
tennial. Both drew less than anticipated attendance.8 For another demonstra-
tion at the foot of the Washington Monument, the church spent nearly $1.5
million on the event itself and its advance publicity, but this too fell short of
projected numbers. An annual conference on the Unity of the Sciences was
begun in 1972, and attracted at least 25 Nobel Prize winners in the following
twelve years.9 In this venture, the sect was successful in obtaining positive
press coverage while expending relatively little capital, since speakers and at-
tendees were attracted by the leading scholars who had agreed to participate.

The sect's finances garnered considerable public attention, and whatever it
gained from its public relations activities it no doubt lost through publicity
over its fund-raising. Mobile fund-raising teams traveled throughout the coun-
try and raised money in public places from the sale of small specialty items
such as flowers or ginseng tea. It was reported that each of hundreds of
members brought in from one to five hundred dollars on an average day,
usually not revealing their affiliation.10 The church also made sizable real
estate acquisitions that were heavily mortgaged and served as long-term in-
vestments. Properties such as Moon's own residence on the Hudson River, a
twenty-five-acre estate purchased for $556,000, and the New Yorker Hotel in
mid-Manhattan, bought for $5.6 million and used to house followers, were
widely perceived as lavish acquisitions made with funds earned by impressed
labor.11

Ultimately, public concern had to leave its mark on the movement. The
Jonestown tragedy in 1978 raised questions whether Moon's group might it-
self pose a similar danger. Moon was the most visible of the remaining sect
leaders, and further congressional inquiry into his group was undertaken. A
report by the House Sub-Committee on International Organizations stated
that it "had found evidence that Reverend Moon's international organization
had systematically violated the United States tax, immigration, banking, cur-
rency, and foreign-agent registration laws, as well as state and local laws on
charity fraud."

In 1981, Moon was indicted for filing false tax refunds. The charges stated
that he had failed to report more than $150,000 of his income in a three-
year period. Before indictment, Moon had apparently deposited $1.6 million
in New York bank accounts in his own name and failed to report almost all
the interest.12 During the trial, Unification Church officials, with support from
several mainstream religious leaders, maintained that Moon had fallen victim
to religious persecution and was being charged on grounds that might have
applied to other religious figures. But Moon was convicted and after an un-



126 CASE HISTORIES OF CHARISMATIC GROUPS

successful appeal spent eleven months in a minimum-security federal prison.13

Even after his release in 1985, the church placed newspaper advertisements
insisting that in his handling of his tax liabilities Moon was no more culpable
than many other leading public figures.14 Throughout his period of confine-
ment, I saw no decline in commitment among long-term group members.
Toward the end of this period, some church members began publishing a
periodical, The Round-table, that aimed for more independence of thought
within the movement. This clearly reflected a weakening in the church's mon-
olithic system of social controls, but at the same time allowed for the expres-
sion of dissent by members who were interested in reform yet committed to
their church.15

Induction

In the Unification Church recruitment occurred in two different ways. One
was open, the other was by deception. The choice in a given area usually
depended on the experience of those who had assumed control over the local
program. In the San Francisco Bay area, for example, a major source of re-
cruits for the sect, the process was generally surreptitious. Potential members
were approached under the guise of introducing them to an innocuous socially
oriented group and only when the potential recruits became fully involved in
the group were they made aware of its association with the church. On the
other hand, induction workshops that I studied in the Northeast and in south-
ern California were generally labeled clearly as activities of the church and
the young people who became involved were well aware of their developing
association with this sect.16

Two Entry Routes

During the late 1960s and early 1970s the church operated actively in the
Berkeley area, since the campus was a magnet for estranged youths seeking
an alternative set of values during a period of considerable social turmoil. The
church concealed itself under a wide variety of names and causes capitalizing
on this situation. Youths might be presented with the opportunity to join a
"Creative Community Workshop" in which they were introduced to an ide-
ology more palatable than that of the Moonies. Ecology, world peace, im-
proved race relations were all put to use in recruitment drives.

The outside world naturally took a dim view of such deceptive practice.
One father contacted me for a consultation after his son became a Moonie
in this way. After completing his second year at an eastern college the young
man went with a classmate to California intending to work in Yosemite Valley
for the summer. On arriving by bus in Berkeley, they were met by two young
women who invited them to participate in a "New Educational Development
System" conducted at a house not far from the university campus. A short
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while later, the son called his father to say that he and his friend planned to
take a three-day workshop in Berkeley for which each would pay $20. The
boy was not clear in describing the purpose of the workshop or the issues that
would be discussed there, and added to his father's suspicions when he
avoided specifying its exact location. In a second call two weeks later, the boy
said that he did not plan to return to college, but would not provide details
on the group with which he decided to spend his year. His parents were deeply
concerned but were unable to gain further access to either of the two youths.

The next contact with the family occurred after six weeks, when the young
man revealed that he had just become aware that the group he was joining
was in fact the Unification Church. With prodding from his parents, he ac-
knowledged that he might have been reluctant to get involved had he known
this. But its philosophy now made unassailable sense to him and he was
pleased that he had been introduced to it under circumstances where his
suspicions had not been aroused. When his parents asked to meet him to
discuss the matter further, he declined by saying that he had to devote his
time to gaining a fuller understanding of the church's religious doctrines and
did not want to be disturbed while pursuing that goal. He told them that he
would be leaving for a camp in the nearby Napa Valley and asked that they
respect his wish and not contact him.

Some members I interviewed mentioned similar experiences. They de-
scribed a situation where close attention and concern had been focused on
them, a process the group's detractors called "love-bombing."17 This elicited
commitments from many young people, but revelations about the approach
figured prominently in criticism of the sect. The remarkable ease with which
some recruits adopted a vaguely defined philosophy in these workshops attests
to how readily individuals can be made to attribute meaning to any credible,
or even incredible, line of reasoning in times of uncertainty if the context is
highly supportive.

Induction by subterfuge was often used to attract young people casting
around for new ideas. In these cases, the appeal of a fad might be the starting
point for subsequent indoctrination. Bennett, for example, was doing well as
a third-year college student when he attended a two-day workshop on extra-
sensory perception. His previous interest in the issue had been casual, based
only on the whimsical notion that "there might be some way in which people
can sense each other's feelings, even without talking." Bennett did acknowl-
edge to me several years later that he had felt a certain lack of meaning in
his life at the time, and furthermore said that he could not "raise the interest"
to choose a major or plan for a career.

As it turned out, the workshop was actually sponsored by the Unification
Church, and the woman who spoke there related the possibilities for extra-
corporeal communication to opportunities for a deeper sense of religious com-
mitment, although she gave no clue as to the nature of that commitment. As
Bennett listened, he began to get a sense of the speaker's wisdom and was
attracted to the "ultimate truths" the group seemed to offer. As the meeting
closed, it was apparent that a number of the people there knew the speaker
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well, and as Bennett asked further questions, they took a strong interest in
his own willingness to discuss more thoroughly the topics raised and expressed
support and affection he had not felt for some time.

This modest example of "love-bombing" was not without effect, as he readily
accepted an invitation to come back for dinner the next evening. But not until
three or four weeks later, after his involvement in the group had become
secure, did the members tell him that they were affiliated with the Unification
Church. At this point, he had already accepted the group unconditionally and
saw the details of dogma they now revealed as no more than a sensible way
to help him gain a better understanding of their philosophy.

These covert recruitment techniques had both advantages and disadvan-
tages for the Unification Church. Since the sect had been widely criticized in
the press as practicing "mind control" on its members, leaders were reluctant
to announce the group's identity to potential recruits for fear of putting them
off. In this way, the need to operate surreptitiously perpetuated itself, and
certainly outraged the families of young people who joined in this way.

Officials in the church public relations office in New York, and leaders in
California and Boston whose workshops were carried out in a more forthright
manner, expressed considerable uneasiness to me about the impact of this
approach on the public. Although they sometimes voiced concern to their
superiors, they had to acknowledge reluctantly that the techniques had proven
effective in recruitment. Discussions with church members from different
parts of the country indicated that during the peak recruitment years of the
early 1970s about half of the new members were brought into the sect by
deceptive procedures like those just described. The rest came in through en-
counters where the group and its workshop site were clearly identified.

The open format had its own problems. Most youths approached straight-
forwardly refused to listen to recruiters. Furthermore, parents were generally
informed of the induction earlier on and might intercede before their children
became fully engaged. At the time of the Jonestown debacle, I was observing
this induction procedure in anticipation of a more elaborate study. Parents of
five youths attending one workshop drove a long distance to the retreat where
it was held and demanded that their children return home with them. One
couple brought a police officer. Although none of the participants were mi-
nors, the church leaders felt obliged to accede to the parents' demands.

The potential converts in the open workshops were young people ap-
proached in the street or on a college campus and invited to visit the church
headquarters for an informal discussion or a lecture. Those who did go were
next offered the opportunity to participate in a two-day program in a nearby
rural setting. Their motivation was usually modest, since their familiarity with
the sect was generally based on no more than a few encounters. Their un-
derstanding of the church's creed was also quite modest since it was not
presented in detail until the residential workshop, but they were aware of the
identity of the sect and willing to be exposed to its philosophy.

Those who participated in the two-day workshop were usually driven in a
group to a secluded site on a Friday evening. A van or two would arrive at



A RELIGIOUS SECT: THE UNIFICATION CHURCH 129

the workshop center each weekend carrying potential recruits along with the
members responsible for their "witnessing," or recruitment. Other recruiters
were already present along with the workshop staff. In the controlled study
that I conducted, the urban headquarters were located in west Los Angeles,
and the workshop center was in the San Bernardino Mountains, some
seventy-five miles away. The setting was informal, but comfortable accom-
modations and a full complement of meals were provided.

The program for the weekend ran from eight in the morning to eleven at
night. The main component was a series of ninety-minute lectures, each con-
centrating on major points from the Divine Principle, followed by a half hour
of small group discussion that explored the meaning of these religious prin-
ciples relative to the individual participants' lives. Although a certain measure
of emotional involvement was expected, intense, cathartic experiences were
not encouraged. The discussions tended to be intellectually oriented, as
church members felt that their religious doctrine had considerable intellectual
content and could serve as a major source of attraction on this count alone.

Communication was regulated in subtle but nonetheless effective ways by
workshop leaders. For example, recreational activities such as singing, sports,
and skits were interspersed with the lectures and discussions, but these seem-
ingly casual functions were well structured and provided a context in which
information-sharing and communication about the church took place. Con-
versations and ideas that did not bear on the themes under discussion were
discouraged in a congenial but firm manner.

The balance between active members and nonmember recruits during the
small group discussions also assured control by the leaders over the context
of communication. Most exchanges took place in groups of four recruits, the
four members who had invited them to join the workshop, and the designated
group leader. Thus, the majority were committed to supporting the church's
philosophy through either overt or covert management of communication.
Under these circumstances, it was possible to suppress deviant points of view,
often before they were expressed. Potential converts were therefore engaged
throughout the two days in an organized agenda determined by the leadership,
and designed to discourage ideas contrary to the group's perspective.

The following exchange illustrates how communications were managed in
one group, although the transcription itself cannot convey the many nonverbal
cues, such as a glance or frown, by which important communications were
often made. The setting is a small group discussion at the workshop involving
a leader, four potential recruits, and the four members who had shepherded
these recruits through the initial stages of their involvement with the sect.
The group had been examining a fundamental element of church doctrine
that God had intended Adam and Eve to marry and bear perfect children and
thereby perpetuate the "Kingdom of God on Earth." According to the Divine
Principle, Eve was literally seduced by Satan and, thus tainted, brought Adam
to sin as well, which made Satan a spiritual parent for all humanity. This
sequence is what the church views as the original sin that led God to cast
the first family out of Eden. The doctrine is difficult for a contemporary youth
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to accept because of its very literal interpretation of the Adam and Eve story.
Furthermore, the church's retelling alters its outlines in the Bible, so that it
is incompatible with the traditional Christian view. The discussion that took
place after this theology lesson reflected these difficulties and showed how
the church dealt with them.

One of the workshop guests, a fairly headstrong young man named Steve,
expressed doubts about the literal nature of the material presented, and ap-
peared uncomfortable, saying, "I don't understand. How can you say that the
Devil actually existed and literally seduced someone?"

One church member turned to him and said, "I had trouble understanding
that too. It took me quite a while to catch on, but if we don't understand the
literal meaning of the Principle, well then it's just another book." By saying
this, the member supported Steve in having to deal with uncertainty, but at
the same time conveyed the view that his doubts were actually unfounded.

Because this member had informally played the role of an "assistant leader,"
over the course of the discussion, Ellen, another workshop guest, now turned
to him as if he were an authority who might help her to clarify her thinking
and asked, "But is it literally true?"

A second member then turned to Ellen and said, "Yes, this all becomes
clearer when you understand how evil and misunderstanding are felt every-
where in the world. It's little surprise how many people have died in senseless
wars over the course of history, even though people have tried to prevent
them." At this point, another member added, "We lose out when we treat the
Bible as a relative thing, as something that can be made into just a story." By
underlining the views of the first member, these two members have therefore
relieved him of the burden of arguing alone for church doctrine. The voices
of three church members together have greater credibility than one, and they
seem to take on the quality of a consensus. Since none of these three was
the formal leader of the group, they also carried the credibility of peers rather
than imposing authority as a leader. Ellen was reluctant to contradict their
statements and simply said, "Oh, I see" in response.

It was probably not coincidental that the focus of the exchange had shifted
to Ellen, since the church members could sense that Steve was more forceful
in presenting his doubts and thus more likely to take issue with them if
pressed to acquiesce to their position. The leader now looked around the
group as if the issue had been resolved and turned to Ellen saying, "So you
can see how it's hard to accept this bit of history at first. But later on we will
see how it's a base we can build on."

In fact, Steve's doubts were later addressed by the group, but in a way more
suitable to him, and that avoided confrontation. He was showered with sup-
port and affection, making it less likely that he would want to press his res-
ervations further. The church members in his group complimented him pro-
fusely for his insight into the Divine Principle and his ability to pick up on
the hardest issues to understand. In this way, a more argumentative guest
such as Steve could be won over to compliance without thrashing out points
of doctrine on their merits.
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By Sunday night of the first weekend in these workshops, the talk turned
to the choice open to those who participated. Did they wish to stay on for
another workshop that would run through to the end of the next weekend or
would they return home? Members were free to choose; those who left were
reminded that they could come back at some other time, and many of those
who left were in fact contacted again. Usually, only a minority of participants
agreed to continue, but this is hardly surprising since the church had pre-
sented an unusual set of views along with the suggestion of further involve-
ment.

In the weeklong workshop lectures and discussions were longer, with a
three-hour session each morning. This was followed by an afternoon of sports,
hiking, and maintenance work at the induction center. In the early evenings
there were further discourses and, after dinner, further sharing among the
workshop guests and members.

Guests also kept "reflection notebooks" so that they could write down their
feelings about the week, sharing their thoughts with other recruits before
bedtime. During these late-evening discussions, emphasis was placed by group
leaders on the importance of dreams, and guests often found that they could
recall their dreams much better than usual, not unlike psychoanalytic patients
who are also in a setting where such recall is encouraged. The very vagueness
of the dream material lent itself to interpretation by the workshop group,
usually directed to support a participant's deepening commitment.

One member recalled having the following dream after four days in a work-
shop.

I had fallen and hurt myself while rushing to get to my college class.
There was a strange man nearby who said he would help me, but I felt
I couldn't trust him because he reminded me of a neighbor I had been
afraid of as a child. I decided to run on, hoping to find help, but was
frightened because my arms and legs were bruised. I came to a large
building and was given directions. I had made it to safety.

The members of the group interpreted the threatening man to be the
dreamer's past sins, and the large building symbolic of the safety of the work-
shop center. They were no doubt trying to persuade this young recruit that
the center and hence the church were a safe haven from the distress in his
life. They did not speculate that the dream might have been interpreted oth-
erwise, to represent the dreamer's fear of a disrupted life if he succumbed to
the views of Reverend Moon (the stranger) and his need to escape the work-
shops and return to the large house in which he lived.

In any case, several members reported dreams that were seen as leading to
an acceptance of the views proposed by the church. It was not uncommon
for a member to say that such a dream had helped crystallize a decision to
become more deeply involved.

After the second weekend of the extended workshop another decision point
was reached. The remaining guests now had the option of participating in a
final workshop, which meant spending two more weeks with the group. Re-
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cruits who stayed on were brought into activities that resembled those of
regular members. One week was devoted to full-time recruiting and the other
to fund-raising; both were usually spent in the urban center the recruits had
come from.

The daily schedule during these two weeks was quite rigorous. Recruits
slept in modest communal settings in the city, rising at six in the morning
and spending most of the day promoting the church. Early in the morning,
at midday, and late in the evening, time was set aside for prayer and lectures,
as well as notebook entries.

One striking aspect of this two-week segment is the adversity faced by the
recruits as they spent long hours toiling for the church. Street-corner recruit-
ing was regularly punctuated by the derision and hostility of pedestrians and
the potential recruits they approached. Fund-raising required long hours of
streetside peddling. Typically, these fledgling recruits experienced very limited
success or return for the effort they invested.

Because so many people whom they now encountered ridiculed the views
they had just come to espouse, these recruits were forced to argue in the face
of considerable opposition. Yet this seemed to enhance their emerging com-
mitment to the sect. As we have seen, there is experimental support for the
contention that argument against opposition can bind a person more closely
to his or her viewpoint, even when the person had taken the position only
because asked by someone else to do so.18 In any case, participants generally
agreed that the two weeks of labor for the church contributed materially to-
ward strengthening their ties to the group.

At the end of the workshop series, the remaining participants were given
the option to choose whether they would formally join the Unification
Church. Those who did—only a small fraction of the initial number—were
made full members, and their names given to the U.S. national headquarters
in New York. They were soon assigned to a church center or mobile team at
whatever location they were needed, generally at a site hundreds of miles from
where they had encountered the church.

A Study of Induction Workshops

Whatever the relative political consequences of the two recruitment settings,
the open workshop sequence offered a structured format whose operation and
effectiveness might be studied. The church used a standard format that was
systematically reproduced in a number of metropolitan areas across the coun-
try. The site for our study was the Southern California Workshop Center,
because the number of "guests" there would enable me to obtain a sizable
sample in a relatively short period. A new workshop sequence began each
week, and all guests who entered the center over a two-month period would
be evaluated. Eight workshop sequences were studied in all, including 104
guests.19

In framing the study I hoped to ascertain the differences between those
workshop participants who joined and those who did not, and to use the
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Table 8-1. How Far into the Workshop Sequence Did the 104 Participants
Continue?

Subgroup

Early dropouts
Stayed beyond the

first weekend
Stayed beyond the

first week
Actually joined

Control group

Stayed for

1—2 days only

More than 2 days

More than 9 days
More than 21 days

Community residents,
nonmembers

Percent of
Participants

71%

29

17
9

—

General Well-
being Score

74.7

67.2

_

61.9

83.4

relative roles of group cohesiveness, shared beliefs, and psychological well-
being to distinguish between them. Questionnaires about these and other
factors were administered on five separate occasions so that members' views
could be monitored over the course of the workshop sequence. They were
filled out anonymously, but each participant marked all five questionnaires
with an individual code so that they could be grouped together at the end of
the study.

The responses revealed no difference between the background of these re-
cruits and the members studied previously. The workshop guests were pre-
dominantly single (94%) and white (77%), with an average age of twenty-two.
Perhaps the most interesting findings about the workshop experience were
the number who actually agreed to continue in the sequence at each juncture,
and how many actually joined (Table 8-1). These findings are quite similar to
those reported by Eileen Barker, a sociologist who studied a large sample of
people who participated in similarly structured workshops in London the fol-
lowing year.20

After the first weekend, almost a third of the participants agreed to con-
tinue. Of this group, a majority stayed through the first arduous week.

As noted, participants had the option of joining the church after the full
three weeks of workshop sequence. There could be little doubt that this was
a major step, reflecting a commitment to enter into the uncompromising com-
munal living situation the group offered. Nonetheless, half of those who had
embarked on the final two weeks decided to join.

I was able to ascertain the status of all nine individuals who joined four
months after their entry into the sect. By that time, three had already left the
group. One had returned to his family overseas; another was reported to have
been abducted by relatives while visiting his aunt's home on the way to an-
other church center, and the third was said by those who knew him to have
been "not serious" in his original commitment. The remaining six were still
active in the church.
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Altogether, after four months this sect had retained as members a total of
6% of the sample of potential recruits who had agreed to participate in the
initial two-day workshop. Although this was a modest portion of those at-
tending, it represented a considerable potential for recruitment when the
times were ripe for initial engagement in the streets. Furthermore, a larger
number had been more strongly influenced than they had anticipated when
they volunteered for the two-day workshop and might reconsider joining at a
later date.

The next step was to characterize the workshop participants who went on
to join the sect. Two issues turned out to be most important in this regard:
their relative emotional distress and the alienation they felt before entering.
Table 8-1 shows that the psychological well-being scores of those recruits who
dropped out early were considerably below those of the general population,
and that the recruits who stayed longer in the induction period scored even
lower. The scores of those who decided to join were lower still—actually in
the clinically distressed range—confirming that the sect tended to attract peo-
ple who were experiencing distress. This is all the more notable since the
workshop leaders themselves screened out recruits who seemed unlikely to
be able to withstand the rigors of membership for emotional reasons. Three
workshop participants were asked to leave for this reason. Clearly, the Uni-
fication Church did not want to be a haven for people who would draw their
own psychological stability from it without contributing much in return.

In addition to psychological distress, affiliativeness to the sect was an im-
portant discriminator between those who joined and those who did not. Re-
cruits' feelings of social cohesiveness were measured by means of the scale
described on pages 30—31. Shared beliefs were assessed with a series of items
related to church creed such as "Some of the problems I see around me began
with an immature use of love by the first human ancestors," and "My under-
standing of Jesus' mission to restore God's ideal of Creation will lead to a
more meaningful life for me." Both the cohesiveness and the creed scales
were completed on each of five separate occasions in the first nine days of
the workshop series.

Some telling results emerged when the responses were categorized in three
groups: the early dropouts—the 29% of the participants who left by the end
of the first weekend; the late dropouts—the 20% who stayed after the weekend
and chose not to join; and finally the 9% who joined at the end of three weeks.
The early dropouts scored lowest on both cohesiveness toward the workshop
participants and on the creed items. But no significant difference was found
between the joiners and late dropouts in their scores on these items. Not only
did they seem equivalent in their enthusiasm for the sect, but they developed
this attachment equally early in the workshop sequence, as reflected by their
scores on the repeated questionnaires.21

How were the late dropouts distinguished from those who finally did join?
The dropouts scored significantly lower on the scale for cohesiveness toward
persons outside the sect,22 Lacking strong ties, they would not as readily be
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drawn back into the community. Those likely to join the Unification Church
were unhappy young adults with limited feelings of affiliation toward friends
or family who were sufficiently responsive to the group to become strongly
engaged early on in the workshop sequence.

Another way of evaluating the induction experience is to see how members
assessed it in retrospect. Relevant information had been solicited during our
initial study of long-standing church members. Most of these active members
recalled their conversion period in a positive way. As noted previously, when
asked to assess their feelings on a scale of psychological distress, the over-
whelming majority (91%) indicated a decline from the period before joining
to the one after joining,23 and more often than not they "felt an appreciation
of the reality of God very much" (76%). Some, however, did allude to the
psychological disruption of the experience, and indicated that they had en-
countered much more than usual conflict or unhappiness (18%) or disruption
in eating (22%) and sleeping (21%). Only a few felt that they were "under
someone else's influence" during the experience (12%)—a surprisingly small
number, and quite telling in light of the considerable degree of group pressure
actually applied during the recruitment process.

Transcendental experiences were not uncommon during conversion and
many respondents reported that they had experienced the following "pretty
clearly": "a special unfamiliar feeling in my body" (45%), "time passing slower
or faster than usual in a very special way" (39%), and "the presence of some-
one important to me, even though most people couldn't have seen him" (35%).
These items, however, capture only a part of the alterations in consciousness
experienced during the protracted and intense group encounters included in
the various conversion formats. Thus, it was not uncommon for workshop
members to report the return in waking hours of dream images they had
written about in their reflection notebooks. Sometimes they would perceive
the presence of persons important to their religious thinking, such as Rever-
end Moon himself, while they participated in workshop activities.

A statement from one young woman reveals her intense feeling during the
induction experience. She described the point at which her decision to join
crystallized.

I had just begun witnessing, and made the mistake of approaching a
disagreeable, matronly woman who glared at me after I told her why I
was speaking with her. She said, "Get away from me you little fool." I
was crushed by the thought that she could dismiss everything that I
wanted to express without even listening, and with a feeling of hatred at
that. But my mind flashed back right then to what the workshop leader
had told us just before: that we had to expect people's anger, and that
this was the beginning of a path that we'd follow in God's steps. I hadn't
really understood that at that time, but suddenly I knew that it was lit-
erally true, and I felt warmed by an intense feeling of faith throughout
my body. Suddenly I knew I was literally in the company of Jesus and
Reverend Moon themselves, carrying God's mission forward. I didn't dare



136 CASE HISTORIES OF CHARISMATIC GROUPS

to turn around to look. It was a remarkable feeling of not being alone;
they could have spoken to me if they chose to. I knew at the time that
my commitment would hold fast, whatever might follow.

Family and Marital Structure

The mass engagement and marriage ceremonies of the Unification Church
created some of the most memorable images of the new religious movements.
In 1979 over the course of two days, 1,410 members were matched to their
future spouses in a ritual engagement held in the church's World Mission
Headquarters in New York. Mates had been selected by the Reverend Moon
in a seemingly random fashion and appeared to have little doubt that they
had indeed been provided an ideal choice of spouse. They were apparently
pleased to wait patiently and endured a protracted period of engagement.
Three years later, in a widely publicized ceremony, over 4,000 members were
wed en masse in New York's Madison Square Garden. These events left the
public incredulous over how this social rite could be so profoundly altered yet
remain acceptable to young people who had grown up in the American main-
stream.

I examined this process in some depth because it dramatically illustrated
the way a charismatic group is knit together as a social system that regulates
its members. Through it Reverend Moon was placing his own stamp on the
lives of his American members and shaping their participation in the church
for years to come. He could do this, however, because the marriage rituals in
the Unification Church were deeply embedded in the group's ideology and its
command structure. They epitomized the lockstep coordination of members
within a charismatic group, who, as a rule, adopt the attitudes prescribed for
them without question.

The Engagement Experience

The announcement by Reverend Moon of his plans to carry out a mass en-
gagement was greeted with enthusiasm by church members. By this time,
many of Moon's American converts had been devout followers for a decade
or more and had been of an age suitable for marriage for some time. In
particular, many women felt they would soon be rather old to begin a family.
There was also a precedent in the movement for this unusual ritual, as mass
marriages had been held by the church in Korea and in Europe.

Because of the large dimensions of the project, members applied for en-
gagement to a church Blessing Committee; the Blessing referred to Moon's
sacred wedding rituals. The requisite forms asked for very little: name, age,
term of relationship. In addition, applicants were also asked whether they had
been divorced before joining the sect and whether they had committed any
sexual indiscretions during their term of membership. The Blessing Commit-
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tee was composed of senior female members of the church, including Neil
Salonen's wife. Although appropriateness for marriage was reviewed by the
Committee, final decisions about some postponements were left to Salonen.

After the Committee made its decisions on eligibility, the members ap-
proved for engagement eagerly awaited notice of the matching ceremony,
knowing that Reverend Moon would designate their future spouses at that
time. The proclamation that Reverend Moon had decided to begin a two-day
matching ceremony was made only a day or two before the event. Eligible
members from around the country were told to appear at the church's World
Mission Center, located in the New Yorker Hotel, a church-owned facility in
midtown Manhattan. Its large ballroom could accommodate the entire eligible
group at one time, if crowded together.

Moon began "matching" his assembled flock by designating several small
subgroups among the applicants. He first called the black members and asked
them whether they wanted to be married to persons of their own race; few of
them did, since a commitment to racial integration was strongly emphasized
by the movement. Moon then proceeded to match members who had volun-
teered to marry blacks and did the same with Orientals.

Two additional groups of members, students at the church's religious sem-
inary and high administrative figures, were next asked if they wanted to have
mates chosen within their respective subgroups or from the full body of those
assembled. Finally, Moon made selections for those who were previously di-
vorced and others over thirty-five years of age. The remainder of the crowd,
the large majority of those assembled, was paired off without any designation
of subgroups, in seemingly random fashion, with the assumption that the
matches reflected a divine choice. Although Moon was accompanied by a
member or two of the Blessing Committee in his rounds of the hall, he made
all matches himself. Only a very small number of those present were paired
off with someone they had known from a relationship predating the ceremony.

Those matched were allowed to speak with each other for fifteen minutes
to see whether there was any reason why they might decide against becoming
engaged, but needless to say, some potential spouses had problems that were
not evident in the brief encounter. To remedy this, subsequent matching cer-
emonies were arranged so that persons with specific anomalies could be la-
beled as such. On later occasions, for example, members actually wore tags
to this effect: "unable to bear children," "taking medications for mental ill-
ness," or "problems with homosexuality."

The following accounts of members' experiences with the engagement are
quite typical, each reflecting different aspects of the psychological impact of
the ritual. Nicole had joined the Unification Church twelve years before the
matching ceremony at the same time as her boyfriend. The couple parted
ways, since unmarried members were to abstain from all sexual relationships.
When the engagement plans were announced, she had been witnessing in
Boston. Along with other eligible members on her team, she made arrange-
ments to fly to New York immediately. Within a few hours, she found herself
in the hotel grand ballroom sitting toward the back of a large throng, won-
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dering when she would be matched. Suddenly she heard Reverend Moon ask
for those who had been divorced to stand up as a group, and she did so since
she had been married for a short time several years before joining.

Only now did Nicole fully realize that her turn to be matched was ap-
proaching. She had consciously avoided thinking about who her fiance might
be since she felt that it would be a violation of the character of the occasion
to second-guess her leader. Soon she was taken by surprise as she heard her
name called. She walked calmly up to the front of the ballroom to stand next
to Reverend Moon. There were so many faces in front of her that she could
not distinguish them. She felt a bit dazed, and hoped only to follow Moon's
wishes. As he had done many times that day, Moon turned to the audience,
pointed to a man across the large room, and said, "You."

Nicole later described her initial response to her fiance-to-be.

I looked at him and it was like looking at my own brother, someone in
my own family. Our relationship was immediately special. I sensed that
he could really love. . . . It was like love at first sight. I had tested myself
so much that I could accept anyone in my relations with church mem-
bers. I would always find the points that I liked when I developed rela-
tionships with people in the church. . . . I'm pleased to accept what the
church had offered me, and see only a happy future. I could never have
doubted the choice that Reverend Moon made.

Immediately after they were matched, Nicole and her fiance-to-be stepped
aside to talk for about ten minutes and felt no reservations about each other.

The next day a ceremony was held to consecrate all the engagements.
Members' callings had to be pursued, though, and since intimacy or cohabi-
tation were not permitted during the engagement period all fiances returned
to their respective work sites, however great the separation between them
might be. Thus, Nicole drove to Boston and her future husband flew to the
West Coast.

Although Nicole was profoundly content, even beatific, while she described
her matching to me, she still seemed to convey the specifics of her experience
with reasonable accuracy. Some other members embroidered the experience,
adding miraculous events to the recollections of the two days. Wally, for ex-
ample, was a sensible young man who supervised repairs at the World Mission
Center. I had met him on several occasions while making preparations for the
Unification Church studies. He reported neither transcendental experiences
nor psychiatric difficulties before joining the Unification Church, but his de-
scription of the matching included supernatural events.

Wally told me about a dream he had three days before the announcement
of the matching ceremony in which he saw Reverend Moon introducing him
to a young woman whose identity and even general appearance he was unable
to ascertain. But he awakened the next morning "fully aware" that the cere-
mony was imminent. He said that the dream presaged Reverend Moon's mak-
ing the best choice for him. There was no doubt for him that a divine hand
led him to this premonition.



A RELIGIOUS SECT: THE UNIFICATION CHURCH 139

Wally recalled his experience in the ballroom while Reverend Moon was
selecting a fiance for one young woman who was standing in front of the
assembled throng. Wally did not recognize her at first, but soon remembered
that they had worked together briefly on a mobile fund-raising team, and that
he had found her an earnest and likable person. He laughed to himself quietly,
surprised at knowing her, but then perceived that the recognition was a divine
signal that he would be chosen for her. Slowly, Reverend Moon looked around
the auditorium and settled on Wally as the woman's mate.

Wally concluded that two divine interventions had taken place in relation
to his engagement. He did not see either event as coincidental or a retro-
spective distortion. Such reports of presumed supernatural experiences, no
doubt precipitated by the sharp sense of anticipation among members, were
quite common. They illustrate the plasticity of perception and recall in the
highly charged situations created by charismatic groups.

Nicole and Wally experienced the engagement somewhat differently. Nicole
seemed content to be a passive recipient of a divinely inspired act, and was
filled with joy by her new status. Whatever the church offered, she could
accommodate. Wally, on the other hand, believed that he had predicted both
the ceremony's occurrence and the identity of his spouse and hence saw him-
self playing a more active role in the selection process. Apparently, he took
comfort from having a hand in the course of events. Both engaged members,
however, shared the belief that their leader would select a satisfactory partner
and did no more than adapt psychologically in their own ways to the church's
expectations.

This kind of unfailing faith in Reverend Moon's choice was expressed most
clearly in what members came to call the "Kodak matches," a format probably
initiated because of a modest excess of male members in the United States.
For these pairings, Reverend Moon matched an American man with a woman
who was born in Japan or Korea and still resided there. As an aid to selection
he would rely on photographs of the young women and men, since none of
the participants were present. This arrangement was announced before the
actual matching ceremony, and the American volunteers who were allowed
to participate regarded themselves as a fortunate cadre chosen to articulate
the church's goals. After Moon made the matches, the fiancees from overseas
usually did not appear in the United States for months.

Six months after his Kodak match had been completed, one young man
tried to explain why an engagement under these circumstances was such a
good opportunity.

I had been involved in three relationships before joining and was glad to
be rid of that looseness. Not one of them had any real meaning to it
beyond worldly interests. Now it was like being a pioneer and starting
out anew in a new world. So I knew that this relationship would be a
pure and lifelong commitment. . . .

Since I joined I'd always felt that the Korean women had a very special
quality about them. Most of all, they had been church members since
early in their lives and could bring to a marriage the real seriousness of
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religious commitment. This was the right person to start out a spiritual
family modeled after Reverend Moon's.

He then took a photograph of a church-sponsored Korean dance troupe from
his pocket, and proudly pointed to one of the twenty women, saving that she
was his bride-to-be.

He had met her two months after the engagement when the troupe toured
the United States; the couple now exchanged letters every week or two. The
engagement perplexed his parents at first, but they were well disposed toward
his membership since his life had improved after his conversion, when he
stopped moving from city to city and using drugs heavily.

The way Reverend Moon was able to make this highly personal choice for
his members cries out for explanation. In one sense, it can be seen as an
expression of the church's religious creed. In another, as an articulation of
the group's needs as a social system. In fact, doctrine and social function
coincided in this case.

According to its theology, the Unification Church is the vanguard of a uni-
versal brotherhood that will form once its word has spread throughout the
world. The church will herald the Second Coming. For this reason, the re-
cruitment of new members, or "spiritual children," is essential to the growth
of the United Family and hence to Moon's divine mission. After a new mem-
ber becomes committed, he or she eventually attains the role of a perfect
child in Moon's United Family. In time this "child" may qualify to join in the
"sacrament" of establishing a family in the church. His own family is then
modeled after Reverend Moon's perfect family, and thus brings salvation
closer. This religious concept also contributes to the complete acceptance of
Moon's authority over the United Family, justifying authoritarian regulation
of members' lives by him and his agents.

On theologic grounds, nuclear families must be consecrated to embody
Moon's messianic vision, which is much more important than any personal
gratification a family may offer a couple. With regard to monitoring the mem-
bership, each couple must mesh well with the system of central figures. A
couple's autonomy must not compromise the exercise of social control in any
way. As sociologist Arthur Parsons has pointed out, members do not protest
this unlimited power held by Moon; instead, they find repugnant any restric-
tions on his personal authority precisely because such limitation would pose
an unwanted ambiguity.24 In the end, the marriage is part of a tightly woven
web that they must be sure to protect.

The engagements therefore draw on the forces of the charismatic group in
shaping members' behavior. An intense social cohesiveness was evident in the
members' pleasure in responding to Reverend Moon's call for the matching
ceremony, and the virtual interchangeability of members as potential spouses
demonstrated a remarkable merging of identities within the group. Their be-
liefs allowed them to make the leap of faith for relinquishing traditional as-
pects of mate selection, and to believe that their leader's choice was divinely
inspired.
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A Study of Engaged Members

To clarify how this sect carried out mass coupling, I wanted to undertake a
study that would examine the details of the engagement ritual and its under-
lying psychology.25 Permission to carry out this study was given by Dr. Mose
Durst, then the sect's newly designated American President.

I began with extensive interviews of engaged members and planned to ad-
minister a structured questionnaire one year after the engagement. Four test
sites would be used: two centers in New York City, one in Boston, and one
in upstate New York (which included the church's religious seminary). Be-
cause church members frequently moved between cities, these centers drew
on a population representative of engaged members across the country.

A number of scales from previous studies were included in the question-
naire and others were introduced. The questionnaires were completed at the
end of one of the meetings required of the betrothed members, held for the
purpose of discussing the engagement and planning for their future marital
lives. In all, 321 of the 1,410 members matched in 1979 were studied a year
after engagement.

Almost three-quarters (72%) of these participants were born in America,
while 10% were Europeans and 9% Japanese, a breakdown representative of
the population of the Unification Church in America at that time. Their mean
age was twenty-nine and they had been members for an average of nine years.
Almost all had at least some college experience (81%) and quite a few (15%)
completed graduate or professional training. In summary, they were largely
American-born, middle-class, educated young adults with a long-standing
commitment to the church.

Respondents and their fiances had had very little contact during the year
after the engagement ceremony—a sign of the sect's effectiveness in abro-
gating conventional norms of engagement behavior. Only a small minority
(16%) lived within a mile of their future mates, and many (42%) were sepa-
rated by more than five hundred miles. Over a third (38%) had not seen their
partners during the previous two months. Sexual contact between fiances was
strictly forbidden, an injunction scrupulously observed according to all re-
ports.

Most salient in the disruption of conventional engagement practices how-
ever, was how members experienced the elimination of their independent
choice in mate selection, since Reverend Moon had determined all matches
on his own. Almost a third of the men (30%) had been paired in the Kodak
matches to Japanese and Koreans, and a large majority (87%) of the respon-
dents indicated that they had felt no preference at all for a particular individ-
ual before the matching ceremony. This fit in well with the attitudes expected
by the leadership, and reflected the ability of the church to suppress the
natural curiosity and personal desires of the members.

A modest remaining number reported they had felt some preference for a
specific mate before they were matched. Of those who did, a minority (4% of
the total) said they had been matched to the person they hoped for, Most of
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these had probably petitioned the Blessing Committee to allow Reverend
Moon to match them with a particular member, but it is also possible that
some decided after the fact that the nances chosen for them were indeed the
ones they always wanted. The remainder (9% of the total) also reported that
they had actually felt a preference for a particular fiance but had not been
paired with the one they preferred.

The general well-being scores of the members who had Kodak matches
(30% of the men) and of those who did not get their preferred choice were
not different from the scores of other respondents.26

A small number (3%) indicated that they were contemplating ending their
engagement. These members about to break a major commitment made
through the church had lower well-being scores than the balance of the group,
falling within the range of clinically significant distress.27 Clearly, they were
not unaffected by the psychological consequence of disrupting the engage-
ment, though their ties to their fiances must have been minimal.

Current sociologic thinking about mate selection emphasizes traits that in-
dividuals consider desirable in a spouse. Marital choices are believed to be
determined by a market economy of sorts, a tacit decision-making process in
which the marketable assets of potential husbands and wives are entered into
a calculus of relative desirability.28

In line with this, I included seven traits commonly felt to be important in
a prospective partner, such as "sufficiently intelligent for you," and "looks
attractive to people." Seven additional spouse traits related to the values of
the church were also included, such as "can convey the church's spiritual
values to your children" and "is profoundly committed to the Divine Princi-
ple." Each of the fourteen spouse traits was scored by the respondent in terms
of how the person saw its relative importance in a potential spouse. Remark-
ably, all the Unification Church items were ranked higher than the "secular"
traits. The members had moved far away from the value system of the general
public in their thinking about marriage. Their responses suggest that they
would be fairly content with Moon's selection, and they raise the question of
what mechanism might underlie such pervasive conformity.

To answer this question, I tested two hypotheses by means of scales in-
cluded in the questionnaire. The first one drew on observations made in the
general population, namely, that a person's psychological well-being is ad-
versely affected by disruptive life events such as moving or losing a job. I
hypothesized that the engaged church members were similarly vulnerable to
disruptive life events, including those relative to their life in the church.

Second, I hypothesized that the emotional distress caused by such events
in the life of the sect member would be muted by the relief effect operating
in charismatic sects. That is, the distress caused by these events would be
countered by emotional support derived from a member's commitment to the
sect: the more closely the person felt affiliated, the more he or she could place
disruptive experiences in the perspective of the sect's beliefs and thereby avoid
a sense of hopelessness and despair.
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One scale developed by Thomas Holmes and Richard Rahe29 has been
widely used to assess the incidence of forty common disruptive events in a
person's life; it was a convenient measure for rny study. Typical items are
"experienced a major personal injury or illness" and "began or ceased formal
schooling." I tailored the scale to the experiences of church members by add-
ing thirteen additional events such as "a major change in your method of
witnessing," and "attended a church workshop."30

Altogether, members experienced about the same number of disruptive life
events as a normative population, but the relationship between these events
and the group experience was most revealing. My first analysis revealed that
these disruptive life events predicted a small portion (15%) of the variability
in members' well-being scores; thus, church members reacted like other pop-
ulation groups in their vulnerability to the psychological effects of disruptive
life experiences. A second analysis, on the other hand, included items reflect-
ing members' feelings of affiliativeness toward the church (cohesiveness and
shared beliefs) as predictors of emotional well-being in an attempt to assess
the degree to which attachment to the church affected members' general well-
being. The life events and affiliation items together predicted an appreciable
portion (31%) of the variability in members' well-being scores.31 This sup-
ported the notion that sect affiliation acts as a buffer against the effects of
disruptive life events: disruptive life events detracted from members' well-
being while affiliative feelings enhanced it. Members not only experienced
psychological well-being in direct proportion to the intensity of their affiliative
feelings for the church, but they also enjoyed a corresponding relief from the
depressive effects of those disruptive events.

From studies on operant conditioning we learn that such emotional rewards
(or reinforcement) lead animals and people to persist in the behavior that
brought about the reward. The emotional support they receive in unsettling
circumstances reinforces members in their commitment to the sect and obe-
dience to its authority.

Members' compliance with the engagement ritual parallels their malleability
in all other areas of conduct. They accept what they are told because they
have been conditioned to stay closely affiliated with the church. A long history
of operant reenforcement of compliance prepares the members for accepting
or rationalizing whatever is asked of them by the leadership. In this case they
discarded their conventional views of marriage and rationalized their accep-
tance of Reverend Moon's choice.

Other models of group conformity are relevant in understanding the impact
of the church on long-established behavior patterns such as marital engage-
ment rites. One compelling example is found in studies on obedience to au-
thority. Stanley Milgram32 has shown that in certain settings people can easily
be induced by an authority figure to perform acts that conflict with their usual
values, even to the point of harming innocent people. Milgram solicited vol-
unteers for what were actually sham experiments, carried out in a seemingly
legitimate psychology laboratory. Typically, the volunteer was instructed by
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the "researcher" to help condition a second subject played by an actor by
administering electric shocks in a study on learning. As the experiment pro-
gressed, the volunteer was expected to give the learner subject increasingly
strong electric shocks—the volunteer was not aware that the shock was sim-
ulated. Most volunteers inflicted the shock without questioning the propriety
of the undertaking, even when it appeared to cause considerable pain to the
learner subjects. These were ordinary people, yet they followed the rules set
down by the experimenter's authority without being constrained by the values
they presumably held.

Milgram's sham experiment illustrated the degree to which individuals will
comply with authority when its role in the management of a situation is as-
sumed to be unimpeachable. His experimental setting was similar to the en-
gagement ceremony in that both were managed by an authority figure who
was sanctioned to set standards of behavior.

Cognitive dissonance theory is another body of research that can contribute
to our understanding of the Moonie engagement. This theory has shown how
individuals cannot easily dismiss a belief or attitude they hold, even when the
attitude is directly contradicted by evidence or events. People will sooner
adopt far-fetched ideas to explain events than relinquish their preconcep-
tions. ii In so doing, they avoid having to face the dissonance between what
they see and what they have long believed. The dismissal of plain reality can
happen when people are confronted by challenges to their ingrained patriot-
ism, their prejudices, or their religious values. Under these circumstances,
they may ignore cruelty, hypocrisy, or incompetence, or create elaborate ra-
tionalizations rather than challenge the principles espoused by their leaders.
Thus, church members not only accepted the validity of Moon's deviant
method of engagement, but also developed rationalizations to sustain it. For
example, they took its peculiar nature as evidence of the divine inspiration of
their leader, rather than as a reason to question his judgment. To have ques-
tioned it would have shaken the foundations of their religious beliefs.

The Marriage

After the mass engagement, time passed with no announcement of a marriage
ceremony—with no clear reason announced. Three full years elapsed until
Reverend Moon finally announced the ceremony that would bring together
in a lifelong matrimony most of his American members. Madison Square Gar-
den in New York was the site for the event. Thirteen hundred members who
did not yet have fiances but had been members for the requisite three years
were brought together a week before the wedding ceremony and matched off
by Moon. One hundred fifty Japanese women were flown in just days before
the wedding to balance the number of mates in this group.34

When the day of the ceremony arrived, members who were to be married
dressed in identical outfits, as if to flaunt their conformity before those who
insisted that the church made automatons of its members. The 2,075 brides
all wore Simplicity Pattern #8392 with the neckline raised two inches to pre-
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serve their modesty; the grooms wore dark blue suits and maroon ties.35 In
addition, 6,000 parents, friends, and guests were gathered in the vast audi-
torium to witness the ceremony. These people displayed a wide variety of
attitudes: some smiled, some were bewildered, others were in tears. The as-
sembled relatives were far from unanimous in their approval. A sister of one
of the brides said of the wedding, "That man has caused more heartache in
my family and everybody else's than anybody I can think of. My mother can't
even talk about it without crying."36

Strains of Mendelssohn's "Wedding March" played serenely during the cer-
emony, and a triumphant note was struck at its close when participants linked
their arms together after the Reverend's blessing and shouted, "Mansei!" (eter-
nal victory). In ironic contrast to his role of heavenly matchmaker at this
event, Moon had been convicted for tax fraud in federal court only six weeks
before, and was facing sentencing in two weeks. The marriage epitomized
many contradictions inherent in the rise of this new religious movement, but
in terms of the sect's religious doctrine, it symbolized the fruition of Moon's
messianic mission.

As the ceremony came to a close, members began a "separation period"
during which sexual relationships were still not allowed, a period that would
end a half year later, and then only if each spouse had brought into the church
three new members. For most of those engaged in the original matching cer-
emony whom I had studied, the end of the separation was "only" six months
away. For others matched later, it would continue for years. Yet most members
adapted to the whole experience with relatively little difficulty, as the following
examples indicate.

Ed was born in the Midwest and was thirty-seven years old when I inter-
viewed him a year after his marriage. He had joined the Unification Church
twelve years before while in graduate school at a large state university. Noreko,
nine years his junior, was the woman he married. She had come to the United
States several years before from her native Japan at the behest of the church,
having joined the sect while working in a factory owned by one of its Japanese
members.

At the matching ceremony Ed volunteered to be paired off with an Oriental
member because he felt they best embodied the principles of the church; he
recalled being "immediately fully pleased" with his fiance when she was se-
lected by Reverend Moon. The couple was separated right after the ceremony,
however, as their church missions were located several hundred miles apart.
They wrote to each other frequently, but only visited each other several times
before the blessing. Ed did not find this unusual and stressed that he had
busied himself with the work of the church during this period.

Ed's parents refused to speak to him when he first joined the sect, but after
he had been a member for three years, they initiated some contacts, and there
were more exchanges after the marriage. Ed explained:

They were very negative when I joined and saw me as the black sheep
in the family, as if I would amount to nothing, never working at a regular
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job, never giving them any grandchildren. My sister and brother, on the
other hand, had done nicely for themselves as far as my parents were
concerned, and had all settled down not far from home. . . . My marriage
softened my parents up. They seemed to think that maybe I will "do
something" for myself now and become a family man. They didn't even
seem to mind that my wife wasn't an American; I think they were just
relieved.

The improvement in his family's response could be attributed in part to his
participation in the sect's home church movement. After the separation pe-
riod, several hundred members who volunteered for this movement began to
live together, each couple in its own separate dwelling, generally not far from
church centers. These couples would regularly touch base with the movement
by attending church services and religious meetings, but were responsible for
the management of their households. It was hoped that each of these families
by way of example would interest nonmembers from their community in the
church.

These members acquired a certain amount of autonomy in managing their
affairs; nonetheless, the home church carried with it the monitoring function
of the larger sect since important decisions were always made in close con-
sultation with the couple's "central figure," the local religious leader who co-
ordinated their religious and secular pursuits. A central figure would usually
be the leader in a work setting, such as a fund-raising team, an administrative
office, or a business establishment. Married couples were usually placed
jointly under the leadership of the same central figure so that their mutual
needs could be aligned with those of the church.

When Ed and Noreko turned to their central figure for consultation on the
appropriateness of moving into a home church, there was an extended dis-
cussion of their ability to deal with the responsibilities they would have to
assume. For the first time in more than a decade they would need to maintain
an independent bank account, manage a budget for rent and groceries, and
organize all their household duties. Ed admitted to a certain trepidation about
leaving the fold, while at the same time expressing optimism about this new
challenge.

Noreko, who spoke English well, described her reaction to this major tran-
sition, which entailed moving out of the church headquarters in mid-
Manhattan.

We were so happy at first to move into the World Mission Center after
the separation period, and have our own home together. We had one
room with a bath. It used to be a hotel room. We ate all our meals in
the main dining room with the other brothers and sisters, but six months
ago we asked our central figure if it would be wise to plan on moving
into a home church, and he said we were ready. After we all discussed
this, he suggested I take a job that would help Ed and me save for our
own apartment and I began to work as a secretary. At first, I felt like a
stranger at work because I was separated from my brothers and sisters
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Maharaj Ji's followers at the Orlando festival eagerly await his appearance. Surprisingly,
they looked no different from most college-age youth of the time.

The Unification Church is led by the Korean-born Rev. Sun Myung Moon, who is pictured
here with his wife. In the 1970s and '80s, his followers, "Moonies," recruited thousands into
communal residences in the United States and overseas. (REUTERS/ARCHIVE PHOTOS)
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In 1993, government tanks shooting tear gas broke into the Davidian compound after a 51-
day stand-off. Over 80 died in the ensuing firestorm. (RELTERS/CORBIS-BETTMANN)
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BETTMANN)
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The Heaven's Gate cult used videos and a Web Site to recruit new members. After Nettles
died, Applewhite had himself castrated in line with suppression of sexuality in the cult.
(REUTERS/CBS EVENING NEWS/ARCHIVE PHOTOS)

The coming of the Hale-Bopp comet signaled the Heaven's Gate group to
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all day, but this way Ed and I could save the money I earned to set up
our own apartment.

We just now took a place on Staten Island about an hour from the
Center, and we're trying to juggle the bills, relying on my salary and the
small amount of money that Ed gets from the church for his work at the
printing plant. It isn't easy, but our home is not just an apartment; it is
a sacred part of the church. Our marriage there gives us a chance to
belong to the perfect family. It is a very beautiful place for us both.

In this case, the expectations of the church and the natural inclinations of
its members operated in concert. Both Ed and Noreko were comfortable with
the mythology underlying the sect's marital ritual and also had no material
difficulty adjusting to their marital relationship. Because of this, and because
they saw their central figure understanding their needs, the structure binding
them to the sect operated smoothly.

The home church movement represented one phase of the sect's evolution,
reflecting a change in perspective on the part of Reverend Moon. During the
period preceding the mass marriage, the church had become somewhat looser
in its management of individual members, and tight coordination of daily
habits became less common. Members living in the same residence no longer
awakened each other for morning communal prayers; some began to keep
their own checking accounts and acquire modest personal effects. The home
church movement was part of this transition in which Moon was pressing
members to complete their schooling or acquire a trade so that they might
advance themselves. Many members were now trying to complete their college
courses or continue the graduate training they had abandoned before joining.

Several months after the wedding ceremony, though, Reverend Moon an-
nounced a project for recruitment of new members, the International One-
World Crusade (IOWC). Although such initiative had been mounted before,
this one was to be conducted on a massive scale. Participants in previous
campaigns were organized into teams of 25 for each state; in this new crusade
250 teams were formed, each with eight members, for a total of 2,000 par-
ticipants, nearly twice as many as before. More than a third of the members
married in the Madison Square Garden ritual joined the teams.

A call was made by Reverend Moon for all members to participate in the
IOWC; those who complied were extolled for their commitment, while those
who refused were expected by their central figures to have an acceptable
excuse. The IOWC was mounted with great publicity among the membership,
with articles in successive issues of Unification News, the church's nationwide
newspaper for its members. Maps showing where mobile teams were located
at any given time were published with updated reports on their activities. It
soon became obvious that the numbers of new recruits hoped for in the cam-
paign were not forthcoming, most likely because the country's youth, in a
period of conservative good feeling and self-interest, were no longer so in-
clined to depart from the mainstream. The teams were redirected to fund-
raising activities in the streets, and many were later sent back to their old
locales and expected to begin work and family life anew.
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The entire undertaking was highly disruptive for the sect, and complaints
were acknowledged even by the church. In the Unification News, descriptions
of the IOWC written for other members by recruiters in the field reflected
this.

Have you ever experienced a situation that could only be described in
accurate terms as "Hell"? The state of total absence of God's love, a place
of secret enemies or complete dislike of another person? I am now con-
fessing that I have had all these experiences during my time on IOWC.

This course of events was highly distressing to the members because they
were dislodged from residential or marital arrangements they had earned, so
to speak, by their long and faithful years of service to the church. They also
had to accept a major upheaval in their occupational roles to solicit funds in
the mobile teams. For those who had become ensconced in more comfortable
positions, this was a difficult and embarrassing shift to make after years of
advancement in the church hierarchy. Several married members became dis-
illusioned and even left the church. The large majority, however, managed to
regroup their energies of zealous commitment. Open criticism of the church
itself was rarely expressed.

Sarah, a married IOWC participant with whom I spoke around this time,
revealed the strength of the monitoring structure in resuscitating members'
ebbing devotion.

What was hardest about going on the IOWC was that I began to mistrust
my husband, and even the sanctity of our marriage. I felt that he was
rejecting me when he let me go off at the time. I ruminated about it for
weeks as our team moved from city to city, at first recruiting, and later
selling flowers on street corners. And it was hard to feel comfortable and
secure, but when I came back, luckily we had an understanding central
figure who was able to speak with Larry and me about my confusion.
Over a few months he pointed out how my own problems in accepting
my mission should not interfere with my understanding of the marriage
as a sacred ritual, and not a secular project.

Sarah's counseling experience also suggests a similarity between the role of
the sect's central figures and that of the mental health professional in stabi-
lizing members' social adaptation. Both caregivers must interpret social values
to troubled individuals, and both to some degree are given the prerogative of
adapting these values to the individual's needs. When Sarah's central figure
pointed out the way she must accommodate her feelings to the marital and
fund-raising practices of the church, he wore the mantle of someone pre-
sumed to understand the broader social and religious issues underlying the
needs of a troubled person. In like fashion, the contemporary mental health
practitioner is perceived by clients as understanding general principles whose
application will help resolve their own psychological conflicts. Faith healers,
of course, are also accorded such roles within their cultures.

The central figure's importance in resolving conflicts related to the Moonie
marriage is clear-cut in the case of Calvin, a member who was beginning to
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acknowledge his homosexual orientation before he joined at the age of twenty-
three. His inclinations were morally unacceptable to the sect, and he ulti-
mately adapted to the church's marital ritual.

When I spoke with him nine years later, Calvin said that his decision to
join the church was prompted by the "idealism it offered, and the alternative
it provided people to a constant obsession with sex." But it also appeared to
offer him a release from conflicts over his own sexual orientation.

Calvin had not dated members of the opposite sex before joining but had
been regularly preoccupied with homosexual fantasies. In addition, he had
initiated several homosexual encounters with strangers, and recalled with dis-
tress that he knew he was "sure to move into a gay life, sooner, or later."
When he first met members of the church, he was living in a neighborhood
largely populated by single people whom he felt were more socially active than
he. He was moderately depressed, and neither able to relate to the hetero-
sexual community nor accept a gay identity. The anxiety caused by this con-
flict abated after his conversion because, as he said, "faith in Reverend Moon
and the support of my brothers and sisters relieved me of these sinful ideas."

After several years of membership, Calvin had only occasional homosexual
ideation. But then he experienced one distinct episode of attraction to a male
church member, which made him anxious again. For solace and guidance, he
turned to his central figure, discussed his concerns in depth, and accepted
his mentor's religious homilies.

When the opportunity arose for members to apply for the matching, Calvin
"decided not to worry" about the problems that might be raised by his history
of sexual confusion, telling himself that Reverend Moon's involvement in the
choice of his fiance would help resolve this problem. He felt that the "strength
of the church" would be bestowed on him through the blessing ceremony,
thereby allowing him to live according to its creed.

The separation period that followed the engagement placed little pressure
on Calvin with regard to a heterosexual relationship since his spouse was
living several hundred miles away, but when the time came for the consum-
mation of their marriage four months later, Calvin demurred, explaining that
he felt the time for physical intimacy was not yet at hand. In fact, such
requests were not uncommon among the newly married couples because a
variety of interpersonal issues often had to be worked out before couples felt
comfortable with each other. But Calvin was frightened by the thought of
sexual relations with his wife, even though he felt quite warmly toward her,
and was very enthusiastic about the marriage as a Unification Church sac-
rament.

He turned to his central figure several times over the next three months
and on his advice moved into a room with his wife and began to share his
bed with her. He recalled the experience a year later.

It's not that I didn't want sexual relations, but the idea made me very
uneasy. After I spoke with [my central figure], I learned to keep my mind
on the church's idea that our union is part of our faith, and not a matter
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of outright sex, and soon the fear lessened. I think it worked out because
I knew that we were part of a sacred family and not just partners in the
flesh.

Calvin spoke of successfully completing sexual intercourse on several occa-
sions in the following months, and added with pride that the couple's prayers
for a pregnancy were soon met. He denied having any homosexual preoccu-
pations since the time of the matching, over four years before.

Through the close collaboration between Calvin and his central figure, this
charismatic group was able to produce a long-term change in behavior in
someone whose natural sexual inclinations ran counter to church doctrine.
Calvin's central figure shaped his individual needs, initially deviant in the
church subculture, into a sexual adaptation that was acceptable to him and
to the group. This change in sexual behavior is a striking example of the power
of focused social influence.

Calvin's case highlights the difference between voluntary compliance in a
charismatic group and coerced conformity in an authoritarian context. If Cal-
vin had not been fully committed to the group's value system, his overt be-
havior might have been controlled but his fantasies and desires would likely
have remained as before. The forces of intense cohesiveness and shared belief,
rather than the overt threat of an authoritarian regimen, allow for such ef-
fective shaping of individuals' behavior within a cult.

Married Members: A Follow-up Study

The opportunity for a follow-up study of the engaged church members was
extraordinary. For the social scientist, the entire sequence of engagement to
strangers, waiting period, and marriage had the quality of a grand experiment
of nature, as if a remarkable research manipulation had been carried out on
thousands of unsuspecting subjects. An extensive questionnaire was mailed
to all the original subjects who could be located four years after the original
engagement survey and a year after the mass marriage. These members' re-
sponses provided further evidence of their tenacious commitment to the
church: almost all were still active, and the large majority were currently
married to a fellow church member (Table 8-2). Only a small number were
either breaking up their marriages or had never been married at all.

Members' commitment to the church view of the marriage was still
staunchly upheld. They were asked to evaluate the relative importance of
fourteen assets in a fiance, the same ones used in the original study. Again,
the seven traits related to the church's religious values all ranked higher than
the others that mirrored values held important in the common culture. Traits
in a spouse such as "willingness to sacrifice personal needs and comfort for
the church" still ranked higher than practical ones such as the ability to "con-
tribute successfully to your economic support or to skilled homemaking."

The deviant nature of the marriage, evident in the couples' cohabitation
practices, may help explain this finding. Most respondents (65%) were still in
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Table 8-2. The Original Sample of Engaged Members, Four
Years Later

Documented active in the church 93%
Married to a fellow member 85%
Never married 1%
Married and broke up 6%

Dropped out 4%
Not located by mail, church records, or contacts 3%

the ritual separation period, and had yet to have sexual relations. In fact, many
(38%) lived as far as five hundred miles away from their spouses, and less
than half (48%) reported that they had spent a single night in the past two
weeks in the same building as their spouses.

Not surprisingly, the role of the church was prominent in shaping members'
plans for childbearing. Conception was encouraged among all those who had
completed the separation period, and at the time of the follow-up a sizable
number of couples already had a pregnancy or birth (24%). Since the sepa-
ration period continues until both spouses have converted three new mem-
bers, however, most remaining members (45% of the respondents) could not
plan for children because they had not yet brought in a sufficient number of
recruits.

The questionnaire had also been constructed to assess the impact of the
church's control over members' psychological state. To this end, it included
a list of experiences related to the marriage, all initiated by the church lead-
ership. Typical experiences were "leaving your spouse for more than a week
on church business," and "establishing a home church."37 To assess the im-
pact of these events on members' general well-being, the questionnaire asked
if they had experienced any in a disagreeable manner. The questions were so
framed because of recent evidence that life events with a perceived negative
impact have a pathogenic effect on individuals' mental health.38

Did marital events determined by the church, if viewed negatively by mem-
bers, also have a deleterious impact on their well-being? Furthermore, would
members' affiliative feelings for the church mute this negative impact? An
analysis of their responses revealed that an appreciable portion of the variance
in their general well-being could, in fact, be predicted by the extent that they
perceived church-related marital events as being undesirable (14% of the var-
iance), and even more could be predicted by the combination of affiliative
feelings and life event scores (32%).39

These statistical results suggested that specific life experiences engineered
by this sect could produce a diminished sense of psychological well-being.
Significantly, though, the members' commitment to the church buffers this
distress by enhancing their well-being. Thus, one member of a newlywed cou-
ple might be sent off to a remote point on a fund-raising mission. The couple's
faith in the church, however, buffers them from this church-imposed stressful
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event. These two phenomena, the creation of distress and its buffering, to-
gether create a pincer effect in the following way: The members implicitly
sense that relief from distress is provided by their bond to the sect, and turn
to the sect for solace when faced with disruptive life experiences. Ironically,
their resulting compliance with the sect's dictates leads them to further con-
formity to its potentially disruptive demands. The sect thereby creates distress
at the same time it relieves it—and at the price of further compliance.

Leaving the Sect

The way members leave a charismatic group can be as revealing as how they
join. In a sect where the need to remain bonded is so compelling, departure
entails rejection of the transcendent mission ascribed to the leader and carries
a burden of soul-searching and guilt. As with induction, the full force of the
charismatic group may be brought to bear on individuals.

Members left the Unification Church in two different ways: voluntary sep-
arations and deprogramming. Most people who left reached the decision over
a period of time while continuing to live within the fold of the church. De-
programming, or forcible removal, was much less common but received much
more publicity.

Voluntary Dropping Out

A member's decision to leave the Unification Church reflects malfunction in
the monitoring role of the church, as the member's disillusionment arises
from the inability of member and sect to sustain mutual understanding. The
members' experiences illustrate the complex circumstances that can lead to
such a "failure" in the system's operation.

One member's ostensible motive for leaving was his loss of faith in the
church and his own mission, but it can be seen how the monitoring system
of the sect failed to sustain his commitment. Armand had been working for
two years as a copy editor at Newsworld, a general-circulation New York news-
paper operated by the church, and had taken great pride in his contributions
to the sect's impact on the media, since he believed that the paper was doing
an important job in conveying both the news and Reverend Moon's message.
As frequently happened in the church, Armand was transferred to a new work
setting, and stationed several hundred miles from Newsworld headquarters.
The young man eagerly immersed himself in his new assignment of witness-
ing, since he felt that bringing new members into the church was also of
utmost value. The recruitment methods practiced in this region were open;
potential converts were informed from the outset that they were being intro-
duced to the Unification Church. Within a few months, though, a new central
figure, a native Japanese, was appointed to the team, and its mission changed
from recruitment to fund-raising. Armand found that this new leader was less
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open in his dealings with the public, as was common for Oriental-born church
functionaries. Unlike previous central figures, he was a person Armand could
not fully respect. Furthermore, "heavenly deception" was now a prominent
theme in conducting the team's affairs, wherein it was acceptable, even laud-
able, to mislead nonmembers when necessary to promote the church's goals.

Armand soon found himself quarreling with the team's leader about matters
of strategy. He insisted that the degree of deception practiced ran contrary to
the principles of the religion to which he was committed, and that a straight-
forward approach would be more effective in raising funds. In particular, he
balked at not revealing fund-raisers' identification with the Unification
Church and their aggressive door-to-door sales techniques.

On one occasion Armand went so far as to telephone the central figure to
whom he had reported while working at Newsworld and voice his reservations
about the team's operation, hoping for a sympathetic hearing. Much to his
mortification, he was told that it was not for him to question the principles
of the church.

Armand recalled:

I was made to feel like a bad person for speaking honestly. He even said
that God would not be with me, and here I had trusted him and was
sure he would understand. But I wasn't about to go on sneaking into
stores, lying about the permits we were supposed to have, and believing
that the ends justify the means. . . . I was angry and hurt, but I also began
to feel very guilty, as if I were abandoning the church. I began losing
sleep, not caring what happened.

A month after the telephone exchange with his former mentor, Armand, in
a state of disillusionment, moved out of a church center where the group was
temporarily staying and returned to his parents' home, which he had left five
years before when he had joined the sect. Ironically, he had ignored numerous
pleas made by his parents that he leave the church because of its alleged
abuse of its members.

Armand's parents spoke with me at this point and reported with distress
that he was now removing himself from social contact and spending all his
time in his room, lying in bed. Furthermore, they said that he had lost much
weight in the few weeks since his return, that his mind was "always some-
where else," and his gaze "vacant." They feared he would not be able to man-
age on his own and thought he might best go to a hospital. Armand, however,
refused, although he did agree to one psychiatric consultation with me.

A year later Armand called and asked to come by. He had begun to resume
an active life and appeared in good spirits. He was working full time as a sales
representative and had moved into an apartment with two friends, one of
whom had also left the sect. His feelings about the movement were ambiva-
lent.

As for myself, I still respect the Reverend Moon and the Divine Principle;
he is a very important religious teacher. On the other hand, how could
I have continued to place my faith in a group that preached God's word
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but could also mislead people at the same time? The contradiction was
more than I could live with when I left.

The moral dilemma Armand had faced and the ensuing soul-searching and
depression were quite common; it was reported by about half those inter-
viewed. In Armand's case, we may use systems theory to clarify how circum-
stances coalesced to shake his faith. All religious groups confront contradic-
tions when their members are forced to live in a community where contrary
values are espoused and must then rely on protective operations at the sys-
tem's boundary. For a small charismatic religious group, the resulting conflicts
are more intense because contact with the surrounding society forces the
group to deal regularly with an inhospitable, even hostile, world. Unpleasant
collisions with this world highlight the differences between the two ideologic
systems. Often members must dismiss the society's broader values by syste-
matically denying the humanity of outsiders and even subjecting them to
abuse. In the case of the Unification Church, this aspect of boundary control
often took the form of "heavenly deception." Armand, however, found himself
unable to do this.

In his work at Newsworld, Armand was exposed to the values of the broader
society, but only when transferred to the IOWC did he experience difficulties
in assuming the necessary protective stance. In this setting, he was ill pre-
pared to assume the defensive posture of the group since he had been
wrenched from a relatively protected position at Newsworld and placed into
direct confrontation with a hostile public. His daily face-to-face contacts at
the newspaper were nothing like his dealings with the targets of the group's
"heavenly deceptions." Armand also came into conflict with the monitoring
personnel of the sect, both his original and his new central figure, and this
occurred as he experienced an unexpected loss of autonomy and decline in
status.

These difficulties loosened the ties binding Armand to the system. He began
to relinquish his grip on the church's shared belief system, its model of right
and wrong, and adopt the values espoused by the general society. At this point,
he was no longer effectively maintained within the group's boundary and
ceased to be a component of the system.

Although Armand said he left the church because of a loss in commitment
to the values it espoused, many members expressed their reasons for departure
in more mundane terms. Doris, for example, was a temperamental young
woman who had been a vocalist with a professional singing group sponsored
by the church. She described her departure in terms of disappointed love.
Her story shows that no matter how strong the hold of a charismatic sect on
its members, it cannot fully expunge the romantic feelings some may feel,
however great their desire to live up to the standards of their adopted religion.

Two years after leaving, Doris related her experience with a measure of
bitterness, and acknowledged that even during her later years in the church
she felt less positively about it than most members and was often unhappy
about her circumstances. In discussing the mass engagement, she pointed out
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that she and other long-standing members were "strung along for five or ten
years with the carrot of the [eventual] matching dangled in front of us." She
said that members were constantly told an engagement and marriage would
soon be forthcoming, only to find it repeatedly deferred. She sometimes won-
dered whether the requirement that members enlist more recruits was not a
form of blackmail they had to pay for a marriage. Doris rarely hinted at her
feelings and then only to a few trusted friends who were not sympathetic to
such misgivings.

Doris also admitted to being attracted to a co-worker during her years at
the performing arts department of the church, another sign of her alienation.
In time, this attraction became a grave problem for her since she secretly
hoped that he and she might be matched. Under unusual circumstances,
some members would be considered by the blessing committee for a prear-
ranged match, but Doris had no precise notion as to how such a pairing might
be granted. The church disapproved of the discussion of any romantic interest
between members, which made it inappropriate for her to make such a re-
quest based on her own attachment.

As the matching date approached, Doris hoped that her secret affection for
her co-worker might somehow be requited, and also assumed that his appar-
ent friendliness actually reflected his desire to be her spouse. After Reverend
Moon called for volunteers to be assigned by photograph to Korean and Jap-
anese women, however, this co-worker turned to her one day at work and said
that he hoped to participate in a Kodak match, since he saw these Oriental
women as the finest in the church. Doris became deeply resentful over what
she regarded as a rejection and also grew anxious, fearing that Moon would
assign her to someone with whom she would not be happy. Only after she
had been out of the sect for a year, however, did she realize that her expec-
tations of being matched to her co-worker had been ill founded, as was her
assumption that he had wanted to be her mate.

At the matching ceremony, the young man whom Moon selected for Doris
seemed personable enough, but Doris was not comfortable accepting him as
her spouse. She now became obsessed with the fear that she could no longer
find a satisfying marriage in the church, and discussed the matter at length
with her central figure, an older Korean woman with whom she previously
had a good working relationship. Doris was assured by the woman that she
could break off the engagement if she wished, but she came to feel that any
match at all within the church would end up being problematic. Unlike other
demanding church edicts she had agreed to accept in her eight years of mem-
bership, this one was threatening and unpalatable.

Doris hoped to gain support through proximity to her family, which had
previously been accepting of her membership, and sought permission through
her central figure to take a new work assignment in the city where she had
grown up. Her request was granted and while there she met a man she had
known who had left the church only a year before. Within a few weeks, a
romantic relationship developed, one that Doris felt could be permanent. He
told her he would rejoin the church for her sake, but only if she would present
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their union as a fait accompli since he believed it would otherwise be abro-
gated by the church elders.

Doris agreed to his terms but feared that the entire situation would be
unacceptable to the church. Once again, she turned to her trusted central
figure at the performing arts department since the woman was well connected
in the higher echelons of the church. The woman was distressed to hear the
story, but agreed to intercede on Doris's behalf with a senior church figure.
She returned, however, saying that Doris would have to reject her new lover
immediately to remain in the church. Doris had not wanted to leave the sect,
but now felt she had no alternative. She established a home with her new
mate outside the church and got a job.

The matching and wedding produced real difficulties for several members,
but through its monitoring function the church was able to draw on their
strong commitment to help them get through the situation. With a major
disruption like the matching, however, it is not surprising that some loss in
members did result, as in Doris's case.

Other members left the church after realizing that they could no longer
sustain its arduous lifestyle. A great amount of work was expected of them.
Respondents to my initial survey, for example, reported devoting an average
of 67 hours a week to tasks that would have been recompensed by wages
outside the sect. The members rarely questioned this expenditure of time and
effort; and there were unusual occasions when a combination of circum-
stances might put the work in a less favorable light and even undermine a
member's commitment. This sometimes happened when there was a sudden
shift in work assignment.

Alec, for example, had been working in one of the church's semi-
independent businesses, a Korean restaurant, for two years when he was
transferred to a mobile fund-raising team. He later told me he had probably
become "spoiled" by having his own room and schedule during that period.
Furthermore, in his office job of overseeing a small work force, he viewed
himself as a manager rather than a line worker.

Initially, Alec had hoped that his efforts in his new position would give him
something of a spiritual renewal. He had served on a fund-raising team for
two years after first joining the church, and generally had not minded the
work. At this point in his career, though, it turned out that Alec could not
help feeling the activity was beneath him, an indignity; he could hardly sup-
press his feelings of dissatisfaction as his team worked from early morning
until late night peddling flowers on city streets.

What Alec found least tolerable was the faceless anonymity imposed on
members of the team. They were herded about in a van as they traveled
through their territory and spent their nights bedded down in sleeping bags
in cramped quarters, "lined up like a bunch of sardines." To save time and
energy, clothing was pooled and team members got back different garments
after each washing.

Soon Alec began to feel confused and rebellious. To retain "a shred of
identity," he acquired a small suitcase and began to launder his own under-
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wear and other clothing, his first abrogation of church standards. As he later
made clear, this was a sign of doubt about his place in the church.

Nothing was my own. I had no space. Even the clothing I wore was a
challenge to my identity. I asked myself, "If you need to keep these few
shirts away from your brothers in the church and don't really want to go
along with this terrible schedule, then what are you doing here?" I started
asking myself this and couldn't come up with enough of an answer to
keep it up. Then I got frightened that I didn't have what it takes to
support the others who were on the mission with me. Maybe I thought
I was letting them down.

Alec's disillusionment slipped into depression and anger at himself. He con-
sulted with his team leader, who, after realizing that Alec's concerns could
not be resolved in his present setting, suggested a change of place. In his new
position, Alec worked on special assignments for one of the church leaders,
but still could not recapture the sense of commitment he once felt. His dis-
affection from the church was sharpened when he found to his surprise that
the leader's wife was herself disheartened because the church hierarchy was
pressing her to keep her toddlers in a full-time communal nursery. Alec sym-
pathized with her and began to see the church as an oppressor. He also started
to think seriously of leaving the church, having decided that its lifestyle no
longer "made sense" to him. For days he was tearful and ruminated over what
seemed to be an inevitable rift between himself and the principal commitment
he had made in life. The leader's wife became his confidante and tactfully
encouraged him. One day he bade her farewell and set off for the town where
he had gone to college, his last link with the world outside the sect. After his
turmoil, he felt relief in leaving.

Whatever their reasons for leaving, members who departed voluntarily pre-
pared for this task in deliberating over their choice; they felt the decision was
essentially their own. In contrast to those abducted and forced out of the
group, they thought through their own rationales for leaving and somehow
reconciled them with a remaining affection for the group. For those who were
deprogrammed, however, the experience was qviite different.

Forced Departure

Deprogramming refers to the use of physical restraint by a family or its rep-
resentatives in an attempt to dislodge a member from one of these zealous
groups. The degree of coercion exercised varies from parental observation of
a child in the family home to physical abuse by strangers behind locked doors
in remote settings, and the legalities involved in such interventions are com-
plex. Deprogrammers generally draw on state conservatorship laws that allow
a family to intervene when one of its members is judged mentally incompe-
tent, but their practices were often found to violate members' First Amend-
ment rights of free speech and free religion. Conflicting views of deprogram-
ming were held by different legal authorities. Richard Delgado, for example,
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pointed out that a meaningful distinction should be drawn between the con-
stitutionally protected right of traditional religious practice and the affiliative
ties arising from coercive induction into certain cults. He asserted that "re-
ligious cults expose their indoctrinees to a greater variety of classic brain-
washing techniques and with greater intensity," and therefore, "two essentials
of informed consent—knowledge and capacity—are not present simultane-
ously."40 This position served as the basis for curtailing the autonomy of cer-
tain adult cult members.

In contrast, the American Civil Liberties Union, in a number of cases,
defended the rights of cult members to maintain their affiliations and espouse
whatever beliefs they held, pointing out that absolute free choice and even
risk are inherent in the privileges associated with the First Amendment. Jer-
emiah Gutman, president of the New York Civil Liberties Union, expressed
this view in saying that "all religions are equally good or bad. That's what the
First Amendment says."41 Many a heated argument involved these distinc-
tions, in court and outside.

The courts generally upheld the rights of sect members to resist the forcible
incursions arranged by their families42 and well-known, normally "profes-
sional" deprogrammers such as Ted Patrick and Galen Kelly lost crucial legal
battles in cases where they had forcibly intervened. Even though "profes-
sional" deprogramming procedures left their practitioners vulnerable to legal
charges, families of some cult members still sequestered relatives in an at-
tempt to reverse their conversions.

In examining the psychology of these circumstances, we will consider two
types of forced departure from the Unification Church: one "professionally"
organized and one family directed. Both cases also demonstrate different ways
in which a mental health professional can be drawn into these forcible re-
movals.

In the first case, a representative of the Unification Church asked me to
assess the mental competency of Michelle, a twenty-five-year-old who had
joined the sect five years before, had been abducted by deprogrammers, but
then escaped and returned to the sect. A conservatorship had been issued
alleging that she was not mentally competent to care for herself.

Three weeks after Michelle returned to the church she appeared in my
office. She was accompanied by a husky male church member, as she and
the sect's officials were fearful of another abduction. My interviews with
Michelle, as well as a full battery of psychological testing, were conducted in
private and the results were confidential. The evaluation showed that her
mental competency was unassailable, and I gave her attorneys a brief state-
ment to that effect.

Michelle gave me a revealing account of her failed deprogramming. Eight
weeks before, she and three other church members were returning to their
headquarters from a recruitment meeting when their car was stopped by three
unmarked vehicles. A police officer stepped out of one of them, demanding
the driver's license of the church member who was driving, and Michelle's
brother stepped out of another car and identified her to the police. At this
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point the parties present, some in police uniforms and others in civilian
clothes, asked that she leave her car, as they wished to serve a conservatorship
on her. Michelle became frightened and refused, but was then dragged out
and forced into one of the police cars. Once inside, she was handcuffed and
brought screaming to the local police station where her father had been wait-
ing. From there, she was driven to a nearby motel and placed in a room by
two uniformed guards.

During the next week Michelle was kept in seclusion, with the door of her
room locked and shades drawn. Her watch was removed and she soon had
little idea of what time of day it was. She became fearful that she might be
physically tortured or even raped, despite being reassured by her captors,
strangers to her, that this would not take place.

All exchanges during that week were intended to turn her against the sect.
The only visitor with whom she spoke at any length was an apparently expe-
rienced deprogrammer who repeatedly told her that the Unification Church
was violating the rights and liberties of its members, and then pressed her to
agree that the church's activities were ill conceived. He repeatedly played
recordings of persons who had allegedly left the Unification Church and seg-
ments from television shows on unsavory aspects of the sect. The deprogram-
mer told her over and over that she had been brainwashed by the church, but
she felt that it was only now that this was happening.

After about three days of this treatment, Michelle concluded that it would
be to her advantage to act as if she accepted the deprogrammer's point of
view, so she started speaking as if she had begun to agree with the endless
tirades against the sect. Toward the end of a week, as she estimated the time,
her brother appeared and took her for a walk outside her room, perhaps, she
surmised, to test her acceptance of the deprogramming procedure and to see
if she would try to escape. Michelle decided that running away from him was
not feasible, since the deprogrammers apparently had the cooperation of the
local police. She had heard stories of other members being taken to mental
institutions after attempting to flee. Her brother now told her that she would
be flown that night to another city to stay at a different center, and that
evening he accompanied her to the airport along with the deprogrammer and
other persons involved in the undertaking.

The new center, where she stayed for a month, was housed in a converted
motel with a staff of a dozen or so people. At any given time, about eight
"residents" were undergoing deprogramming from a variety of groups, includ-
ing the Unification Church, Hare Krishna, and some lesser-known religious
sects. Here Michelle was subjected to repeated questioning and extensive
defamatory talks on the Unification Church. She commented on their impo-
sition on her strong religious feelings.

First, all of my moral convictions and feelings about the Bible and the
[Divine] Principle and just about everything in life were open to discus-
sion. There was always pressure tor me to conform to their way of think-
ing, and what they presented was considered proper morality. Then the
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pressure was always intense to decide that if you're righteous, you will
get on the bandwagon of deprogrammed people and see the Reverend
Moon as the Devil. But it was easier for them to talk about being right-
eous than it was for me to get to church; that didn't seem to be something
they liked. After I insisted, though, I was able to attend church only once
out of five Sundays, even though I was taken out half a dozen times to
bars and dance halls.

Along with the other residents at the deprogramming center, Michelle was
expected to review both scholarly and popular material on brainwashing, on
the assumption that she would realize the mistreatment she had undergone
in the church and would turn away from her beliefs. The imposition of these
ideas was ironic according to Michelle, since she was subjected to verbal
assaults and implied threats of coercion in a way she had never experienced
while in the Unification Church.

Despite the overt oppression she was exposed to, there were limits on the
demands made on Michelle. Staff at the center accepted her refusal to give
the names of her church associates, and they did not use physical force to
keep her and others at the center, as far as she could see. But she did think
they would pursue her if she tried to escape. As in the charismatic groups
themselves, the line between voluntary compliance and coercion was not al-
ways clear. In any case, Michelle reported that after a month at the center,
she was asked to speak with a reporter writing about the deprogramming
practices there and told him that she wanted to reestablish contact with the
Unification Church. According to Michelle, he helped her by providing her
with an excuse to leave the compound, and she successfully escaped.

In a series of interviews, Michelle revealed a modest psychological residue
from the deprogramming experience. She initially spoke of the great fears she
had experienced when she was first abducted, but acknowledged that she was
generally comfortable while at the deprogramming center. On returning to
the church, she was tense and had trouble sleeping at first but then attended
a two-day workshop that apparently constituted the sect's attempt to "repro-
gram" her. She spent a lot of time preparing the defense for her conservator-
ship hearing. Michelle stayed in the company of church members at all times
and insisted that she had no qualms about remaining affiliated with the
church. She seemed to be stabilized by these activities and by the close sup-
port she received. When I met with her, however, she still felt uneasy about
her own safety and was anxious sometimes while alone at night.

As a victim of forced departure tactics, Michelle had been dragged across
the boundary of a sect's social system and was then able to return. This pro-
voked strong feelings and perhaps distorted perceptions. So it is wise to refrain
from drawing definite conclusions about Michelle's experience during the five
weeks she was held for deprogramming. For instance, she may have been
more swayed by her captors for a time than she could admit to herself after
she returned to the sect. Nonetheless, based on my own psychiatric evaluation
and on independent psychological testing, she was clearly mentally competent
at the time of the interviews and capable of deciding for herself whether to
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stay in the sect or leave. She seemed a calm, deliberate, and thoughtful young
woman.

Reasons for exercising caution in drawing conclusions about events at the
border of a charismatic group become more evident in the case of Kim, a
relatively unstable young woman of twenty-one who was removed from the
Unification Church by her parents. Details of what happened to her were
obtained from multiple sources, including the young woman herself, her fam-
ily and, later, from an active member of the Unification Church, It became
clear that none of these sources could have independently provided a full and
coherent reconstruction of what had taken place.

For four months, Kim attended workshops and social activities of the Uni-
fication Church on an intermittent basis, while living with her parents. During
this time, she had led her parents to believe that she was involved with a
mainstream Protestant sect, and only after she moved into a Unification
Church residence did they become aware that she had entered a cult-like
group. After two months of uncertainty and distress, Kim's parents contacted
Dennis, a young man who had been in the church for several months the
year before and was removed by his parents. With some advice from him, they
planned to take their daughter back and sequester her at home. They hoped
she could be persuaded to abandon the church with assistance from both
Dennis and Kim's recently estranged boyfriend.

The father now managed to get a phone call through to Kim at the church
residence and convinced her to meet him outside the building, whereupon
he, along with her mother and boyfriend, urged her to come into their car for
a moment and then sped away with her. Kim spent the next week at home.
She later told me she had not wanted to stay, but was also reluctant to resist
the demands of her parents, whom she still cared for. Dennis, the family's
youthful consultant, came to visit her for an hour every day or two. Kim was
hesitant to speak with him, but they did discuss her views on the church as
he tried to point out to her its pernicious influence.

After several days, Kim told her parents of nightmares in which church
members, in the form of ghost-like figures, came to menace her. She also
began to fear abduction by church members in roving vans when she went
out for short walks with her parents, but could give no examples of such
abductions having been carried out on other ex-members when I later asked
her about this. She was unable to fall asleep unless in the company of one
of her parents or her former boyfriend. When her parents were no longer able
to leave Kim alone at night at all, they contacted me for a consultation. I
explained that I could address her symptoms but was not prepared to pressure
her into staying out of the church.

Kim was quite defensive when I spoke with her, and did not want to discuss
in any depth her feelings about being a church member or leaving. Although
she expressed anxiety over her nightmares, she discussed them only briefly.
She was probably fearful that an extensive examination of her conflicts would
threaten her fragile adjustment. A week later, Kim began to go out for an
hour or two a day with her boyfriend. She was now able to fall asleep without
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someone nearby and complained less of nightmares. She also expressed a
desire to stay out of the church but was still unwilling to examine her feelings
about the entire affair.

Kim appeared to be a histrionic and rather dependent young woman who
had entered the church in part because she did not want to continue living
with her parents and working in the family business, but had trepidation about
an independent existence. Also important was her rocky relationship with her
boyfriend. The sect provided an alternative object for her dependency needs
and a way of coping with her disinclination to set out on her own. She showed
no evidence of disordered thinking and had no prior history of paranoia, so
her fears of abduction were probably no more than a situational reaction.

After she was spirited away from the church, Kim became involved with
her parents again and regressed to the point of needing someone by her side
at night for fear of nightmares. But her emotional state was improving. A
month after my contact with the family, Kim's mother called to say that her
daughter had been on the phone with people she feared were acquaintances
from the Unification Church. By now, Kim was spending a good deal of time
by herself and was supposed to be looking for full-time work, but she displayed
little interest in that, exacerbating her mother's concerns about what might
happen to her over the long term.

A month after her mother's call, Kim left the family's apartment one morn-
ing and did not return. Her parents notified the police, who issued a missing
persons bulletin. I tried to reassure the parents that Kim was no doubt phys-
ically safe, but must have found her way back to her friends in the church.
Since her parents had no idea how they might reach her, they were under-
standably frightened. The police contacted me and, at the parents' request, I
gave them a description of Kim's psychological state.

Two weeks later, Kim's parents received a call from the police in a nearby
city informing them that their daughter had appeared in a station house saying
that she had no money and wanted to return home. They had put her on a
bus and expected her to arrive home shortly. When Kim did arrive, she ex-
plained that she had been kidnapped by a church member driving a van and
had been held by the sect for the last two weeks until she was able to escape.
The story did not ring true since no such abductions had been reported before,
and any action of this kind could have serious grave legal consequences for
the sect. I suggested to her parents that they support her apparent desire to
leave the church.

The parents themselves placed little stock in their daughter's tale of ab-
duction, but since they were willing to accept Kim on any terms, they went
along with what she said. Dennis, the ex-member, on the other hand, began
to press the family to secure the services of a private investigator to look into
the supposed abduction, and was soon drawing Kim into a project of retri-
bution against her "kidnappers." The parents now became worried that Dennis
was a destabilizing force who would only encourage her to persist in the
confabulated tale. Increasingly, they saw him as an irritant and finally told
him that his assistance was no longer welcome.
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I did not meet with Kim again until several months after her reappearance,
although her parents spoke with me intermittently. She now seemed com-
mitted to staying with her family and had returned to her situation before
joining the church by involving herself once again in the family business and
resuming the relationship with her boyfriend. She was still reluctant to give
details about the period during which she had disappeared, but did not depart
from her original story.

As is common with events occurring at the boundary of a charismatic group,
several questions remain unanswered. Had Kim indeed returned voluntarily
to the church after being at home for three months? If so, how long had she
been harboring plans for this during her stay at home? Was she lying inten-
tionally about this, or could her behavior be attributed to an unconsciously
mediated denial of reality? Some time later I found that a Unification Church
member whom I knew well also knew Kim. He told me that she had returned
willingly to the church from her parents' house and, with her agreement, was
then brought to a center for the management of disturbed members in another
city. Within two weeks, however, she began to express misgivings about re-
maining with the group and vanished from where she was staying, much as
she had left her family two weeks before.

Kim's experience is a variation in the theme of conflict for individuals torn
between a charismatic sect and a close-knit family. Often such conflicts can-
not be resolved smoothly, and the troubled person is compelled to create a
credible enough tale to repress the conflicting motives. Like others who can-
not reconcile their divided feelings, many who leave the church come to be-
lieve their own stories and cling to them because they provide respite from
unmanageable conflict.

A Study of the Departed Members

It is difficult to obtain objective observations on the psychiatric status of ex-
members, given the heavily biased information provided by participants, es-
pecially while they are still enmeshed in the immediate circumstances of the
departure. In an attempt to arrive at a balanced view of the dropout phenom-
enon, I sent structured questionnaires to those who had left the Unification
Church some time before.

There were two sources for this study: the follow-up on the Moonies who
had been engaged and married and a separate survey of dropouts contacted
after they had left the church. Both groups provided valuable insights.

The engaged members were followed up after three years, one year after
they were to be married. Of this sizable number (314), three subgroups are
relevant here. The first consists of engaged members who had left the church
by the time of the follow-up study (14). The initial questionnaire allowed me
to examine what their attitudes had been three years before. On measures of
psychological well-being, affiliativeness toward the church, and satisfaction
with their fiances, they had not differed from other members at that time.43

When they completed the first questionnaire, these members had indicated
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no dissatisfaction with the church that would have predicted their eventual
flight.44

A second subgroup (9 persons) were considering leaving the church at the
time of the first survey and in contrast had shown significant psychological
distress then. Surprisingly, only one of them actually dropped out in the sub-
sequent three years, and the scores of the rest were not different at follow-
up from those of the other respondents with regard to either psychological
well-being or affiliative feelings toward the membership. Clearly, the desire
to leave can be transient, albeit accompanied by considerable distress.

A third subgroup of respondents (14) indicated at the time of the follow-up
that they were thinking of leaving the church. None of them had expressed
this inclination three years before. These members now had much lower af-
filiative feelings toward the church and diminished psychological well-being
relative to the balance of the group.

In light of these findings, little relationship seems to exist between a mem-
ber's actual dissatisfaction at a random point and the person's eventual de-
parture from the sect. Members who contemplate departure at a given time
are clearly depressed, probably at the thought of severing ties with the church
and reestablishing a new identity. In the end, however, few actually leave.
Apparently, certain relatively acute circumstances lead persons to leave these
groups, ones not necessarily evident a considerable time beforehand. The ex-
pression of a strong inclination to leave is likely measured in weeks, or months
at most, rather than years.

The unreliability in predicting possible dropouts in this population
prompted me to study dropouts who had clearly committed themselves to
leaving. My previous work with Unification Church members offered the
chance to make contact with several people in different parts of the country
who for varying reasons had chosen to leave the sect. Eight former members
agreed to cooperate as a project team for the study, largely out of a desire to
assure that both the public and they themselves get a clear picture of the
consequences of departure. Many felt that everyone who had ever joined the
Moonies was viewed in a stereotypical way, as if permanently altered by the
experience.

This core group gave me lists of all the ex-members whose locations they
knew. Altogether, the project team contacted sixty persons, and all but two
agreed to take part in the study, yielding a sample of sixty-six who lived in
twenty-one different states. All answered a structured questionnaire anony-
mously and sent their responses to me for computer coding. These partici-
pants had left the church after an average of four years and were evenly
divided among men and women. Their average age was twenty-nine, almost
all were white (96%), and half were college graduates.

On the whole, they had adapted well in their respective communities ac-
cording to standard measures of social adjustment. For example, only three
had been married before leaving the church, but most (52%) were married
now, and none was living with parents or relatives. In addition, the large
majority (79%) were either full-time students or engaged in salaried work.
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Only a few members (6%), all of them married women, were not employed at
all. Furthermore, their level of emotional adjustment appeared to be good.
The general well-being scores for this group were no different from those of
the general population.

Nonetheless, the experience of departure was difficult. Over a third of the
respondents (36%) reported that they had experienced "serious emotional
problems" after leaving. An appreciable number (24%) had "sought out pro-
fessional help" for these problems and two had been hospitalized.45

Comparisons could be drawn with the responses of active members to de-
termine what changes had come about in the dropouts' psychological adjust-
ment and views on the church. Although some years had passed since re-
spondents had left the church, they still indicated a surprising degree of
positive feelings toward the members who had not dropped out. Thus, the
majority (62%) still "cared strongly" for "the ten members they knew best," a
figure not so different from the portion (89%) of active members who had
answered the same way in our previous survey. These affiliative feelings were
not necessarily confined to the persons they knew best in the sect, A small
but notable portion of the respondents (20%) indicated that they still "cared
strongly" for "all church members the world over," compared with 38% of
active members who had answered this way.

The religious beliefs that persisted among the dropouts were also similar to
those of active members. Thus, a large portion of ex-members maintained that
they still strongly felt "a close connection with God" (40%), albeit less than
the portion of active members who felt the same way (76%), and almost half
the ex-members (41%) still avowed a strong acceptance of specific church
tenets such as "The kingdom of Heaven can be established on earth if all
other people fulfill God's desire for man."

A large majority of the ex-members agreed either moderately or strongly
that they "got some positive things" out of membership (89%). Yet this sign
of a relatively benign disposition toward the church was balanced by the re-
sponse of a majority (53%) who felt that "current members should leave the
Unification Church."

In examining these findings further, a telling distinction emerged. Differ-
ences in perceptions of the church rested in large part on the way members
had left the group: those who had been coerced expressed a much more neg-
ative view toward the church. To learn more about the role of coercion in
relation to members' attitudes, I arranged to have the project team designate
which respondents had been deprogrammed, based on their knowledge of
each one. Ten of the sixty-six dropouts were identified, and the deprogram-
ming was corroborated by their own reports.46

The deprogrammed former members showed a greater alienation from the
church, scoring lower on loyalty toward the members they knew best and on
their relative acceptance of church creed.47 Significantly, all eight respondents
who later participated in deprogramming other church members had them-
selves been deprogrammed. Thus the process did have a lasting effect in sus-
taining animosity toward the sect.48 This latter finding was most revealing,
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because it showed how influential boundary phenomena are in generating
aggression between a cult and the general society. The battle for a member's
allegiance may come to represent the group's survival to both those inside
and those outside. This applies not only to continuing efforts at deprogram-
ming, but also to the protective response to any assault on the group. We
have seen the profound consequences of this with Jonestown and MOVE.
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THE MILLENNIUM APPROACHES

During the past decade, three cultic movements ended in disaster: the Branch
Davidians, Aum Shinrikyo, and Heaven's Gate. Each received enormous press
coverage and alerted or alarmed the public about the potential for suicide and
murder in charismatic groups. To clarify how such movements can come to
a tragic end, we will consider what led these three groups to their fatal out-
comes, and how the psychology of the charismatic group can nullify the basic
human value of preserving life.

Waco and Antigovernmental Paranoia

In physics, action produces reaction, and this law of nature can apply to
charismatic groups as well. The intensity of feeling in such a group can gen-
erate an equally zealous response of fear and anger among those who see
themselves wronged by them or threatened by their strongly held ideologies.
Even worse, the clash between a cult and police authorities can end in tragedy
and provoke a vengeful reaction by others. This is what happened after a
federal assault on a small cultic group in rural Texas. Two years later, do-
mestic terrorists bombed a government building in an apparent act of revenge,
killing more than eighty adults and children.

An armed confrontation took place outside Waco, Texas, in 1993 between
the federal government and a small cultic offshoot of the Seventh-Day Ad-
ventists. The episode left the credibility of the American justice system in
question for many people and played a role in an even greater tragedy.

The sequence of events began with a raid on the Branch Davidians' com-
pound by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms, acting on evidence
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that the sect members had accumulated a large cache of weaponry. An
exchange of gunfire left four federal agents and six cult members dead. A day
later military vehicles were brought in to surround the complex, and David
Koresh, the group's leader, released ten children. Some members of the group
left the compound and were arrested, and Koresh pledged to surrender after
he received an appropriate "message from God."

After three weeks FBI agents began what they considered to be a psycho-
logical intervention, broadcasting deafening rock music and Tibetan chants
over loudspeakers. Koresh continued to say that he would surrender in re-
sponse to the appropriate divine message. On day fifty-one of the standoff,
the Department of Justice ordered army tanks on the perimeter of the Branch
Davidian properties to break through the compound's walls and fire tear gas
grenades in an attempt to flush out the cult members. Fires soon broke out
all over the compound, apparently set by the Davidians themselves, producing
a firestorm that took the lives of almost all residents of the compound, in-
cluding Koresh.

The Branch Davidians Emerge

How did this cultic group move toward mass suicide? The original Davidians,
established in the 1930s as an offshoot of the Seventh-Day Adventist Church,
were led by a zealot named Victor Houteff, who believed that the return of
Christ was imminent. From the outset, the group's social organization was
distinguished from that of other religious sects as their charismatic founder
moved a core group of members to an isolated communal setting outside
Waco. This isolation provided fertile soil for a pattern of leadership set by the
will and idiosyncrasies of a single individual. After the leader's death in 1995,
his mantle was passed on to his widow, Florence, who proclaimed a date for
the arrival of the Kingdom of God and encouraged adherents of the Davidians
around the country to give up their possessions and join her in Waco. Like
so many prophesies that fail, hers led to a dispersion of some of the group's
adherents, while a core group remained and redoubled their commitment.
The control over this group of about fifty, now called Branch Davidians, later
passed on to a new leader, Ben Roden, who was succeeded on his death by
his widow. On the heels of this series of successions, Vernon Howell, a
twenty-eight-year-old who had proselytized for the Davidians, arrived at the
Waco compound from California with an entourage of followers.

Howell was born out of wedlock into a Seventh-Day Adventist family. He
was religious in his youth, and devoted much time to his church and to solitary
prayer. Although he suffered from a learning disability and dropped out of
high school, he had skills that would later serve to establish him as a leader
of people. He could readily commit passages of the Bible to memory and string
them together to make a point. He had enough talent for playing the guitar
and singing to engage an audience, and he could seduce and manipulate
women with remarkable facility. These skills came into play when he moved
to southern California in his late teens, joined the Branch Davidian move-
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ment, and brought together a circle of female converts. He had regular sexual
relations with members of this small circle, and even married one fourteen-
year-old among them.1

In the Waco compound, Howell focused his attention on Roden's elderly
widow and succeeded in seducing her and assuming the reins of power. Her
son, who had hoped to rise to lead the group, was no match for Howell's wiles
and began carrying a gun. Howell, however, later effectively ceded control of
the group to the Rodens' son. He decided to act on the revelation that he was
an agent of God who would bring on the Armageddon in a confrontation with
nonbelievers, and then establish the New Jerusalem. He left for Israel, but to
his disappointment met with no success there.

Howell then returned to Texas and reconfigured his prophesy. He changed
his name to David, representing himself as head of the biblical house of David
and to Koresh, for Cyrus, who had allowed the Babylonian Jews to return to
Jerusalem. He assembled a group of disaffected Davidians, told them to buy
guns, and led a guerrilla-like attack to retake the Branch Davidian Waco
compound, a siege that ended in an exchange of gunfire. As a result of the
assault, he and seven members of the sect were indicted on charges of at-
tempted murder, but their trial ended in a hung jury. Now the possibility of
an armed assault on the group was prominent in Koresh's thinking, feeding
his paranoia and leading him to stockpile more armaments.

Koresh's remarkable control over the sect and his grandiosity were evident
as he formed the compound's women into a harem and breeding ground for
his next generation. He was reported to have designated nineteen women as
his wives, one of them a mere ten years of age.2 Each wore a Star of David,
a sign that they had been chosen by him. The women concealed the common
paternity of their children from local authorities by not providing a name for
the birth father on their birth certificates.

These events may well be viewed as an aberration of individual behavior,
but we need to look at them from the perspective of how forces in a social
system can shape and distort behavior in groups—from the perspective of the
charismatic group. A key issue is the role of the group's operative philosophy
and beliefs. In shaping his group's ideology, Koresh drew on both the mille-
narian vision of the Adventists and the long-standing American reverence for
bearing arms. He also used the idea of direct communication with God to
serve his purposes. When his compound was ultimately surrounded by federal
agents, he presented them with a "letter from God" signed "Yahweh Koresh"
that said, "I am your God and you will bow under my feet."3 By the time this
was written, close to the end of the standoff, Koresh had likely slipped into
a more gravely pathologic state, as his messianic view of the group clearly
reflected his own delusional grandiosity.

To assure its integrity as a social system, a charismatic group has to main-
tain control over its physical and psychological boundaries. Such control is
needed to protect the group's ideologic base, to retain its members, and to
ward off outside incursions. This aspect of the sect's operation contributed to
the siege mentality promoted by Koresh, his need to acquire armaments, and
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the construction of a fortress-like residence for the sect's members. It also
allowed him to assert an increasing degree of control over the behavior of the
group's members. Attempts by federal agents to undermine the group's bound-
aries by intruding on the compound with loud musical broadcasts only bol-
stered the intensity of the members' reactive commitment to self-defense.

Koresh's role also illustrates the remarkable degree of behavioral control
seen in cultic groups, as reflected in the monitoring function of such a system.
As we have seen, compliance with the leader's expectations is promoted by a
series of operant reinforcements that produce a relief in depression and anx-
iety to the degree that a believer accepts the group's creed and its rules of
behavior. By virtue of this relief effect, a member's mood becomes dependent
on the degree of his or her commitment in the group. This emotional de-
pendence on the group and its beliefs left the Branch Davidian sect members
fully responsive to Koresh's demands. It provided the basis for his ability to
make many of the sect's women his sexual partners, who would bear him
children, while the sexual behavior of other members of the cult was tightly
regulated. Individuals and couples who could not comply with such demands
had already left the group by the time the confrontation with federal author-
ities had begun, and in the remaining distillate of the most committed mem-
bers there was little likelihood of anyone voicing dissent over Koresh's views.
His control and the associated collapse of conventional social norms were
further illustrated by his abuse of children. He often beat young boys and
engaged young girls in sexual activity.

At the same time, Koresh became increasingly unstable as the adulation of
his followers promoted his grandiosity. His loss of consensual moral standards
led to a collapse of the perspective that might have made him exercise com-
mon sense and respect for human life. The group came to be governed by his
unfettered baser instincts.

The leader of the Davidians now needed to avoid the intrusion of an outside
perspective at any cost in order to avoid a disruption of his absolute control.
This goal came to predominate even over an instinctive inclination to protect
his own life and the lives of his followers. In the case of religious martyrdom,
the need to protect a group's ideology can lead to the demise of its members
on an issue of "principle." Some members of the Waco cult accepted this fate
willingly. Indeed, one member had to be restrained by authorities when she
tried to run back into the compound as it was burning to the ground. Others
were trapped in the conflagration and could not have escaped.

Koresh and the Branch Davidians embarked on a course that led to self-
destruction, but the federal government also contributed to the tragic ending
of the cult. After the initial raid by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and
Firearms resulted in the death of federal agents, the Department of Justice
brought in heavy armaments to ensure that federal firepower would be un-
questionably superior if a second raid was needed. As the standoff wore on,
hostage negotiators had no backup team, although they were on full alert
throughout the protracted and fruitless negotiations. They were operating un-

00000000000000000000000000000000000000000



THE MILLENNIUM APPROACHES 171

der intense media attention and were increasingly fatigued and angered. A
mood of confrontation emerged among the agents involved, as seen in the
words of the assistant director of the FBI Criminal Division, who said angrily
of the Davidians that they "had thumbed their noses at law enforcement."4

There was no ambiguity about how law-enforcement officials viewed the
Branch Davidian survivors. After their trial in federal court, five received forty-
year prison sentences, and three others got five to twenty years plus fines. As
a harbinger of the misdirected revenge that would follow these events, a visitor
in the courtroom called out, "Give me liberty or give me death"5 while the
defendants were led away.

Federal authorities learned a lesson from the loss of life in Waco, and from
the paranoia it generated in many right-wing groups fearing a similar assault.
The tactic of waiting and watching without provoking a group's need to pro-
tect its boundary, and without adding to the paranoia of a group's leader, has
been adopted as a wiser policy for dealing with such confrontations.

Right-Wing Militias, Armaments, and Oklahoma City

In 1995, Timothy McVeigh, an alienated army veteran on a mission of ven-
geance against the government, drove a truck filled with homemade explosives
up to a federal office building in Oklahoma City. He left it to be detonated
by a time-delayed device, committing the worst terrorist attack in the nation's
history, with a death toll of 168. This tragedy sheds light on society's response
to the Davidian cult itself and the reaction of cult-like right-wing militias to
governmental intervention.

McVeigh had been intrigued by weaponry for many years. He worked as a
guard in an armored car after high school, and his co-workers recalled that
he owned a variety of firearms. He was not a stable person. At one point while
in the service he claimed that the Army had planted a computer chip in his
buttocks.6 Later, while living in Arizona, he frequented a shooting range, and
as another patron there recalled, he would fire hundreds of rounds at random
targets: "He pretty much went crazy, emptying on anything—trees, rocks,
anything there."7

McVeigh traveled to Waco in April 1993, at the time of the Branch Davi-
dian standoff, and was said to be angry at what he saw. He later attended
meetings of the Michigan Militia, a militant antigovernment group whose
members spoke of taking action against the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and
Firearms and the FBI in response to the Waco siege. The cultic separatist
subculture of the militia was central to McVeigh's violent course of action.
Members of such "militias" espoused a paranoid view of the federal govern-
ment, as well as anti-Semitic and anti-black attitudes. Among these groups
were The Order, which operated in the Pacific Northwest and whose leader
was killed in a shoot-out with government agents in 1984. The Covenant, the
Sword, and the Arm of the Lord was another such group. One of its members
was sentenced to death and executed in Arkansas for the murder of a Jewish
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businessman and a black police officer; McVeigh's bombing in Oklahoma City
took place on the same day that member's execution was scheduled, and two
years to the day after the Waco conflagration.

Means to the Wrong Ends

Charismatic groups may have strange ideologies, but it is the means they adopt
to achieve their ends that are most likely to determine their actual impact.
For the Unification Church, a zealous recruitment technique was the vehicle
for bolstering the validity of its message; a furor among parents followed. For
the small, politically motivated group MOVE, it was the broadcasting of its
propaganda on loudspeakers onto the streets of Philadelphia; the police were
called in. The means of carrying forward a movement's mission typically
heightens its conflict with the broader society, often leading to an overt clash.
Moon was investigated, and eventually indicted and jailed; MOVE members
were attacked in force by the police after they refused to relent in their noise-
making.

As events that led up to the tragedy in Oklahoma City unfolded, weaponry
was the means used by both the Davidians and the militias of the right. But
this is a sanctioned part of American culture, which supports the use of guns
for self-protection. Firepower was the option chosen by Koresh to retake his
group in a guerrilla attack early on, by the ATF to investigate stockpiles of
weapons, by the FBI to "protect" children allegedly subjected to sexual abuse,
by the right-wing militias to save their land from minorities, and finally by
Timothy McVeigh, deluded into an act of senseless retribution. In each of the
steps in this sequence of events, the acceptance of weaponry as a valid means
of action raised the level of danger.

Aum Shinrikyo

The attack was well-orchestrated, to say the least. During a morning rush
hour in March 1995, two five-man teams converged on the Kasumigaseki
station, the hub of Tokyo's underground transit system, and a short walk from
the Japanese Parliament. They carried plastic bags of sarin, a liquefied poison
gas, along with their umbrellas. Already protected by antidotes to the poison,
they punctured the bags with the umbrellas, releasing vapors from the liq-
uefied gas, and fled quickly. Sarin, which was developed in Nazi Germany,
attacks the central nervous system and is deadly in the smallest quantities. In
this case, the attack killed twelve subway riders, and many others were tem-
porarily blinded and collapsed on sidewalks as they tried to run for safety.

Aum Shinrikyo was a religious sect that claimed to have 10,000 members
in Japan and 20,000 abroad, mostly in Russia. It had been previously sus-
pected of wrongdoing by the Japanese police, and was now presumed to be
responsible for the subway poisonings. After the subway attack, more than
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2,500 officers raided Aum's various offices, while hundreds of Aum priests
continued to meditate and pray at its headquarters. The public's anxiety was
only heightened when statements of the group's leader, Shoko Asahara, were
beamed to Japan by radio from Vladivostok and Sakhalin in Russia, statements
such as "Let us face death without regret."

At the cult's main compound in Kamikuishiki, a small farming village in
the shadow of Mount Fuji, riot policemen entered warehouses carrying caged
canaries, a means of alerting them to the presence of toxic fumes. They found
some five hundred metal drums containing deadly poisons like sodium cya-
nide. The discovery of huge stocks of the chemicals used to make sarin was
particularly startling, because even minute quantities of the poison are ex-
traordinarily lethal.

An investigation by Japanese authorities revealed that Aum's leadership had
managed to acquire or build a vast, diversified arsenal, including computer-
controlled laboratories and remote-controlled machinery for sealing plastic
pouches. They had recruited large numbers of university science graduates,
who were conducting research into botulism and other biological weapons.
The police seized raw materials that could have been used to cultivate viruses.
Aum operated three companies of its own to buy chemicals, and in Moscow,
where the group claimed a considerable following, there were reports of mem-
bers having met with Soviet nuclear specialists, indicating Aum's interest in
acquiring nuclear weapons. There was also evidence that the group had pur-
chased a large Russian military helicopter and had priced Russian tanks, sub-
marines, and military aircraft.

Previous investigations into Aum had been hampered by strictures in Japan
on the conduct of police work that had been established in response to the
country's experience before World War II, when police were able to detain
and even torture suspects and crush religious expression.8 Unlike their coun-
terparts in the United States, Japanese authorities were not allowed to infil-
trate suspicious organizations, conduct wiretaps, or even plea-bargain in any
formal way. Although Aum was immediately suspected of perpetrating the
poisonings, arrests of members of the group were made only on minor charges
like trespassing and traffic violations during the initial stages of a protracted
investigation.

Limitations on police action were all the more significant in light of events
that preceded the Tokyo attack and that should have led authorities to act.
Matsumoto is a modest town known for its large wooden temple. It has little
in common with Tokyo, but six months before the Tokyo attack, sarin from
an unknown source wafted through a residential neighborhood of the town,
killing seven people and sending forty-four to local hospitals. The police
dropped their investigation into this event before a conclusion was reached
but later found that Aum was the culprit.

In 1989, agents of Aum had murdered lawyer Tsutsumi Sakamoto, along
with his wife and infant son. Sakamoto had represented families of cult mem-
bers who were trying to get their relatives back from Aum Shinrikyo, and had
appeared on television to present his case shortly before. Police found the
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bodies only when they undertook a search after the Tokyo attack six years
later. Cult members testified that the victims had been injected with a drug,
struck with a hammer, and then strangled.

Aum leaders had even considered releasing nerve gas in the United States,
a country thought by Asahara to be inimical to his group.9 Dr. Ikuo Hayashi,
who had served as medical director of Aum, said that attacks were planned
for June 1994 but were suspended. The intelligence director of the group had
instructed him to go to the United States to pick up a package of sarin that
was to arrive in a shipment of ornaments. Hayashi, by the way, a respected
cardiologist who had worked in an American hospital before joining the cult,
is illustrative of the talent that was inducted into the group.

Asahara as a Cult Leader

In his pamphlets, Shoko Asahara urged people to join his program of "Death
and Rebirth," pointing out that "as we move toward the year 2000 there will
be a series of events of inexpressible ferocity and terror"; that "Japan has been
unjustly deprived of the concept of death and life after death"; and that he
would teach people about both.10 Japanese newspapers estimated that Asa-
hara's chemical stockpile could have created enough nerve gas to kill between
4.2 and 10 million people.

However, Asahara was described by followers as an intelligent, soft-spoken
married man with six children. He had a long beard, a beatific smile, and
wore oriental robes. He was the sixth of seven children born to a maker of
tatami mats in a small Japanese village. One of his older brothers was almost
completely blind and had to attend a school for children with limited vision.
Shoko's parents decided to enroll him there as well, as his vision was also
limited, but because his sight was better than that of the other students he
became a leader among them. He later experienced a string of failures during
his school years, including unsuccessful runs for student body president in
elementary, junior high, and senior high schools. After failing his college en-
trance exams, he moved to a Tokyo suburb to work as an acupuncturist.

In the early 1980s, Asahara opened a shop selling concocted Chinese med-
icines and was arrested and fined for marketing drugs of unproven effective-
ness. He later launched a company called "Aum," which ran a yoga school
and operated health-related activities. He traveled to Nepal and India and
came back with photographs of himself with senior Tibetan lamas, even the
Dalai Lama. He promoted his school with some success, using these pictures
to present himself as an internationally respected religious leader.

By 1987, Asahara had acquired a small following and had founded Aum
Shinrikyo as a religious sect. It was a time when a number of similar Buddhist-
or Shinto-oriented sects were emerging in Japan and attracting young people
who were disenchanted with the country's materialist orientation. Aum ap-
peared to offer a clear alternative. As though to prove its special power, it
promised its members the ability to levitate, and would present recruits with
photographs of Asahara poised inches above the ground in a yogic position.
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It also provided recruits with headgear containing batteries and electrodes
designed to align their brain waves with those of their leader. Asahara had a
knack for recruitment, and Aum began to attract many bright, discontented
university students, particularly those trained in the sciences. As his sect grew
richer, he developed a paunch and began to drive around in a Rolls-Royce.

The group's tactics for securing members reflected many of the worst as-
pects of other cultic groups. These included alterations in consciousness and
sensation, as the recruits were sometimes starved and given psychotomimetic
drugs. In one account given after the sarin attack, a woman described how
she and her daughter were locked inside a dark, windowless room shortly after
joining the sect and were forced to watch a continuously running tape of
Asahara. Furthermore, when police raided the cult's training compound in
Kamikuishiki shortly after the subway attack, they found fifty people in an
advanced state of malnutrition and dehydration, some barely conscious; re-
markably, they eschewed the medical attention offered them.

Intense cohesiveness, bolstered by physical isolation, was also a vehicle for
sustaining members' involvement. Asahara demanded that many of his follow-
ers live in communes, cut off from relatives and family. There was a striking
inconsistency between the activities of Aum's leadership and the Buddhist-
derived philosophy maintained by the large majority of its members. Most
members knew nothing about the criminal activities of the group's leaders, a
fact that reflects the profound discrepancy between the means employed by
the core leadership and the pacific attitudes shown by members.

As is typical of many charismatic sects, recruits were often told to sign over
their property to the group, and Aum went so far as to murder one person
who opposed the expropriation. The relative of a recruit was kidnapped in the
street after protesting that his sister had been required to give away all her
assets, and later, police unearthed evidence that the man had been murdered
by Aum members.

Surprisingly, the Tokyo disaster made only a modest impression on most
members of the cult. A few weeks after the event, one graduate student re-
ported that he was urged by his family and friends to leave the group. He
insisted on staying, and said, "I've got to do this, and that's all I can say. I'm
sorry, Mom. Sorry, Dad. . . . If I were head of the public security commission
in Japan, and if I were thinking of what group is the most dangerous for the
present social system in Japan, it would be Aum . . . because Aum has such
incredible potential for the future."" A disaffiliated member, questioned about
his experience in the group, had eaten only root vegetables that were often
rotten and caused diarrhea. Nonetheless, he said that even after leaving Aum,
he often found himself singing Aum songs and recalling his experience with
the group fondly.

Fumihiro Joyu, a thirty-two-year-old spokesman for Aum, was something of
a media star in Japan and an idol of many teenage girls and young women.
As a monk in the movement, Joyu said that he shunned wine, women, and
sex. Even after the Tokyo attack, he attracted a bevy of young girls in front
of the sect's headquarters waiting to see him emerge. Some of them were
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college students belonging to a Joyu fan club. He continued to deny the cult's
responsibility for the gas attack months after the event.

The sustained commitment of members, as exemplified by the graduate
student and the group's spokesman, flew in the face of reality and reflected
a need to retain fidelity to a failed movement even when it was proven un-
worthy. This is very much what Festinger found among members of a dooms-
day cult. Who remained committed even after their leader's prediction of the
world's end came to nought; many simply rationalized this failure and retained
their fidelity to the movement.12 Similarly, Moonies who dropped out of the
Unification Church often sustained an affection and commitment to the
movement; they could not fully relinquish their intense belief in the sect and
their emotional attachment to its members.

Heaven's Gate

In March 1997, police in Rancho Santa Fe, California, found thirty-nine bod-
ies neatly laid out in bunk beds in a rented mansion. All had died by drinking
a mixture of vodka and barbiturates in anticipation of leaving their physical
bodies, their "earthly vessels," in order to ascend to a heavenly destination.
This event brought an end to the Heaven's Gate cult and its leader, Marshall
Applewhite.

During the previous year, the group had been operating a computer busi-
ness for clients in the San Diego area but had accepted the appearance of
the Hale-Bopp comet as a sign that the time for their ascent to heaven had
come. They were not alone in attaching cosmic significance to that astronom-
ical event; the comet was said by some outside the cult, and was touted on
the Internet as well, to trail a spaceship in its wake. As this story of the cult
emerged, the public was once again startled to see how deranged leaders could
bring their followers to an unthinkable end. The intense nature of commit-
ment within this group was further underlined by the suicide six weeks later
of two men who had previously left the group. They killed themselves in the
same way, wearing the black Nike sneakers and purple shrouds similar to
those that had been worn by the other thirty-nine, and left notes behind that
they were going to join their deceased compatriots.

Marshall "Bo" Applewhite was the surviving member of a pair of cult leaders
who had begun to attract a following twenty-four years before. The son of a
Presbyterian minister, he had been an opera singer of some talent, a choir-
master, and a successful voice teacher at a college in Houston, Texas. By the
early 1970s, he was apparently having emotional problems. His father had
recently died, he had left his teaching position, and he was deeply in debt.
Around this time he began looking into the teachings of mystics and reading
science fiction. He came to believe that UFOs were objects that had been
mistaken for angels.

Applewhite met Bonnie Lou Nettles, a nurse who believed that souls of the
dead could be called up through mediums, and that flying saucers made visits
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to the earth. She did an astrologic reading of him and found that their stars
were in alignment. The two decided that they were destined to fulfill a su-
pernatural mission and took to the road; Nettles's husband was left behind
with three young children. The two found little support for their ideas,
though, and alienated even their one would-be follower, overspending on her
credit card. When confronted by the police, Applewhite was driving a car he
had rented long before and had left unpaid. He was arrested for auto theft
and ended up in jail for six months. While there, he became convinced that
people, like caterpillars, must go through a preparatory stage for the "next
level." He came to understand that he and Nettles would be killed, only to
be resurrected in a "cloud of light," one that "humans refer to as a UFO."13

When reunited, the pair embarked on a decade-long attempt to recruit
people to their perspective on the afterlife. Perhaps a few hundred people
passed through their group during this period. Most left quickly, but a few
dozen remained.

The pair struggled with uncertainties over what to do with the followers
who stayed with them and how to maintain the idea of a UFO that would
take them to the afterlife. For a time, they all slept in tents in the Rocky
Mountains during warm months and in Texas in cold weather. "The two," as
Applewhite and Nettles called themselves, dispatched followers on road trips
cloaked in secrecy, in the hope of recruiting more members to their cause,
but these efforts met with limited success. They appointed teams of adherents
to work as stargazers and watch for the arrival of a spaceship that would fulfill
their prophecy. There were some false alarms of anticipated arrivals based on
Nettles's telepathic predictions, but she made explanations for them. While
the members lived indoors sometimes, they rarely stayed in one place for more
than six months. Some would get jobs to help support the group. Work was
generally done under assumed names; members concealed their identities by
producing fictional job applications and by driving without licenses. These
acts of concealment were dictated by the paranoia and seclusiveness gener-
ated by their leader's fear of external assault.

Regimentation was severe, and the group's activities were spelled out in a
detailed "Procedures Book." Daily functions, from the ingredients of the
dishes members cooked to their patterns of sleep, were prescribed to the finest
detail. They shared clothing, even underwear. They maintained bizarre diets,
including drinks of water, lemon juice, maple syrup, and cayenne pepper.
Enemas were sometimes used for purification. But despite all these oddities,
members presented themselves in a congenial and bland manner to the out-
side world. Many were involved in computer consulting and Web site con-
struction toward the end, and were remembered by their clients as well-
behaved and quite likable. As with so many other cults, a deceptively
unremarkable facade was maintained to avoid the intrusion of outsiders.

Since the "next level" was a place without sex, celibacy had to be strictly
enforced, and sleeping arrangements were made accordingly. For example,
gay men slept in rooms with women. Sexual thoughts were also prohibited,
and lengthy confessions couched in euphemisms were expected from adher-
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ents when carnal thoughts arose. Some members of the group fell prey to
sexual relationships and marijuana smoking, and they were asked to leave.

The group's sexual practices took another turn after Nettles died of cancer.
Applewhite explained that "her vehicle slipped through the transition . . . to
the next level," and he now remained close to women in the group to stifle
his own homosexual impulses. One male member who was attracted to him
convinced him that castration would solve their problems. After an unsuc-
cessful attempt handled crudely in Mexico, Applewhite and seven others were
surgically castrated by a more competent professional.

In time, Applewhite made clear that he was waiting for a "demonstration"
that the group's ascent to heaven was impending. One possibility was an as-
sault on the group by Christian fundamentalists or by government agents,
which would end in the members' deaths and their journey to heaven, but
this did not take place. Applewhite soon began to discuss suicide and repeat-
edly queried members of the group on their willingness to commit this act,
expecting them to indicate that their reservations were subsiding, which they
did. He needed a sign, however, and the first appearance of the Hale-Bopp
comet provided just that, as the tail of light behind the comet was thought
by many UFO buffs to conceal a spaceship. Now Applewhite led the group
to believe that ascent to this spaceship would allow them to outlast their own
mortality, and he gave them the signal to move ahead on this belief and carry
out their final act.

An Elaborated Folie a Deux

The leadership of Applewhite and Nettles was distinctive in that "The Two,"
as they called themselves, seemed to feed on each other's delusional com-
mitment to a set of outlandish beliefs. Such behavior is also seen in the
psychiatric syndrome of folie a deux, in which one partner draws the other
into a shared system of delusion, be it persecutor^, grandiose, or simply fool-
ishly misguided. Although Nettles's life appeared stable while she was working
as a nurse and living with her husband and children, she apparently persuaded
Applewhite to accept her long-standing claim that she communicated with
the dead and saw flying saucers. Applewhite brought an emotionally needy
state to their emerging folie a deux. It was precipitated by his father's death,
his loss of a job and identity as a college teacher, and his unmanageable
indebtedness. In this respect, he was like many of the unhappy, displaced
people who respond to the appeal of zealous religious sects.

The Two developed their cultic movement because of a need to find ad-
herents to bolster their beliefs; it coalesced around the idea of an ascent to a
material heaven. As with other emerging cultic groups, their shared delusions
were launched with ideas drawn from the common culture. It is significant
that 72% of Americans have been found to believe in angels, 22% in reincar-
nation, and 45% in UFO visits, beliefs not far from those of Applewhite and
Nettles.14 Even so, their elaborated folie a deux did cause recruitment diffi-
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culties, because at times they sounded and acted unreasonable, like a single,
unstable, and deluded person. They had lost their first disciple, a Texas house-
wife, by misusing her financial credit and provoking her husband. Another
woman who hosted a speaking engagement for them in Los Angeles shortly
after Applewhite was released from prison found them entirely unconvincing
because of the bizarre quality of their presentation, but recalled that their
message of ascending to heaven produced a positive response from the au-
dience.15 The message was not unlike the vision of the Rapture, the Christian
concept of a person's transport to God in a material heaven.

With time, each cultic group evolves in a way compatible with its leader's
style of operating. Charles Manson was a gravely unstable man whose psy-
chopathology was fueled by psychotomimetic drugs, and he attracted only a
small group of followers. The gurus Maharaj Ji and Shri Rajneesh were elo-
quent and shrewd, and they were able to draw together a large following by
virtue of their charisma. Reverend Moon was a capable organizer and busi-
nessman, and he established a structured group that was highly successful in
recruiting and retaining members. Applewhite and Nettles, with their limited
charisma and penchant for nomadic movement, had only a modest ability to
recruit and organize. With persistence, however, they picked up a few inter-
ested parties at each of their presentations. Eventually, they acquired a coterie
of a few dozen adherents whom they actively manipulated.

The two developed the structure of a viable charismatic group, in that they
sustained the system functions we have attributed to these movements. They
adopted the function of transformation, converting raw material from the com-
mon culture—such as belief in a material heaven and UFO ideas—into a
belief in ascent to a celestial site. They monitored the group's internal activ-
ities by exercising tight control over members' daily routines; they required
members of the group to report sexual thoughts, enforced in elaborate con-
fessionals. Boundary control, protection of the group's perimeter from outside
intrusion, was practiced by means of secretiveness, as in falsified job appli-
cations and concealment of their identities in other official documents. Over-
all, "Bo" and "Peep," as they came to call themselves, succeeded in developing
a fairly well-structured charismatic group, one whose operation allowed them
to manipulate their adherents and prepare them for a flagrantly irrational final
act.

Suicide, Murder, and Immolation

Suicide, murder, and immolation: any one would be a terrible outcome for a
single individual's life, but they are even worse when they involve members
of a large group. The three cults discussed in this chapter carried no con-
structive message, no theme of martyrdom our culture could recognize. For
a better understanding of the dynamics of these groups, consider the following
circumstances:
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ISOLATION

A group can remove or distance itself from the values of our common culture,
even the importance of preserving life. This can take the form of geographic
isolation, as when Jim Jones moved the Peoples Temple to the interior of
Guyana, or when David Koresh sealed off the complex in rural Texas. Shoko
Asahara established an isolated compound in rural Japan; he also maintained
a gulf in communication between his inner circle and his widely dispersed
adherents, and assured a chasm across which communications would not
easily pass. A group can become isolated when it becomes nomadic, when
ties with outsiders are continually severed by repeated moves; this took place
with Heaven's Gate during its many resettlements across the western United
States. MOVE, in Philadelphia, effectively walled itself off in a row house by
blasting its propaganda over loudspeakers into the surrounding neighborhood
and allowing no messages to come back.

To stabilize its identity and to sustain its members' zeal, a charismatic group
needs to transform ideas and human energy into material of its own making.
It needs to convert recruits to its ideas, to shape new behaviors in them, or
to color their feelings and thoughts with its own ethos. But isolation has a
characteristic effect on this systemic function: When outsiders' presence or
ideas are lacking because the group has severed its ties with the general so-
ciety, the system's transformation function turns in on itself. This sharpens
the members' focus on the group's idiosyncratic ethos and ideas, which is no
longer tempered by contact with the social norms and realities of the sur-
rounding culture. The group culture becomes increasingly removed from an
externally validated reality and intensifies its commitment to its own idiosyn-
cratic philosophy.

PARANOIA AND GRANDIOSITY

An isolated cultic group provides fertile soil for the emergence of paranoia
and grandiosity in its leader, and will aggravate these traits in the leader who
already sees himself as espousing a philosophy of absolute truth. Koresh could
cite the Scriptures to his own purpose, since he was accepted by a group that
believed him to be speaking the word of the Lord. In reflex fashion, this
strengthened his sense of divine connection. When Applewhite got his follow-
ers to undergo castration, could he not feel that he had unlimited influence?

Grandiosity generates paranoia. A person who needs to sustain full control
over his flock will inevitably begin to suspect others of trying to take it away.
He fears that the government—the FBI in the case of Waco, Congressman
Ryan in Guyana, the police in the case of MOVE—or even parties inside his
own sect will envy his powers and try to obstruct his mission. This sets up a
siege mentality and leaves the leader awaiting the moment of assault. Jones
had his followers practice suicide drills because he preferred to see them dead
rather than taken from him by an outside force. Applewhite spoke of an Ar-
mageddon brought on by governmental assault. McVeigh and the right-wing
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militias interpreted Waco and the separatist standoffs with federal agents as
evidence that the government was ready to launch homicidal attacks on them.

The interweaving of grandiosity and paranoia sets the stage for thinking
that a fight to the death, or mass suicide, or martyrdom following a confron-
tation with the government is legitimate. Who knows? If the cause is so true,
the mission so absolute (whatever outsiders may think of it), the group might
win out in the end. The group would emerge as a vanquishing party (Aum),
as martyrs (MOVE), as denizens of the heavens (Applewhite), or perhaps just
free of the enemy's intrusion (Jones).

ABSOLUTE DOMINION

Isolation, grandiosity, and paranoia all set the stage for a leader to establish
absolute dominion over his followers. This can be achieved through the in-
tensification of the system's monitoring of members' behavior-—that is, obser-
vation and regulation of members to ensure that the group's tasks are carried
out as the leader's control continues. Applewhite and Nettles prepared a de-
tailed "Procedures Book" specifying each aspect of their adherents' daily ac-
tivities, from their mode of dress to the particulars of food preparation. Ko-
resh, like other cultic leaders, from John Humphrey Noyes of the Oneida
Community in the nineteenth century to Reverend Moon more recently, de-
cided which of his followers would become sexual partners. He had several
women bear his children, thereby seeding his group with progeny of his own;
he maintained control over the group's armaments as well.

Certain circumstances can serve to moderate the concentration of power
in one person's hands, and protect against the juggernaut of his or her unlim-
ited control. A group may have an administrative structure that constrains the
idiosyncratic and destructive use of authority by its leader, as did the Unifi-
cation Church. A leader may be hampered by being absorbed in his own
mental world; many Hindu-oriented cultic leaders, like Maharishi Mahesh
Yogi, followed their own meditative path. Some leaders, like the Guru Maharaj
Ji, may simply come to appreciate the benefits of affluence and family life,
tiring of the various means they have used to exert control over their following.
But others establish increasingly centripetal controls over their adherents'
mental and physical resources, and are seduced by their own ability to ma-
nipulate the minds and bodies of their flock.

THE GOVERNMENT'S MISMANAGEMENT
A society that respects religious freedoms will not exercise control over indi-
viduals' beliefs, even if they make little sense to the broader public. It should,
however, apply its legal code to each of its citizens in a clear and equitable
manner, and in the case of charismatic groups, this is particularly important.
The laws of taxation, contract, firearms control, and protection of individuals'
bodies and property are all vital to preserving the balance between the idio-
syncratic behavior of cultic groups and the obligations of individuals to respect
the legal rights of others. Reverend Moon was indicted and later convicted
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for nonpayment of taxes on his personal income. His subsequent imprison-
ment for eleven months was determined by a fair application of federal law,
as implemented by the American jury system. This served as a clear message
to his church and to other groups as well that the tenets of religious freedom
cannot be used to shield its practitioners from the requirement to abide by
the law. The fact that many mainstream religious leaders protested Moon's
indictment does not mean that it represented a compromise of our judicial
system. Instead, their concerns reflected an atmosphere of healthy debate over
the boundaries of religious activity in an open society. Was Moon indicted to
set an example? Perhaps. But many of the actions taken by the Internal Rev-
enue Service are also designed to use public example for making clear the
importance of compliance with the law.

The law apparently was applied differently in an investigation into the tax-
ation practices of the religion (legally so designated) of Scientology. This well-
organized group gathered large sums of money from its members by "auditing"
them, applying a sequence of drills for mental purification, and charging a
great deal for this practice. The Scientologists were pursued and investigated
by the Internal Revenue Service for tax evasion from 1967 through 1991,
after which the investigations were apparently called to a halt. A New York
Times report six years later16 revealed that Scientology negotiators were ap-
parently able to compromise the IRS by threatening to reveal inappropriate
activities of some IRS agents. The investigation was dropped as a result.

When a society ignores illegalities among a cult's members, it may suffer
the consequences. In the case of Aum, the Japanese police were apparently
fettered by a variety of historical constraints that kept them from actively
pursuing the group for flagrantly illegal actions carried out by that group. And
a society can also overreact. In the case of Koresh and the Branch Davidians,
armed assault, later acknowledged to have been misguided, left the impression
of a federal government guilty of the needless killing of its citizens. This be-
came the focus of rage for certain armed fringe groups, and later helped
precipitate disaster.

Religious freedom must be respected when the government intervenes, but
certain options should be pursued in order to protect a free society from
abusive charismatic groups:

Legal Action. Laws relevant to a group's illicit activities must be applied
early on, as soon as violations by cult leaders and their followers become clear,
as in the areas of physical abuse, firearms regulation, and taxation.

Intelligence Coordination. Although we do not want to see the federal gov-
ernment violating established procedures for surveillance, it is quite appro-
priate for it to coordinate the gathering of information on movements that
are suspected of violating the law. This applies to splinter ideologic groups
that may be engaged in crimes just as it does to criminal groups organized for
monetary gain.

Education. We live in a time when techniques of manipulating group psy-
chology have been developed into workable procedures for engaging the un-
suspecting, when sects can move across great distances and effectively dis-
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guise their harmful activities, when young people and adults are increasingly
removed from the guidance of family and traditional religion. Therefore, it is
important that the public be educated to understand how they can be drawn
into movements whose covert agendas they may not understand. This respon-
sibility falls on the schools as well as the media.

THE IDEOLOGIC THEME OF DEATH

Death and murder are themes that may lie buried in the unconscious mind
or just below the surface of polite behavior. A handshake can disguise mur-
derous intent; disappointments can arouse secret thoughts of suicide. Psy-
chosis can bring such impulses to the fore, but so can the deranged thinking
that is often evident in charismatic sects. A grandiose mission can be under-
stood to justify murder if it is perceived as means to a sanctioned end, and
suicide can be seen as the portal of salvation.

A natural death leading to spiritual redemption is a venerable theme in
religions around the world, from the eventual achievement of nirvana in the
Buddhist tradition to the reunion in heaven of Christians with past genera-
tions. Religious zeal can hasten this process through an earlier demise,
through martyrdom, or through Christian rapture. In the silliest form, heav-
enly ascent can be seen as a real and immediate option for members of a
group when UFOs are thought to ply the heavens and a body can be recon-
stituted by signaling "Beam me up, Scotty." Sadly, Applewhite and his follow-
ers took the notion of access to a spaceship hidden in the tail of the Hale-
Bopp comet all too literally.

Death may result from a group's implementing boundary control to excess,
as with Aum's proclivity for murder as a means of dealing with dissidents and
adverse publicity. Boundary control may also lead to death in response to the
clear threat of outside intervention. Koresh and his adherents precipitated
their deaths by conflagration. Jones told his flock to "take the potion . . . be-
cause we are not committing suicide—it is a revolutionary act."17 Are these
options entirely alien to a civilization that led Jewish martyrs at Masada to
choose death rather than capture by the Roman pagans, and Greek soldiers
to fall on their swords when battles were lost?

THE HERALDED EVENT

These last examples illustrate the role of a triggering event, a spark that ignites
the tinder in groups that carry within their ethos the themes of suicide, killing,
or sanctified death. We know that Applewhite anticipated suicide as a means
of achieving ascent to the heavens; that Jones repeatedly schooled his follow-
ers in the technique of poisoning themselves; that Koresh stockpiled weapons
to fight a battle against outside assault to its very end; and that Asahara was
expecting his group's mass murders to produce some cataclysmic result. The
tinder was there in each case.

The thoughts or emotions that trigger a final course of action often die with
the group or lie behind the silent mask of its captured leader. They are fairly
clear in the case of an outside assault, as with Jones and Koresh, but in the
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case of anticipated redemption, they may be tied up in motives known only
to the deranged leader himself, or in psychological needs beyond his under-
standing. Why did Applewhite decide that Hale-Bopp and not an earlier or a
later celestial event was a signal for his group's suicide? Why did Asahara take
the plunge into mass murder when he did? Was a fear of their own physical
mortality triggered by some experience or insight, or an anticipated loss of
control over the cult structure itself, or perhaps just the fatigue of bearing
absolute power for too long?



IV

SPIRITUAL RECOVERY AND
ALTERNATIVE MEDICINE

If the disenchanted, the displaced, and the unhappy are drawn to charismatic
groups, so may those suffering from actual illness. People who are sick want
to know that they can recover and that death or debility can be averted; many
healthy people also struggle to escape the fear of death. But modern medicine,
with its strong technologic orientation, often provides little support and re-
assurance, so where do they turn? Alternative medicine, representing a variety
of healing movements outside the medical mainstream, is a common choice.

Some alternative-medicine movements have a spiritual or ideologic orien-
tation and are not taught or practiced in our major teaching hospitals. The
beliefs they embody are embedded in an emotionally supportive structure that
lends meaning to illness and recovery. They are like charismatic groups in
that they operate from a base of spiritual (or pseudoscientific) ideology, and
may be fueled by the alterations in consciousness and sensation associated
with pain, suffering, or addictive drugs. But the beliefs they espouse encom-
pass the lives of their followers less than do those of the charismatic cults.
They may target a limited group of people who suffer from a particular illness
or provide a more generic philosophy for ensuring good health. They are usu-
ally called "alternative" therapies, but for those who accept them, they are
often the alternative, the hope they need.

Some of these spiritual recovery movements are meditative, others rely on
herbal cures, and still others advocate self-realization. These movements re-
veal how our society struggles to deal with the less rational needs of its mem-
bers for succor and certitude in an era when scientific medicine cannot ad-
dress all the emotional needs of those who are ill. For this reason, it is
important to understand their interface with contemporary empirical medi-
cine: how they may complement conventional care in a positive way, and how
they may sometimes undermine it.
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10
THE NATURE OF

HEALING MOVEMENTS

Finding a Perspective

I considered the study of religious cults an avocation and pursued it along
with my day job as a psychiatrist in the addiction field. While the Moonies
were making headlines with their aggressive recruitment techniques, I was
learning about the remarkable effects of the spiritually oriented group Alco-
holics Anonymous. AA was clearly a zealous and cohesive movement, a char-
ismatic group of sorts, one that worked very well as a worldwide treatment
program for alcoholics. Its success suggested that there might be a benefit in
applying some of the group techniques observed in both AA and in the cults
to mobilize patients in alcoholism clinics so they could accept the idea of
sobriety more fully, and become more effectively committed to their own re-
covery.

Around the time I began to look at cults, I was asked to head a treatment
program for indigent and poorly socialized alcoholic patients at the city hos-
pital affiliated with the Albert Einstein College of Medicine in New York. This
was an opportunity to persuade the more stable outpatients in the clinic to
take an active role in managing the program and in engaging newly admitted
patients. The approach allowed the seemingly "dead-end" patients in our de-
toxification ward to identify better with the goals that their abstinent com-
patriots were espousing. Perhaps they could support each other in their strug-
gle for recovery. This format drew on the same principles of shared ideology
and cohesiveness—and the "in-group" mentality—that energized the members
of the charismatic groups. To justify this innovation on economic grounds,
we operated the program with half the staff of the traditional, professionally
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directed program, and found that it actually yielded results that were as good
as or better than those of conventional care.1

The municipal authorities who governed the hospital were at first con-
cerned that "deficient" patient-run care with "poor staffing" would be foisted
on our clientele, whom they assumed to be helpless in managing their own
affairs, but over time they saw how the approach could be beneficial. A decade
later we took the same approach on a larger scale at Bellevue Hospital and
New York University Medical Center, and it came to be accepted by the city
as a progressive model for care, and was given an award for innovative treat-
ment by the American Psychiatric Association.2

This experience seemed to demonstrate that the principles observed in
spontaneously generated charismatic groups could be modified and applied in
medical settings. Along with colleagues, I later examined the roles of cohe-
siveness and spiritual belief in the recovery patterns of severely addicted phy-
sicians who achieved abstinence while attending AA, and in two other
recovery-oriented programs, one for mental illness (Recovery, Inc.) and the
other an addiction-treatment movement (Rational Recovery).3 Neither Recov-
ery, Inc. nor Rational Recovery was spiritually oriented, but both maintained
an intensive engagement of their members based on ideas adapted from be-
havioral psychology. They generated intense mutual support, corrected atti-
tudes associated with target symptoms, and avoided the circumstances that
can trigger relapse. In this respect one can see the underlying psychological
similarities between these movements and AA. Whether they espoused an
overt spiritual philosophy (AA) or an apparently rationally-grounded one, all
three relied heavily on a deep commitment to the group's philosophy and on
the mutual supportiveness of their members in achieving healing.

Each group also undertook its mission of relieving pathology by using a
cognitive and behavioral framework to get its members to think and act dif-
ferently. That is to say, each group has a characteristic set of ideas for its
members to accept, like avoiding thinking about drinking or about stressful
experiences. This then helps to structure the way members view their lives,
so that they can conform to the recovery-oriented behaviors expected of them
by the group. And the vehicle for implementing this framework is the ideology
and the social engagement engineered by the movement and its leadership.
In this way, these movements parallel the charismatic groups we have studied
so far.

Spiritually oriented alternative medicine movements became popular in the
1980s and '90s. They were directed at a host of different illnesses and they
espoused a variety of remedies. There were many earlier healing groups and
quack cures, but this new wave of movements included meditative approaches
of Asian origin, domestically grown holistic medicine, and self-realization
groups. Like charismatic groups, each was characterized by a shared ideology,
and each generated a pattern of social cohesiveness among its adherents.

The widespread commitment to spirituality in American culture is certainly
clear in surveys of the overall population, where 87% report that religion is
important in their lives.4 This attitude also has parallels among family physi-
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cians, the large majority of whom report that they believe in God.5 In one
study of primary-care physicians, two-thirds said that praying with patients
would be appropriate behavior for physicians, and a relatively small number
of physicians also said they apply Christian prayer directly in medical practice
and clinical research.6 More than half of psychiatrist members of the Chris-
tian Medical and Dental Association said they would prescribe prayer as a
treatment for depressed or alcoholic patients.7

Indeed, the United States and other industrialized countries have witnessed
a growing interest in spiritual and religious matters in recent years, and the
messages of allied healing movements are being disseminated more readily
because of advances in communication technology in our "global village." This
trend received official acknowledgment when the National Institutes of
Health were authorized by the U.S. Congress to establish an Office of Alter-
native Medicine to study these generally unproven techniques, many of over-
seas origin, which were gaining wide acceptance among the general public. I
decided to apply what we had learned from the charismatic groups to these
spiritually oriented recovery movements, since their group psychology often
seemed more potent than the actual practices they prescribed.

Defining the Movements

Although contemporary health researchers set high standards when they eval-
uate new medical treatments, many patients adopt unconventional ap-
proaches to treatment that are not based on evidence from controlled studies.
In fact, one recent national survey revealed that a third of Americans had
turned to therapies outside the medical mainstream in the previous year.8 It
is important that people be aware of the nature of these therapies so that the
medically ill can be assured effective care. The need for this awareness is
highlighted by the fact that the federal government has overseen pharmaceu-
tical preparations since early in this century but has no comparable monitor-
ing of nondrug treatments. This leaves the public without clear standards for
understanding and evaluating recovery movements that are spiritually ori-
ented.

The term spirituality is generally associated with the search for transcendent
meaning in life. It has been distinguished from movements that focus on
physical and psychological problems on the one hand, and from many sec-
tarian religious practices on the other.9 This distinction is also compatible
with the way the term has been used in various professional health settings,
like primary medical care, gerontology, and pain management.10 We can thus
define spiritual recovery movements in the following manner: (a) they claim to
provide relief from disease, (fo) they operate outside the channels of estab-
lished empirical medicine, and (c) they ascribe their effectiveness to meta-
physical or nonmaterial powers. Nowadays, in industrialized countries, they
may be subsumed under what we call "alternative medicine."

The appeal of these movements derives partly from the fact that most con-
temporary physicians depend increasingly on medical technology and have
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little time or inclination to attend to the spiritual needs of their patients. This
is evident in the output of major medical journals, where only 1% of articles
in general medicine and 3% of articles in psychiatry even mention religion."
In contrast, alternative movements draw on a variety of spiritually oriented
traditions.

Christian tradition understandably serves as the basis for some spiritual
recovery movements. Americans' strong religious orientation is highlighted by
the fact that 94% of respondents in national surveys avow a belief in God or
a universal spirit, and 42% attend church in a given week.12 One example of
our appetite for religion is the success of psychiatrist M. Scott Peck's book
The Road Less Traveled,13 which combines psychotherapeutic and religious
inspirational approaches. The book was on the New York Times paperback
best-seller list for over six hundred weeks, a publishing record. Peck draws
on his interpretation of Christian belief to explain how mental illness results
from deviating from the will of God. Biomedical researchers, urban blight,
and overcrowded mental hospitals do not impose themselves on the spiritual
model that he evolved while practicing in a rustic corner of western Con-
necticut. He creates this perspective by wedding his theology to the psycho-
analytic thinking of Freud and Jung, and to the thoughts of pop-culture icons
from John Denver to Kahlil Gibran.

This religious orientation is also seen in general medicine. Cancer patients
often turn to religious healing, and many books, like A Medical and Spiritual
Guide to Living With Cancer,14 offer a Christian potpourri for dealing with
grave illness. One survey revealed that 19% of cancer patients who went for
conventional medical care had also resorted to spiritual or faith healing, which
included prayer, laying on of hands, or other means of achieving divine in-
tervention.15 Among professionals, the 8,000 members of the Christian Med-
ical and Dental Association avow that their religious faith is "absolutely crit-
ical to [their] personal and professional lives" and actively apply that faith in
their clinical work. Of the psychiatrists among them, 96% said that they were
born again, and a like number acknowledged having encouraged someone to
accept Jesus as a savior.16

Eastern spiritual approaches have been adopted by various groups in the
West. They have been popularized by their devotees and by the media, and
have fanned the expectation that treatment options will emerge outside West-
ern, scientifically based medicine. Transcendental meditation, a simplified
form of its Eastern counterparts, has gained popularity among many western-
ers for achieving mental and physical relaxation, and perhaps decreased blood
pressure as well. Acupuncture is associated with some exotic Chinese prac-
tices that are less known in the West, such as moxibustion and cupping.17

Many of its contemporary uses in the West go far beyond any applications
that have been demonstrated scientifically to be effective.

Having read accounts of alternative medicine and spoken with its adher-
ents, I assumed that practices derived from folk medicine were integrated into
China's medical mainstream. Not so, said Dr. Shen Yucun, Director of Mental
Health at Beijing University. In 1993, she showed me her extensive facilities,
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which included computerized EEGs, epidemiologic research, and contempo-
rary psychopharmacology. She looked at me quizzically when I mentioned
acupuncture and herbal medicine, and spoke dismissively about them, saying
that they were used by despairing people with chronic illnesses seeking tem-
porary comfort. Other doctors I met in established medical programs in China
said the same thing.

I then visited The Tibetan Hospital, a large facility for traditional healing
in Lhasa. Dr. Chowong Lhundup, its vice director, claimed no working rela-
tionship with Western-style medicine, and was affiliated only with the Men
Dzekhang Medical College, a school for traditional Tibetan medicine. His
program was supported by the Chinese government in a system independent
of their Western-oriented hospitals and clinics. For him, physiology was ex-
plained by humors like those described in medieval times: wind moving within
the skeleton, bile in the blood, and phlegm in the flesh. Anatomical charts
lining his walls depicted elaborate nerve pathways that bore no relationship
to the ones in standard medical school texts. He said acupuncture, herbal
pellets, and bloodletting were the modalities they used—not the typical med-
ical pharmacopoeia. It was clear that if Dr. Shen at Beijing University and I
were practicing scientifically grounded medicine, Dr. Lhundup was articulat-
ing his static system of belief. He was a scion of a spiritual movement that
could engage the commitment of sick people in Lhasa, and perhaps in the
West as well; his movement had been influential enough to raise the issue of
how it had secured a measure of acceptance back in the United States, ac-
quiring credibility well beyond its proven value.

Ayurvedic medicine, an ancient healing practice from India, has also gained
media attention in the United States. In this system, different parts of the
body are understood to be linked by humors, and by spiritual factors as well.
Health is conceived as a state in which these forces within the body are in
balance, and therapeutic measures, like traditional Indian medications, mas-
sage, and meditation, are employed by the spiritual practitioner. Medicines
are prepared from a variety of herbal materials. This system has acquired
considerable appeal. A recent appearance on the Oprah Winfrey network tele-
vision show of Deepak Chopra, one of its physician advocates, helped spur
sales of 400,000 copies of his book in one month,18 and Eastern spiritual
traditions have also spawned considerable public interest in herbal prepara-
tions. These preparations have spread among networks of people with AIDS
and cancer, but they have often come under sharp criticism from members
of the established medical community.19

Deepak Chopra and some of his colleagues recently published an article on
Ayurvedic medicine in the Journal of the American Medical Association. The
authors were later severely criticized by physicians who pointed out that their
paper was contrived to promote commercial herbal products that they were
marketing for profit, a publication practice contrary to JAMA policy.

To see what ideas Chopra himself was putting forward, I read his book,
Perfect Health: The Complete Mind/Body Guide,20 along with related articles.
He pictured the human body on a "quantum level," a term adapted from
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physics that has no clear meaning in medical science. His quanta are basic
units of matter or energy that take the form of "intense but invisible vibra-
tion," and then coalesce into particles that underlie the body's function. This
pseudoscience was new to me.

Chopra gave an example in the book of a physician suffering from chronic
leukemia who, in his fear of death, agreed to "try anything." The physician
later achieved a measure of inner peace when Chopra had him trained in
meditation in his clinic, a "stately, sixty-five-room Georgian mansion" in Mas-
sachusetts. The doctor's commitment to meditation seemed to me to emerge
from his anxiety over his poor prognosis, reminiscent of "conversions" to cultic
movements born out of depression and loss—and also of many religious ex-
periences of the suffering throughout history, for that matter. According to
Chopra's lab report, the doctor sustained a moderate decline in his white-cell
count after a week. Chopra writes that "we think he has turned the corner,"
but then gives no further follow-up.

Advocates of holistic medicine generally apply this term loosely, but the
concept has become important to some physicians and to contemporary al-
ternative medicine.21 It has been called "an approach to the whole person . . .
appealing to lay people who feel their lives and health care are fragmented,"
and has been credited for "its gift of spiritual wholeness [as] the crux of the
health and vitality of creation."22 Practitioners of the holistic approach tend
to focus on psychosocial and nutritional issues, and may encourage the use
of unconventional therapies like macrobiotic diets, meditation, or body aware-
ness.23 They promote active communication between physician and patient
but may suggest that love or religious conversion can resolve serious illness,
as described by the academic physician and popular author Andrew Weil.24

Weil illustrates the breakthrough of New Age alternative medicine into the
professional mainstream. Even before his graduation from Harvard Medical
School, he had carried out a number of highly credible studies of marijuana
and published them in major medical journals. He later traveled among native
Indian tribes in Colombia and took his share of indigenous psychotomimetics.
Weil emerged from the counterculture era with the idea that the need for
altered consciousness was inherent in human nature and elaborated this in
his 1972 book The Natural Mind.25

As Weil became involved in nontraditional healing, he validated his growing
belief in natural cures with anecdotes and conjecture rather than controlled
studies. He tells of a man with severe rheumatoid arthritis who could not find
gloves to fit over the painfully swollen joints of his hands. One day, the sting
of a bumblebee left the man tender and swollen, but his arthritic pain sub-
sided. A few weeks later the swelling in his joints was gone, and his arthritis
did not return over decades of follow-up. Weil implies here that nature can
give us cures without recourse to modern medicines. He also recounts the
experience of a nineteen-year-old girl close to death from a terminal blood
disease. She began a regimen of diet and psychic healing, and miraculously
overcame her affliction, again with no return of her illness. Another man
recovered from ulcerative colitis after responding to a therapist who manip-
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ulated his skull, allowing his digestive "impulses" to begin flowing again. Such
stories complement Weil's belief that many conventional medicines are too
strong, even toxic, and that better cures can often be gained from natural
sources.

But Weil has also found for himself a creditable place as a professor of
medicine at the University of Arizona, practicing what he calls "integrative
medicine" aimed at combining the best of alternative and mainstream theo-
ries. He has a clinic that embodies these practices, where doctors are said to
have enough time to attend to patients' subjective concerns, ones that are
often lost in the rush to provide inexpensive treatment in the era of managed
care. In this respect, his ideas address a sorely felt need. Weil reaches a broad
if diffuse audience through best-selling books like his Eight Weeks to Optimal
Health,26 and a Web site that receives thousands of hits each day. His ap-
pearances on public television parallel his role among other New Age gurus.
Like Doctors Deepak Chopra and Bernie Siegel, who make appearances
among their own followers, he has moved alternative medicine and spiritually
oriented healing from the fringes into the popular mainstream. Whereas the
cultic charismatic groups establish a community through face-to-face contact,
these gurus sustain a diffuse but often committed community through the
electronic media.

Self-liberating approaches are another form of spiritual movement. They
derive their popularity from the assumption that mental and medical illness
can be overcome by an ill-defined power of healing that lies within us, ac-
cording to such popular figures as Maryanne Williamson and Bernie Siegel.27

This self-actualizing power is thought to offer the means of releasing innate,
spiritual "energies" that can change the course of physical disease or emo-
tional distress. Techniques range from healing through "creative visualization"
of diseased organs to confronting memories of childhood abuse.28 The ways
that relief is achieved are described by some advocates in nonspecific expres-
sions of enthusiasm, and by others in terms drawn from biologic disciplines
like neuroscience and immunology.29

These self-liberating approaches are not necessarily constrained by the
usual norms of medical practice. Bernie Siegel, an accomplished surgeon on
the Yale University faculty, came to label himself a "clergeon," wedding the
spiritual and the scientific, despite the skepticism of his colleagues. He states
emphatically that love can heal illness and that visualizing a healing change
in one's body can bring about changes in diseased organs. How accomplished
physicians can reconcile such unproven and questionable concepts with their
scientifically grounded training remains an open question.

Twelve Step movements derive their spiritual message from the steps toward
recovery developed by Alcoholics Anonymous, drawing on "the care of God
as we understood Him." With over a million members in the United States,
AA has contributed greatly to relieving the burden of alcoholic illness and has
inspired other groups to adopt the same Twelve Steps for a variety of problems
associated with health risk, from narcotic addiction to eating or sexual dis-
orders. But some members of these groups have enlarged this perspective by
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focusing on recovery from a wide range of interpersonal problems, from "co-
dependency" with troubled spouses to recovering from one's "dysfunctional"
parents. Ubiquitous workshops and coverage by the mass media have yielded
sales in the millions for Twelve Step—type books such as Codependent No
More by Melody Beattie and John Bradshaw on the Family.™

Authors and lecturers in this movement often disparage the anonymity of
AA and instead present their own troubles as the basis for a philosophy of
bootstrap self-redemption. Author Melody Beattie, for example, had a spiritual
experience at a state hospital where she had been taken to address her un-
manageable problems of depression and alcoholism. She later moved on to
counseling spouses of alcoholics, and freed herself from the need to save her
husband from alcoholism. Divorce led her to the conviction that codepen-
dency with an addicted spouse had no place in her own life or that of others,
and she went on to write best-sellers about the same issue. Her books enu-
merate literally hundreds of traits found among victims of codependency, a
term that could characterize almost anyone who has ever had a close rela-
tionship. Problems of clarity aside, Beattie seems to have helped many people
take charge of their troubled relationships and reshape them.

Impact of the Spiritual Recovery Movements on Health Status

A religious or spiritual orientation has proven to be effective as a buffer against
psychiatric symptoms in a variety of settings in the general population, in spe-
cific subgroups like the bereaved and the medically disabled, and also in the
cultic sects we have examined.31 A spiritual orientation can apparently reduce
the likelihood that stressful life events like physical illness will produce de-
pression, anxiety, or pain. Significantly, 25% of the American population re-
port that they turned to prayer for aid with illness in the previous year, and
4% turned to "spiritual healing."32

Supportive relationships also contribute to health-promoting behaviors
among sick people who have sought out psychiatric and medical care,33 and
they can serve as a medium for conveying vital information to patients and
for engaging them in appropriate medical self-care. For example, researchers
found a sizable decrease in mortality among patients with hematologic cancers
when they gave them an educational program designed to improve their com-
pliance with medication regimens,34 and AA members are more likely to follow
medical regimens for abstinence than are non-AA members.35 Didactic ma-
terial and instructions on self-care, delivered in a socially cohesive setting,
can be coupled with a philosophic view that gives some redeeming meaning
to illness and recovery. Bringing alternative healing and its practitioners in as
collaborators in some health-care settings might thus enhance compliance
with treatment and morale.

Social support can be beneficial in itself, as demonstrated by studies of its
relationship to mortality rates. Interpersonal support through marriage and
community ties is correlated with lower rates of mortality in large samples of
the general population and in cancer patients as well.36 Smaller, controlled
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studies, like one by David Spiegel and colleagues, have made a similar point.
Spiegel and his co-authors found that metastatic cancer patients who received
group therapy lived appreciably longer than matched controls who did not.37

Similar results have since been reported for patients given group therapy after
being diagnosed with malignant melanoma.38

While engagement in a supportive network can increase the likelihood of
complying with medical care, it may also have direct physiologic effects. In
both laboratory studies39 and assessments of changes in people's life circum-
stances,40 it has been found that psychosocial factors affect cardiovascular
and immune responses. The sympathetic nervous system, subject to influence
by psychosocial stress, has long been known to have direct effects on cardiac
function, and providing cancer patients with a supportive group program may
enhance immunologic function in the form of natural killer cell activity.41

Much needs to be done, however, before the impact of life events on neu-
roendocrine status and medical illness is clear.42

Negative or nonexistent effects of alternative medical approaches have also
been reported. In some controlled studies, they have shown no benefit at all
compared with conventional medical care. For example, two studies were car-
ried out at large urban alternative clinics prescribing a mystifying array of
cancer treatments.43 In both studies these treatments produced no improve-
ment in survival. Poorly conceived alternative therapies such as encounter
groups and toxic herbal preparations have proved to be useless or even harm-
ful in a number of studies.44 The encounter group studies are relevant because
some encounter group leaders were found to be overly intrusive and control-
ling, causing emotional casualties—not unlike the practices of some of the
cult leaders we have considered. It is important that practitioners of alter-
native care who are lent credence by society or by authorized caregivers do
not convey a message that undermines patients' faith in conventional care
they need. This is particularly true now that some health insurers are under-
writing alternative medical treatments.

Another problem is that sick people involved in alternative healing ap-
proaches may not seek conventional care as soon as it is needed. Among the
general public, 10% of those surveyed had sought a provider of unconven-
tional therapy in the previous year for a major medical condition, and almost
a third of them did not see a physician.45 Of cancer patients who undertook
"questionable" alternative treatments, 17% did so before obtaining conven-
tional medical care.46

A Cross-Cultural Perspective

Spiritual recovery movements usually do not have as much of a hold over the
lives of their adherents as do charismatic cults. Their philosophies are also
less at variance with that of the general culture, and they do not isolate their
adherents from the community in the way cults usually do. Their acceptability
of a spiritual recovery movement to sick people depends instead on whether
it is compatible with the values in their culture.
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In preindustrial societies, established healing practices and spirituality are
generally intertwined and derive from the same value system. In many types
of shamanism, for example, divinely inspired healers provide meaningful care
and relief of physical symptoms, if not an actual cure. Arthur Kleinman stud-
ied Tdng-ki healers in Taiwan and evaluated their impact on psychosomatic
problems, transient illnesses, and pain associated with disease. He found that
their credibility was reinforced by indigenous Confucian concepts of the
healer and the healed that served as the basis for their acceptance and influ-
ence.47

Traditional spiritual healing and scientific medicine can also coexist or even
support each other. Contemporary obstetric "faith clinics" in Nigeria combine
Yoruba rituals that ward off demonic possession with the divine healing prac-
tices of the Christian Apostolic Church, but they also provide medically
grounded midwifery.48 Many Puerto Ricans in New York seek conventional
care for mental and physical illnesses from local hospitals while at the same
time using Espiritismo healers.49

But there is also a history of antagonism between religious and secular
healing systems in Western society; Christian Science is a good example of
this. In 1875, Mary Baker Eddy defined illness as an illusion that her church
would address, to the exclusion of conventional medicine.50 With its emphasis
on individual freedom in religious and other matters, our legal system has
acquitted Christian Scientists of criminal charges even when they have denied
their children needed treatment for fatal illness, but conflicts continue to
come up in the courts.51

The Psychology of Membership

Acquiring a Spiritually Oriented Perspective

The likelihood of a person joining the Unification Church, as we saw in Chap-
ter 3, was directly proportional to the degree of distress he or she was feeling
upon first encountering the group. If the need for emotional relief motivates
people to affiliate with zealous groups, then those suffering from illnesses are
likely candidates for joining. This is particularly true if they are unsure of the
ability of conventional care to cure their illness.

In order to understand how engagement in such groups takes place, we can
turn to the social psychology of group influence and consider the way people
attribute meaning to their experiences. Research on attribution theory suggests
that people are most likely to accept a new or unusual explanation for any
given situation—such as a sickness—under certain circumstances: when they
encounter problems they cannot solve, feel they are not being given sufficient
support, or have lost confidence in themselves.52

Consider the experience of Marianne Williamson, a New Age guru, who
achieved prominence after making her own commitment to spirituality. She
served as a consultant to Bill and Hillary Clinton in their search for meaning
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after heavy Democratic losses in the 1994 congressional election, and was
spiritual companion at the marriage of Liz Taylor and Larry Fortensky, who
had become a couple after they were patients together at the Betty Ford drug
clinic. Williamson's own experience of spiritual recovery shows how a diffuse
philosophy of healing may be acquired at a time of stress. When she was
twenty-four, her life was in turmoil on the heels of a number of broken re-
lationships, hard drug use, and a nervous breakdown. She came upon the
three-volume A Course in Miracles," a self-study program on spirituality,
written by a psychologist but supposedly channeled from Jesus himself. Upon
reading it, she experienced a personal awakening and embarked on a journey
that led her to espouse its philosophy of Christian-oriented spiritual belief.

Williamson came to define health as "inner peace" and healing as "a return
to love." The latter phrase serves as the title of her best-selling book, which
has had sales of over two million. She is a charismatic speaker, presenting
her ideas in heavily attended lectures and "Centers for Living" in Los Angeles
and New York where support is provided to people with "life-challenging"
illness.

We considered in Chapter 3 how some inductees to the Moonies had wan-
dered into one or another of the group's social settings and then had become
engaged in a "front" philosophy, such as support for world peace or meeting
the challenge of ecology. Only later did they become aware that they had
slowly become committed members of the Unification Church itself. A diffuse
philosophy can lead to identification with a group and then to full affiliation
with its subculture, both in cultic religious groups and spiritual recovery
movements. Williamson's A Return to Love illustrates such a diffuse philos-
ophy. It contains a grab bag of ideas about healing from a range of sources,
including Carl Jung, Deepak Chopra, and the Holy Spirit. The reader can
become his or her own healer by learning to act on the ability to love. Cancer
patients who gain a healing dose of love by attending support groups are said
to live twice as long. Williamson reports that this is due to a psychoimmu-
nologic factor that in fact "is love, or God." She writes that recovery rates
among patients choosing holistic medicine and traditional medical treatment
"are roughly equal." These are leaps to generalization, at best.

Williamson's talk-show level of appeal is evident in A Return to Love, where
she recalls suffering a "serious sore throat" on one occasion. She ordered a
drink at a bar to salve the pain, and noticed a man looking at her flirtatiously.
Overcoming her distaste for an encounter, she spoke to him and found to her
surprise that he was a physician who then told her, "I can get you some
erythromycin." She answered, "practically jumping up and down, 'This is a
miracle! I [had] prayed for healing.' " For the reader, she then draws the lesson
that "the Holy Spirit finds ways to express His power through vehicles we can
accept. Medicine is such a vehicle."

Creative visualization, as well as barroom miracles, has a place in her world
of healing. She tells the reader to imagine the AIDS virus as Darth Vader,
and to unzip his suit to let an angel out, transforming darkness into light. She
then reflects that when the cure for AIDS is found, millions of prayers will
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have helped it happen. It is not hard to see the parallels between the spiritual
appeal of a vague ideology in some cults and the engaging quality of her
diffuse philosophy of healing.

A culture of healing may come down to what the sick person believes, not
what is scientifically proven. You can believe what you hear about biomedicine
from your doctor, or you can believe that pranayatna, or balanced breathing,
can soothe your nervous system and cure depression or even cancer. It is the
seeming credibility of the practitioner, and the social context in which he
operates, that largely determines which view will appear most credible. Spir-
itual recovery movements can be bolstered by their ties to a non-Western
healing philosophy, the trappings of a quasimedical alternative health care
clinic, the fervent endorsement of others who underwent treatment, the en-
thusiasm of a television talk-show host, or the fanfare surrounding a best-
selling book. A similar group psychology also plays a role in the acceptance
of new, scientifically validated treatments. Doctors implicitly instill hope in
their patients whenever they offer a new treatment option. Spiritually oriented
recovery movements differ from biomedicine, however, in that they are hardly
ever submitted to controlled studies and objective validation.

The experience of Annette, a woman in her early thirties, illustrates the
casual entry of many people into a healing culture. She told me how she had
suffered a painful back injury six years before. She reported that a radiologist
told her at that time that she had a "fracture at T12," but her doctors provided
no relief. Some time later, a friend introduced her to a practitioner of Chinese
medicine who gave her considerable relief from pain through acupuncture.
Annette's interest in Eastern healing practices and their spiritual meaning
grew, and she began attending meetings of a committed group of followers
led by the practitioner. She also began practicing meditation, "breathing
deeply and focusing the energy on a series of organs, starting at the face,
moving through the internal organs, and clearing the body." Two years later,
she developed a severe cough accompanied by "chills and a fever of 102."
Although told by a physician friend of hers that she might have pneumonia
and should be examined in his office, she "took ginger baths, and was in bed
with probably five quilts for a couple of days. I meditated and recovered."

What happened here? While experiencing distress, this woman was exposed
to an explanation of her pain associated with an unconventional medical treat-
ment. Feeling relief, she attributed her recovery to a spiritual philosophy that
she later began to practice in an enthusiastic group setting. Importantly, she
also felt a greater sense of personal control or self-efficacy by virtue of adopt-
ing this spiritually oriented approach. She then applied it to another illness,
potentially unwisely.

A sense of self-efficacy, the conviction that one has the ability to actively
master a challenge, can help patients mobilize themselves when they need to
address their illness.54 It has been shown that constructive interventions made
to improve patients' sense of self-efficacy, by engaging them actively in fram-
ing their own treatment, can enhance compliance with conventional care."
An enhanced sense of efficacy, however, can also have a negative effect if it
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moves a person toward a conversion to ineffective alternative care and/or to
shun needed conventional treatment. This concept of self-efficacy certainly
helps to explain why many people are attracted to an active role of choosing
alternative medical treatments and self-care.

Consolidating the Belief System

Affiliation with a zealous movement can offer considerable emotional relief
to a sick person. As we saw with cults, this relief effect can also serve as the
basis for operant reinforcement of involvement in a spiritual recovery move-
ment over the course of membership. That is to say, the relief from uncer-
tainty when a person accepts a new perspective can provide ongoing rein-
forcement of his or her commitment to the group and its views. The tie to
the movement is reinforced by the relief from malaise that a sick person feels
and attributes to involvement in the group. The movement then serves as a
buffer against distress, much the way religion can help people deal with ad-
versity by providing the comfort of a supernatural rationale for their difficul-
ties.

This emotional support can be important in conventional care as well. Most
psychological therapies relieve distress by systematically replacing a perspec-
tive of disillusionment with a newer, more hopeful outlook. Professionally
conducted cognitive therapy is designed to do this by reconstructing a de-
pressed person's understanding of the circumstances that make him or her
view the world in a bleak way.56 It constitutes a therapeutic "ideology" of sorts
but is delivered without a value-laden belief system. Self-help groups like
Rational Recovery for alcoholics also take a cognitive approach by teaching
members to suppress thoughts related to their craving for a drink. Such groups
make a consistent effort to take steps to transform a patient's initially hopeless
outlook, just as a spiritual recovery movement tries on every occasion to over-
come the pessimism and helplessness people feel because of their disease.

Spiritual recovery movements, however, add the dimension of faith in a
new explanatory philosophy to sustain sick persons in their cognitive restruc-
turing. This transformation takes place by instilling belief in the transcendent
quality of the movement's philosophy and approach to therapy. For example,
the physician Bernie Siegel tells patients with cancer that by changing their
attitude and getting in touch with their inner strengths, they can become what
he calls "exceptional cancer patients." Siegel believes that this enhanced
strength and awareness produces physiologic changes that can alter the
course of disease.57

Achieving Compliance

Spiritual recovery movements expect their adherents to comply with certain
ritualized "healing" activities such as herbal diets, meditation, or spiritually
oriented meetings. Since acceptance of the movement's credo is supposed to
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yield relief from illness, a new recruit will be inclined to go along with the
suggested regimen rather than violate the beliefs that are a source of comfort.
Whether this helps improve health status clearly depends on the nature of
the rituals themselves and whether the sick person is encouraged to seek
conventional medical care when it is needed. In the case of AIDS treatment,
for example, where medication regimens are complex and onerous, compli-
ance can be a problem. If alternative care is not supportive of medical treat-
ment, the patient is likely to suffer greatly.

Many people will comply with instructions cloaked in the credibility of "sci-
entific" or "medical" authority, even if they are asked to do things they would
usually consider unacceptable. As we saw in Chapter 8, Milgram found that
research volunteers would administer shocks to a seemingly innocent person
when they were given a specious rationale by a sham researcher who was
supposedly carrying out a psychological experiment.58 In another study, psy-
chiatrists prepped to participate in a sham treatment study telephoned their
hospital with orders to administer seemingly toxic doses of a supposedly new
drug. Almost all the nurses who answered the phone complied with the orders
given, even though they ran counter to hospital procedures and the nurses
had been alerted to the drug's potential toxicity.59 Such findings help explain
the harm done to recruits in some dubious spiritual movements like Scien-
tology. Once members accept the authority of a supposed healing program,
they may comply with its demands even if they are inflicting harm.

The intensity of belief in spiritually based healing is sometimes accompa-
nied by a denial of reality if that denial is necessary to sustain the credibility
of a movement's effectiveness. In one study, people affiliated with fundamen-
talist churches who participated in faith healing for medical illness were found
to believe that their illness had improved in an objective way, although in fact
there had been no measurable change in their physical status.60 Psychological
testing revealed that they were denying the reality of their illness. The healing
ritual had apparently provided them with a basis for coping with illness that
was in direct conflict with reality but was comforting to them and was sup-
ported by their belief system.
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ALTERNATIVE HEALING IN THE

MEDICAL MAINSTREAM

Two recent developments illustrate how spiritually oriented recovery move-
ments are entering into medical settings. One is religious, the other secular.
They show how ideologic commitment can introduce an alternative medical
technique into established medical settings. In the first, an organization of
fundamentalist Christian psychiatrists has drawn on their beliefs to treat pa-
tients who share the same faith. The second is quite different: zealous alco-
holic patients have co-managed a hospital-based clinic with its medical staff,
promoting stronger engagement of new patients and greater cost efficiency.
We will see how accepted standards for health care can be modified by such
developments, where the forces observed in charismatic groups play a role in
conventional medical care.

The Christian Medical and Dental Society

A few years ago, I began a study to see how religious spirituality can play a
role in professional mental health care. My colleagues and I used a model of
charismatic groups to examine the role of shared belief, altered consciousness,
and social cohesiveness in this form of healing, and the question of how these
forces affected conformity to the behavioral norms of fundamentalism. We
surveyed 145 psychiatrists who were members of the Christian Medical and
Dental Society (CMOS)1 and not surprisingly found that they shared a strong
religious commitment. Almost all said that they had been born again and that
they had encouraged someone to accept Jesus as a savior (96%). Their reli-
gious orientation colored their views on sexual behavior. The great majority
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felt that homosexual relations between consenting adults are wrong (88%), as
well as sexual relations before marriage (86%) and abortion on demand (99%).

How did such beliefs affect the behavior of these psychiatrists? We solicited
their views on introducing religious practice into their care of patients by
asking about their belief in the therapeutic effectiveness of the Bible and
prayer in treating mental illness. They scored Bible and prayer as more effec-
tive than medications and psychotherapy for many nonpsychotic syndromes,
such as suicidal intent, grief reactions, and alcoholism. They discriminated
between believers and nonbelievers with regard to the suitability of prayer as
treatment. Over half reported that they would use prayer as a "therapeutic
approach" for depressed patients (52%) and alcoholics (59%) who were "com-
mitted to Christian beliefs." Few said they would use it with those patients if
they were from a "nonbelieving Christian background" (14% and 20%, re-
spectively).

To examine how the Christian psychiatrists' involvement in religion affected
their own emotional state, we used the scale for emotional distress from my
studies of religious cults. The psychiatrists' self-reports indicated a marked
decline in distress during the period immediately after they had "been born
again or [had] an intense religious experience that changed [their] outlook on
life."2 This is illustrated by a decline of more severe mental health problems
among some of the members; whereas 19% felt very anxious before their born-
again experience, only 1% reported that they felt that way in the month fol-
lowing their religious experience. This decline in malaise, reflected in a num-
ber of items queried, suggested the psychologically reinforcing nature of the
religious experience, one that paralleled the relief effect typically observed in
the new religious movements. These psychiatrists felt that they had been re-
lieved of unhappiness by means of a religious experience, and they maintained
a stronger religious orientation in their daily professional lives after their spir-
itual awakening.

They also felt very close to their fellow members. We had them apply our
cohesiveness scale to two different groups of psychiatrists: the ten CMDS
psychiatrists they knew best, and the ten psychiatrists they knew best who
were not members of that organization. They were much closer to the Chris-
tian psychiatrists than to the nonmembers.3 For example, when asked, "Do
you like being part of their activities?" 61% responded affirmatively for the
ten fellow members, but only 15% did so for the ten nonmembers.

The experience of one of the members shows how a period of emotional
distress had a critical influence on his later career, a course typical of many
participants in the study. His experience also shows how Christian psychia-
trists often draw on biblical passages as an aid in treating patients. Dr. North
came from a churchgoing background but had grown up with little interest
in religion. In college he decided to participate in a Bible class to find solace
during a period of depression, and during the closing prayer of that class one
day, he suddenly felt intensely that he was being born again in Christ. From
that point on, he embarked on a plan to combine his religious commitment
with his plans for a career in medicine. This course was not without conflict,
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though, as he was reprimanded during his psychiatric residency for engaging
a patient in prayer as part of his treatment.

At the time of the study, Dr. North was admitting patients to a private
psychiatric hospital where many of the staff were "Christian-oriented." He
said that his therapeutic approach was conventional but when appropriate he
went further and brought Christian beliefs into the session, though he had
refused to lay on hands when occasionally asked to do so by a patient. Al-
though he was not promoting himself as a "Christian psychiatrist" per se,
many of his patients were referred to him because of their strong religious
persuasion and desire to be treated by someone with similar beliefs.

When asked to give an example of his work, Dr. North described an expe-
rience with Joan, a forty-one-year-old devout Christian, who suffered an ep-
isode of severe depression and delusions, apparently precipitated by the sui-
cide of her teenage daughter. Dr. North hospitalized her and prescribed
antidepressant and antipsychotic medications, but in their therapy sessions in
the hospital, Joan was unable to express her feelings of sadness and anger.
She asked to bring her Bible into their sessions, but he refused to let her,
fearing that she would find a passage like the one about Judas hanging him-
self, and do the same. After Joan's psychosis abated, though, he felt that it
was important for her to fully express her grief and anger over the loss of her
child, so he read passages from the New Testament with her which showed
that God allows justified anger and that a bereft person should go through a
period of grief. The citations carried an authority for this devout woman that
the doctor's support alone could not, and they helped her accept his message
of the validity of expressing her feelings and putting her grief behind her.

Although the introduction of Bible reading moved the therapy away from
the psychiatric mainstream, it was consistent with the culture that the
doctor and patient shared and did not (at least in Dr. North's view) under-
mine the medical treatment. Furthermore, Joan had done well on her medi-
cations, so the doctor did not resort to a risky religious intervention out of
desperation.

Not all patients can be treated effectively, though, and psychiatrists must
often make difficult clinical decisions subjectively, sometimes with a consid-
erable sense of conflict over how to best address their patients' needs. In
another Christian psychiatry case, intense religious belief apparently compro-
mised the physician's good judgment. Sheila, a forty-two-year-old woman with
a long history of heavy drinking and depression, was referred to Dr. Lawrence
by the local mental health center. Her problems had contributed to the
breakup of her marriage several years before and to her estrangement from
her family of origin. The other family members were churchgoing, devout
Christians who expressed great displeasure over her drinking and her transient
relationships with men she met in bars. Dr. Lawrence admitted Sheila to the
hospital for detoxification and encouraged her to become involved in Alco-
holics Anonymous. She did attend AA meetings and stopped drinking after
she was discharged. She also began to express an interest in the religious
commitment that she knew Dr. Lawrence espoused, and asked him to pray
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with her, which he did briefly at the beginning of each of their sessions. But
Sheila still hadn't recovered from her depressive symptoms after a few months,
despite a variety of medications. She stopped going to AA and began drinking
in a limited way. She did, however, stay in therapy and would appear early in
the doctor's waiting room before each scheduled session. Around this time,
according to Dr. Lawrence, Sheila had an intense religious experience and
her mood and drinking problem improved for a few weeks. She then began
to pray "even more intensely."

Dr. Lawrence was called out of town on family business rather suddenly
but was available to his patients by phone. He did not hear from Sheila for
two weeks when, to his great distress, he was informed that she had made a
serious suicide attempt and had been admitted to the hospital. Before he
returned from his trip, however, she signed out of the hospital against medical
advice. When he returned to the hospital, he received a note saying that she
had left him and that she retained her strong religious feelings and "cared for
him greatly" for what he had "given her"; but the note did not say why she
had left and disappeared without a trace.

Dr. Lawrence was clearly very touched by Sheila. He felt that her outcome
was positive because she had found in religion the means of moving toward
a resolution of her problem and toward "salvation" from her troubled life.
When asked, he acknowledged that he did not know whether she had stopped
drinking, gotten over her depression, or made any major changes in her life-
style after she left the hospital. From what Dr. Lawrence said, there was
actually no reason for believing that Sheila was achieving a resolution of her
psychiatric problems, alcoholism, and depression. In addition, it appeared that
she had developed a dependent relationship on him before he left town, which
he interpreted as mutual religious commitment. In fact, he may have inad-
vertently left her in a vulnerable position, feeling rejected when he left town,
and this might have contributed to her suicide attempt.

In maintaining a reasonable balance between religious belief and medical
management, Dr. North is more typical of the Christian psychiatrists I inter-
viewed. Dr. Lawrence's case, on the other hand, illustrates that such balance
is not always achieved. Lawrence's reliance on a religious perspective led him
to seriously misread his patient's vulnerabilities. This can be true of practi-
tioners in spiritually oriented healing movements as well.

The Unmet Need and Its Relationship to Alternative Medicine

The emergence of an organized group of fundamentalist Christian psychia-
trists can be considered in light of the popularity of alternative medicine. This
is evident in the disparity between most psychiatrists' religious views and those
of the general population of the United States. Whereas 95% of the general
public believes in God or a higher power, most psychiatrists (56%) are ag-
nostics or atheists.4 Psychiatrists' lack of attention to the religious and spiri-
tual concerns of their patients is evident in their psychiatric journals, where
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only 3% of published articles include a measured religious variable.5 This
limited attention to religion is striking, considering the ubiquity of religious
belief in America and the way in which religion can affect mental and emo-
tional states.

My colleagues and I found similar discrepancies in attitude between our
indigent, typically homeless, addicted patients at Bellevue Hospital in New
York and the medical students who participate in their treatment. The stu-
dents ranked a belief in God among the least important of the factors they
thought the patients themselves considered important to their recovery. They
felt that creature comforts like better food and housing would be seen by
patients as most important to their own rehabilitation. The patients, on the
other hand, rated belief in God as most important to their recovery.6 These
findings point to a need for religious sensitivity and support that the Christian
psychiatrists respond to in their patients. They help explain the emergence of
nonmedical movements like AA as a way to address spiritual needs that are
ignored by medical practitioners.

The incorporation of religious belief into psychiatric practice, however, is
a large step beyond the expression of sensitivity to patients' beliefs. By merging
the medical with the spiritual, physicians must change the standards of treat-
ment they learned in standard specialty training. One thing that can promote
such a change is an intense religious experience like being born again, which
yields relief from emotional distress and serves to focus commitment. The
organized Christian psychiatrists espouse a set of strongly held beliefs, rooted
in the Bible and promoted by evangelical Christians; these shared beliefs gave
legitimacy to their adoption of new standards of behavior, which include a
religious orientation in their therapy. Responses to our survey indicated that
the converts became engaged in a cohesive group that sustained their accep-
tance of these beliefs. As in other spiritual healing movements, they turned
to an explanatory system of beliefs that shaped their conception of illness as
a spiritual malady, and how it should be addressed. This view was clearly
sought out by a number of patients who wanted spiritual solace in the face
of mental distress.

The Self-Help Clinic: Impact on Institutional Care

Modern health care bureaucracies can be oppressive, denying patients the
support they need to cope with illness and leaving them isolated from any
human relationship with their treatment providers. The spiritual recovery
movements raise important questions in this regard. Can the zeal they gen-
erate be introduced into the treatment systems of our large medical centers?
Can they be adapted in some form in order to create a sense of community
in medically run, conventional treatment settings? This may suggest alterna-
tive approaches to established medical care for the future. To address the
questions raised, I drew on my specialty experience in addiction treatment
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and designed an experimental program for alcoholism rehabilitation in a large
hospital. Over time, my colleagues and I developed an approach that we have
continued to use for the last twenty years.

One premise in our undertaking was that the chronic alcoholic's commit-
ment to abstinence is essentially an ideologic one. Rationality alone does not
succeed in addiction recovery because the idea of abstinence runs counter to
the compulsion and the impulses that dominate the alcoholic's thinking. Ab-
stinence must be sustained by an abiding belief in its worth and an emotional
commitment to it. After years of being addicted, a person is always doing
battle with the alcoholic's usual logic—that one drink, or even an evening's
drinking, won't really hurt.

To counter this alcoholic logic, we started a program in which the treatment
community as a group espoused a belief in not drinking, based on intense
affiliative ties among the patient members. These alcoholics were welcomed
into a close-knit mutual-aid network of cooperative self-help at the outset of
their hospital treatment in order to mitigate the impersonal nature of insti-
tutional care in our large municipal facility and to provide an opportunity for
shared commitment to the ideology of abstinence. I had been impressed by
the ability of both the charismatic religious sects and Alcoholics Anonymous
to bring about a reduction in the use of alcohol among their members by
similar means.

Such an undertaking would have little value in the long run if it did not
address an unmet need for cost-effectiveness. In financial terms, the overall
cost of alcoholism to American society in lost work and medical treatments
is remarkably high, $162 billion a year by one estimate,7 in large part because
many alcoholics go without needed care. We thought the appeal of alcoholism
rehabilitation could be enhanced by integrating some of the characteristics of
spiritual recovery movements into medically based institutional care and
having patients assume the bulk of responsibility for the operation of their
programs. This might generate greater commitment and optimism and cut
back on the amount of professional staffing needed to run treatment pro-
grams.

Two aspects of charismatic group psychology were important in developing
our own program: the remarkable degree of social cohesiveness that marks
AA groups, and the system of shared beliefs in abstinence. We tried to in-
corporate these elements into our hospital-based program by generating mu-
tual dependency among patients: developing a set of small, interrelated
patient-run therapy groups, each around ten members, where leadership no
longer resided exclusively in the professionals who govern as authority figures.
Instead, it fell largely into the hands of a network of stabilized, abstinent
patients who had themselves confronted the same problems as the new pa-
tients—''co-converts," as it were. This approach stands in contrast to the typ-
ical format of institutional treatment, where a clear distinction is drawn be-
tween the healers and the healed. The professionals in most medical
institutions effectively place the patients in a passive position by prescribing
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and dispensing therapy without affording them an opportunity to assume an
active role in managing their treatment structure.

Implementation

We set up this experiment within the alcoholism program of the Bronx Mu-
nicipal Hospital Center, a large public facility affiliated with Albert Einstein
College of Medicine. This program, established to treat poor patients, con-
sisted of a twenty-bed ward and a large outpatient clinic. Most of the patients
were black or Hispanic, unmarried, unemployed, and high school dropouts.
Alcoholics of this background generally have a poor prognosis for continuing
with an addiction treatment program, and the need to sustain their morale
and commitment in a large public hospital is acute. On admission, those who
had the most severe problems withdrawing from alcohol went directly to the
inpatient service for an average of ten days and were then discharged to the
ambulatory clinic; less disabled ones began their treatment as outpatients.

For the purposes of comparison, we divided the clinic in two: the conven-
tional program, entirely professionally run, and the experimental program,
based on peer support. In the conventional program, therapy groups were
conducted by social workers or trained alcoholism counselors, and were sup-
plemented by individual counseling. In the experimental program, the man-
agement of treatment was placed largely in the hands of the patients; both
the orientation and long-term therapy groups were led by a cadre of senior
patients who had established sobriety and demonstrated a measure of social
stability over the several months since they had been admitted. These senior
patients monitored the progress of each of the patients entering the program.
The program's professional therapists would drop in on the therapy group
meetings occasionally, and would meet with the senior patients in a consul-
tation group to help them manage more difficult clinical issues. It was made
clear to the self-help patients that their first line of support in the clinic was
to be their peer group, not the professional staff.

Upon entry into the experimental program, patients also joined the patient-
run "Self-Help Club," which was given responsibility for many of the func-
tions that would have been carried out by professional therapists in the tra-
ditional program. The club's purpose was to help patients keep in touch
outside the clinic, to enable them to reach out to patients who did not return
to treatment, and to provide each other with support while they were away
from the clinic. Established members showed newer ones how to navigate the
welfare system, since most were on public assistance. A club member was
also assigned to each of the inpatients to acquaint these newcomers with the
program's operation and to encourage a smooth transition into ambulatory
care. In this way, the program was personified by a cohesive peer group with
consensually supported beliefs, rather than an impersonal hospital bureauc-
racy.
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A redefinition of the role of the counseling staff was also essential to the
experimental model. Therapists were assigned twice the number of patients
as was the case in the traditional program. This fit their role as facilitators of
the self-help process rather than traditional managers of care for each indi-
vidual patient. The staff promoted the program's "self-help philosophy,"
whereby patients worked with their peers when they encountered problems
rather than relying on members of the hospital's bureaucracy.

We had learned from the charismatic sects and the spiritual recovery move-
ments that the support of a zealous group culture with a shared mission helps
maintain members' consensual ideology. It was therefore important that com-
munication take place not only in the smaller therapy groups but also in
meetings that involved the entire population of the experimental program, to
enhance group cohesiveness and commitment to the shared ideology. A num-
ber of patient-run activities, such as a steering committee, recreational activ-
ities, outings, and a monthly meeting of all the program's members, were used
for this purpose.

This treatment approach entailed a considerable shift in relations with the
rest of the hospital. For example, staff from other services were sometimes
puzzled to find a recovering alcoholic patient escorting a newly admitted one
for general medical care, rather than seeing the patient accompanied by a
staff member. These peer escorts, however, allowed a new patient to experi-
ence the trip as a protected entry into the alien culture of the hospital.

Raymond's experience was typical of our "self-help" patients. He had been
an outpatient for eight months, abstinent for the last four until he took a
drink after a family argument. Within a few days he was drinking heavily and
fell down a flight of stairs, bruising his head badly. The next morning he came
to the clinic for help without an appointment and asked to speak with his
group leader, the senior patient whom he knew well. The senior patient along
with another patient who was there at the time pressed Raymond to go for a
medical evaluation for his head injury, hoping to use this to help him termi-
nate his relapse. The two peers spoke with Raymond's staff therapist, who
saw him briefly with the clinic nurse and wrote a referral note for medical
assessment. After a supportive exchange with Raymond, the two patients pre-
vailed on him to seek further help and to go with them to the emergency
service. They later took him to an AA meeting at a chapter the three had
previously attended. With their assistance, and with further contact from an-
other member of his peer-led therapy group, Raymond was able to maintain
abstinence until his next group meeting at the clinic. At the meeting, an
additional member offered to spend time with him during the next few days
to provide encouragement and support.

Raymond's fellow patients were able to collaborate with the staff and make
use of the cohesive ties within the group as well, as they had been socialized
to the program's norms for helping each other and making use of the hospital
facilities. Without the strong supportive network afforded by these social ties
and the abstinence ideology promoted by AA, Raymond might not have been
reengaged in the program and returned to abstinence. In this respect, these
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interactions were similar to those in the charismatic sects; they embodied an
intimacy and intensity felt for anyone identified as a member of the group,
and allowed for a great deal of mutual support.

Evaluating the Program's Effectiveness

We carried out two studies to compare the effectiveness of the experimental
and the traditional programs. In an era of cutbacks in financial support for
alcoholism rehabilitation, we were attentive to the economic criteria, to en-
sure that we could continue to treat all the patients whom we hoped to serve.
Our first consideration was to see how each program dealt with the high rate
at which patients dropped out of care after leaving the ward and entering the
clinic.8 There was a significant difference between the two programs: 84% of
the experimental patients who had been exposed to their outpatient peers
while on the hospital ward moved on to the clinic after discharge, while only
52% of the inpatients treated in the traditional program did so. For the pa-
tients who began in the outpatient clinic right off, there were no significant
differences in dropout rates between the experimental and the traditional
treatment programs, though the experimental program was operating with half
the counseling staff of the conventional program. The self-help format ap-
parently enabled counselors to effectively treat much higher numbers of pa-
tients, so the program was more efficient on economic grounds.

In a second study, we evaluated patients who continued in therapy for a
full year and compared the self-help patients with those who did not have the
peer-led model but instead had twice the counseling staff.9 Of all the patients,
only a small minority (18%) had been free from alcohol for a month at the
time of admission. At the end of a year, a clear majority (74%) had not drunk
for at least one month, and half (53%) were attending AA, with no difference
between the two groups. The number of patients who had active relationships
with their families had increased over the year (from 37% to 56%), as had the
number who were working at least part-time (from 15% to 31%). Similarly,
the number without a stable residence had declined by half (from 20% to
10%). At each month of treatment, patients who were in the experimental
program performed as well as those in the traditional one.

These findings came as a surprise to many psychiatrists who assumed that
usual standards for professional staffing could not be compromised without a
loss in therapeutic effectiveness. Success in allowing indigent, addicted people
to have a hand in program governance was unexpected by many professionals
as well.

The viability of this program suggests that a zealous self-help model can be
used to increase the effectiveness of other kinds of health care. And we have
adapted the approach to treat patients with combined mental illness and drug
addiction,10 in a form recognized by the American Psychiatric Association11

for its effectiveness and acceptability within the medical mainstream.
Alternative medicine places emphasis on treaters outside the professional

mainstream, and patients' initiative in framing their own care. The idea of
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adapting the spiritual recovery idea and peer support to institutional care is
quite promising in this regard. It offers a chance to motivate patients for self-
help, since health care bureaucracies are poor candidates for motivating peo-
ple to move toward recovery. In time we may find the compassion seen in the
alternative-medicine movement introduced into the medical mainstream.
With sensitivity and a good dose of common sense, this can be done without
compromising the scientific foundations of contemporary medical care.



12
THE AA EXAMPLE

A contemporary charismatic healing group such as Alcoholics Anonymous
provides a model of an effective, inexpensive social instrument that can be
used to treat certain psychological problems, and the operation of this group
can be understood by comparing it with charismatic religious sects. Members
of AA healing groups are highly cohesive; they maintain a system of shared
beliefs and their behavior is strongly influenced by the group. Despite these
points of similarity to religious sects, however, important differences emerge.
For example, the behavioral demands of such a healing group relate only to
the recovery from illness, not to unrelated aspects of their members' lives
such as the occupation they should pursue or how they should manage their
family relations. Religious sects generally have a universalist philosophy and
a code of behavior touching on all aspects of the lives of their adherents.

The two types of groups also differ in the target of their efforts. The healing
group directs its emphasis primarily at change in its own members, while the
religious groups promote an ideology ostensibly intended to transform the
world. Insofar as AA does not impinge on the values of the broader society,
it is less likely than religious sects to generate conflicts at its boundary. In-
deed, its ideology is compatible with mainstream attitudes and often gets sup-
port and encouragement from nonmembers.

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), founded in 1935, is an excellent illustration
of how a charismatic healing group can develop from its origins in intense
personal leadership through to its establishment as a stable, albeit zealous,
institution. Although AA is now a worldwide organization with over one mil-
lion members and a stable administrative structure, new recruits still recapit-
ulate the zealous experience of its founder in some fashion as they become
engaged into the group. We will consider the evolution of AA in three stages,
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each with counterparts in the development of other charismatic groups whose
success has allowed them to follow a path of maturation—using a model
originally developed by Max Weber.1

The Charismatic Gift of Alcoholics Anonymous

Alcoholics Anonymous had its origin in the transcendent religious experience
of its principal founder, Bill W., whose tale, like those of so many other
leaders of charismatic groups, was one of protracted distress—in this case
from alcoholism. He is referred to by his first name only, in accordance with
the AA tradition of anonymity, but his history is well known.2 He was born
in East Dorset, Vermont, in 1895, into a middle-class family. Bill began stud-
ies in electrical engineering while in reserve officer training in college, but
also began drinking heavily. He recalled later that he used liquor to override
the inhibitions he felt in dealing with people, particularly his "social betters."
By the time of the Great Depression, Bill was drinking gin around the clock,
while living off his wife's meager income.

In the course of Bill's deterioration, an old drinking friend named Ebby
came by to visit him and described his own experience in the Oxford Group,
a zealous religious sect. Ebby averred that his involvement in this sect allowed
him to overcome his problem with alcohol and achieve sobriety. Meetings of
the Oxford Group were characterized by open confessions and guidance from
the members in the assembled group.

At the time of this encounter, Bill's situation was grave—he had been hos-
pitalized for detoxification four times during the past year. Wearied and
shaken by his drinking, he was struck by his friend's good grooming and at-
tractive appearance and by the influence that might be exerted when one
alcoholic shared with another his own struggles to control his drinking. Not
long after, he had a revelatory experience.

All at once I found myself crying out, "If there is a God, let Him show
himself! I am ready to do anything, anything!"

Suddenly the room lit up with a great white light. I was caught up on
an ecstasy which there are no words to describe. It seemed to me in my
mind's eye, that I was on a mountain and that a wind not of air but of
spirit was blowing. And then it burst upon me that I was a free man.
Slowly the ecstasy subsided. I lay there on the bed, but now for a time
I was in another world, a new world of consciousness . . . and I thought
to myself, "So this is the God of the preachers!" A great peace stole over
me.3

The very intensity of this transcendent experience made the episode a turning
point in his achieving sobriety, and Bill began preaching to alcoholics at the
hospital where he had been admitted many times.

But this in itself had little impact. So, influenced by the Oxford group, he
established a network of mutual aid and discovered the effectiveness of social
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support when there is a commitment to a common goal. By 1937 Bill and a
co-founder could count forty alcoholics with whom they had struggled, who
had themselves experienced the intensity of spiritual recovery and its atten-
dant abstinence.4 Within two more years their group had grown to one hun-
dred, and they published the book Alcoholics Anonymous, which was to be-
come the movement's bible. From the start, AA displayed characteristics of a
charismatic sect: strongly felt shared belief, intense cohesiveness, experiences
of altered consciousness, and a potent influence on members' behavior. New
adherents also pursued an apostolic mission of converting despairing alco-
holics, imbued with the charismatic zeal and proselytizing urge of its founder
Bill W.

The Routinization of Charisma

The sociologist Max Weber defined the role of the charismatic leader in terms
of the ability to galvanize people into pursuing a transcendent mission, but
he pointed out that such a leader could only be successful in the long run if
he created a structured social order and an attendant body of tradition. Al-
coholics Anonymous has indeed evolved from the zealous ideal of its founder
into an effectively managed organization. By the time of its fiftieth anniversary
in 1985 it had 58,576 chapters in over ninety countries with more than one
million members.5 Harrison Trice,6 who has closely followed AA's evolution,
suggested that its expansion illustrates the manner in which it conforms to
Weber's conception of the routinization of charisma. Through historical study,
Weber observed that the powers of a charismatic leader persist as they become
invested in a successor's organizational roles and the ritual trappings of their
movement.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF RITUAL

The transcendent mission of a routinized charismatic group is expressed in
its rites and rituals. Using these behavioral prescriptions, the group establishes
standards of how its members should conduct themselves in their own lives
and in their joint activities, in conformity with the group's mission. Although
few rites and rituals are rigidly defined by AA, members across the globe
adhere carefully and zealously to the ones that are.

As in the Oxford Group, AA meetings exhibited from the outset ritualized
open confessions of prior transgressions and the acceptance of a "Higher
Power" for guidance. Of the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous, ten are
based on the creed of the Oxford Group. The other two, the open acknow-
ledgment of helplessness before alcohol and carrying the message to other
alcoholics, are unique to AA.

A central ritual in membership is the regular attendance of AA chapter
meetings. Inductees are expected to come to "ninety meetings in ninety days"
when they first join, so as to bolster their abstinence and commitment to the
group and after this they attend meetings at least once or twice a week, often
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daily. The meetings vary in format only slightly in different chapters, and their
rites are therefore immediately recognizable in settings separated by
thousands of miles. For example, all who speak at a meeting begin by saying
"My name is , and I am an alcoholic," symbolizing their rejection of
the denial of their illness typical of alcoholics. Such well-known sayings as
"One day at a time" and "Easy does it," drawn from the writings of Bill W.,
are part of the verbal exchanges. They appear on posters and signs at meet-
ings, and are even popular as bumper stickers. This ritualized use of language
binds people together and reinforces the conformity requisite to committed
membership. It represents an acceptance of myth-building and the "loading"
of language with the group's own connotations.7

Specific meetings are also given their own ritualized meaning, such as those
celebrating members' achieving ninety days and then a year of sobriety. On
these occasions, the celebrants relate the story of their alcoholism and recov-
ery to date. Each typically portrays the descent into alcoholism, his or her
abject state during that period, and eventual transformation by means of en-
gagement with Alcoholics Anonymous. The litany of sin and redemption by
each speaker, heard in different variations many times over, is compelling for
the sincerity and weight of personal testimony. Even the casual observer can-
not help being swept up by the intense commitment of the speakers. One
patient whom I referred to an AA meeting was skeptical before going but
returned enthusiastic.

I can't tell you how remarkable it was. I sat quietly in back, almost hiding
from anyone who would acknowledge my presence, but each speaker
drew me in. There was a magnetism and passion in their tales, and I felt
moved by them as people who had just then become important to me. It
was personal in a way I never expected.

As in most charismatic groups, the pursuit of new members is an important
component of ritual. It supports members' commitment by underlining the
credibility of the movement, since the testimony of new members provides
further validation of the group's ideals. The mutual assistance inherent in the
induction process also helps established members sustain their sobriety, as
they themselves identify with the struggle of new members to overcome the
denial of their illness and withstand their craving for alcohol.

Emphasis on induction has been an essential theme running through the
group's evolution. It was a central aspect of Bill W.'s charismatic mission,
from the time he began to preach to hospitalized alcoholics. His subsequent
work with Dr. Bob, the next convert to Bill's emerging model, was prototypical
of the later ritual of "Twelfth-Step" recruitment activities carried out between
a member and a new recruit. This role has been transmitted in an apostolic
manner to subsequent generations of members; all inductees are expected to
establish a formalized relationship with a long-term member who can serve
as their sponsor in the arduous process of recovery.

The sponsorship ritual illustrates the value of the formalized induction for-
mat within the charismatic group, as the fledgling member chooses a mentor
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from long-standing members. The relationship is a rather demanding one for
both parties, and entails daily confessional communications from inductee to
sponsor for many months. Members are thus introduced to many of the
group's practices, such as the Twelve Steps, and engaged in a continuing
dependency. These roles have their counterparts in most other routinized
charismatic groups, such as the central figures of the Unification Church.

One study of the exchanges between sponsors and inductees revealed the
evolving relationship between the two.8 As the recruits' length of sobriety
increased, a shift occurred away from morale building and specific instruc-
tions for achieving abstinence toward personal change and spiritual growth.
As in other charismatic movements, the new member first picks up the ru-
diments of conformity and later moves on to a deeper restructuring of psy-
chological adaptation.

The sponsorship ritual is important to the sobriety of the sponsor who de-
rives strength from providing advice and serving as a model. One study of a
sample of AA members revealed that a majority (66%) of those who success-
fully achieved abstinence had served as sponsors, while only a minority (19%)
of unsuccessful members had played this role.9

As in all other charismatic groups, involvement in newfound rituals creates
conflict in the members' preexisting relationships, since major changes in
commitment and lifestyle do not come without a disruptive effect. The nature
of induction to AA and the conflicts it may raise can be seen in a patient I
treated for alcoholism and referred to AA. Harry consulted me because of
increasing difficulties at work. As an executive in a large corporation he was
under the scrutiny of his superiors because of several episodes of intoxication
on the job, particularly while on business trips. When he and I reached an
understanding that his problems were caused by alcoholism, we agreed that
his treatment plan would include attending Alcoholics Anonymous and taking
disulfiram (Antabuse), a medication that deters the alcoholic from drinking
since it precipitates physical discomfort when alcohol is consumed.

Harry did well at first, but his commitment to AA was modest and on two
business trips he skipped his disulfiram and drank immoderately. With my
encouragement, he sought out a sponsor and began speaking with him each
day. Despite reservations, Harry became increasingly involved with his sponsor
and started to attend meetings on a daily basis. His "conversion," as it were,
became evident in one of our psychotherapy sessions when I asked him how
he felt about some problems he had been having at work. He responded with
a look of calm determination that "I know now that everything will be all right
as long as I follow the program because the alcoholic in me isn't speaking
anymore. I take it one day at a time." The program was the program, AA, and
"one day at a time" was one of its unmistakable catchphrases.

Harry and his fellowship had connected. He decided to follow the AA reg-
imen and maintain sobriety, and continued to use AA catchwords and inter-
pret many of his problems in terms of AA rhetoric. Actually, the language of
AA served him reasonably well in expressing himself in therapy and probably
in daily life.
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Harry's strong bond to AA caused two problems in his ongoing relation-
ships. His wife did not have the same enthusiasm for the fellowship, and his
frequent absences from home while he attended meetings made her feel iso-
lated and resentful. Despite Harry's attempts to convince her to attend Al-
Anon, AA's counterpart organization for family members, she was uninter-
ested in this group. As with members of charismatic religious groups, he had
trouble empathizing with the reservations of a reluctant family member. In-
deed, like those groups, AA instructs its members to cut off a spouse, sibling,
or parent if they jeopardize one's commitment to the goals of membership.
Harry was applying a ritualized AA solution to a family problem: send the
spouse to AI-Anon. But it wasn't working.

Another conflict arose over Harry's talcing disulfiram. Like many AA mem-
bers, his sponsor was opposed to all psychiatric medications, viewing them as
"crutches" whose use detracted from a full recovery through AA. Like other
zealous groups, AA tends to see the world in black and white and sometimes
eschews professional and scientific thinking alien to its ideology.

Both of Harry's conflicts demanded resolution. I met with him and his wife
several times to aid her adjustment to his commitment to AA and help them
work out some issues in their relationship. With Harry himself, I dealt only
gingerly with the issue of disulfiram and AA, not wishing to come into direct
conflict with the group. After a while, Harry saw less of his sponsor and
continued taking the disulfiram in large part because he had chosen to avoid
a conflict with me. But his commitment to AA remained strong. When dis-
cussing his problems in organizing a division of the corporation where he
worked, he commented about a competitor at work:

I was going to get into a grand confrontation with Carter but you can't
afford resentments if you're an alcoholic [an AA catchphrase]. I thought
of Bill W. and of his setting up the General Service Board to succeed
him. If he could work that miracle, I could certainly handle this problem
of mine without a battle.

Harry was integrating the amorphous philosophy of the group as well as the
experiences of its founder into his everyday life.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF WRITTEN AND ORAL TRADITIONS

A second component of the routinization of charisma is the emergence of
traditions in which the sanctity ascribed to the original leader and the group
is invested in fixed codes of behavior. The Twelve Steps, a written tradition,
have a hallowed position in AA literature and are repeatedly reviewed and
studied by members as they become more deeply involved in the movement;
they are the group's Ten Commandments. Much of the success of AA is
attributable to how the Steps deal specifically with alcoholism and do not
form a general code for behavior. They are therefore applicable to diverse
segments of society with very different lifestyles. Their narrow focus also
serves to undercut the abuse of members for financial or personal gain, and
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minimizes the fears of new recruits that their lifestyles will be materially com-
promised by membership.

Consider the role of the first three Steps in supporting an abstinent lifestyle.

1. We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had
become unmanageable.

2. Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore
us to sanity.

3. Made a Decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of
God, as we understood Him.10

In the Fourth Step, initiates are asked to undertake a protracted confession
that, in Lifton's terms, acts to heighten their self-surrender.11 In AA this is
called a "fearless moral inventory," in which the member reviews individual
failings and attempts to make amends. One other vital tradition, that of pro-
syletizing, is embodied in the Twelfth and final Step, in the words "We tried
to carry the message to alcoholics." The Twelve Steps therefore serve as writ-
ten guidelines for the personal conduct of members themselves.

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF AN ADMINISTRATIVE STRUCTURE

For a social system to sustain itself over time, it must have an internal orga-
nization that creates new initiatives, keeps order, and resolves everyday con-
flicts. Thus, a final component of the routinization of charisma is the devel-
opment of an administrative apparatus to assure that the leadership functions
are carried out over time. Here, too, Bill W. may be credited for having passed
on his mantle of inspired leadership to a stable and effective organization,
and the success of this accomplishment alone may well warrant the praise
that Aldous Huxley gave him as "the greatest social architect of the century."12

The well-organized but democratic hierarchy of AA bears his influence. While
tradition is preserved by this organization, numerous devices prevent an os-
sification of leadership ranks and allow for the lively expression of the group's
original charismatic mission.

Consider the ritual of sponsorship, the first rung in the group's leadership
ladder. A sponsor is chosen by each new recruit and is then responsible for
inculcating the new member in the lore of AA and helping the person follow
through on the Twelve Steps. Because the choice of sponsor is essentially a
free one, the institution prevents rigidity in this important managerial stratum.

At the next level of administration, in the chapters, formal and informal
discussions define the proper relationships between members, and delibera-
tions among chapter officers provide governance over local administrative is-
sues. Chapters elect their officers at meetings open to all members and con-
duct their business by parliamentary procedure.

The Twelve Traditions define norms for behavior at higher administrative
levels in a way that assures both the preservation of the group's charismatic
role and the disavowal of personal gain or profit. They stipulate that members
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"need always maintain personal anonymity at the level of press, radio and
films," thereby preventing the use of the affiliation for personal gain. They
state further that "each group has but one primary purpose—to carry its mes-
sage to the alcoholic who still suffers. . . . The name of AA ought never be
drawn into public controversy," thereby preventing the development of off-
shoot causes and enterprises that could vitiate the group's function. Feminist
issues, for example, have attracted considerable attention among AA members
in recent years, but they did not become established as institutional prerog-
atives because of this constraint.

In her study of Utopian communities, Rosabeth Kanter observed that those
communes that achieved stability for the long term had succeeded in dis-
persing charisma throughout the corporate group.13 The establishment of the
General Service Board of Alcoholics Anonymous, which Bill W. had desig-
nated as the permanent successor to the fellowship's founders, made this
possible for AA too. Operating through an annual General Services confer-
ence attended by elected delegates from ninety-one geographic areas, the
Board promulgates guidelines on issues of concern or controversy.

One further characteristic of the group's administrative function is dictated
by the Traditions' injunction against accruing assets and power within the
organization. Members pay no dues, but instead make small contributions of
no more than a few dollars at each meeting. Even at the national level, large
donations are not accepted, and no contributions at all are accepted from
nonalcoholics. The fellowship's central offices are manned by a volunteer
staff. The wisdom of this policy becomes apparent when comparisons are
made to other charismatic groups in which leaders have been able to take
advantage of members for their own financial advantage.

The Fully Evolved Healing Group

Alcoholics Anonymous is a good example of an institutionalized charismatic
group with a narrowly defined goal. To learn more about such well-delineated
groups, we will consider first AA's strengths and weaknesses, and then look
at how some related groups, offshoots of AA, have fared. A comparison be-
tween certain aspects of AA and charismatic religious groups will highlight
how the format of the charismatic group may be adapted to specific focal
goals.

AA's Success in the Community

In a careful review of studies on the outcome of AA participation, Chad Em-
rick and his associates concluded that drinking problems abated in about two-
thirds of AA members during their period of participation; they consumed
cither less alcohol or none at all.14 Almost half of those who improved re-
mained abstinent for a year. On the whole, AA proved superior to professional
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treatment in helping alcoholics maintain total abstinence, although organized
professional care without AA membership was somewhat more effective than
AA in helping alcoholics to reduce their drinking without total abstinence. AA
therefore compares very favorably in outcome with more elaborate and costly
professional management for those who turn to it for aid.

How did AA achieve success when there was little public appreciation of
the needs of the alcoholic? In answering this question, we must examine the
social context in which AA arose and then its psychology as a charismatic
group. As a social movement, AA had a considerable advantage in gaining
acceptance. Unlike the charismatic religious sects, no changes of the broader
society were necessary to achieve its goals. Cooperation was expected only
from its own participants, and they themselves were forewarned that they
should anticipate little help from those close to them. The family and friends
of AA recruits usually were pleased to be relieved of their burdens of so many
years now that these alcoholics were attempting to help each other.

Response to AA in the press was quite positive too: reports heralding its
success appeared soon after its inception. One early article in the Cleveland
Plain Dealer, for example, led to a growth in the membership of its local
chapter from fifty to three hundred in only twelve weeks. Another in the
Saturday Evening Post brought 6,000 letters of inquiry from readers who
wanted help.15

Alcoholics Anonymous also succeeded in developing a good working rela-
tionship with the medical community. Many hospitals now host AA chapter
meetings, and AA inter-group offices maintain working relationships with de-
toxification centers, thereby assuring ready access to medical care for both
new recruits and relapsed members. In fact, few if any medical facilities des-
ignated for alcoholism treatment in the United States today do not have on-
site meetings integrated into their programs. Furthermore, the American
Medical Society on Alcoholism and Other Drug Dependencies, the principal
medical organization in this field, actively supports AA as a primary form of
treatment. Indeed, the Society counts among its members a good number of
recovering alcoholic physicians who recovered through AA. When it is suc-
cessful, the battle that AA fights against an inner opponent, the craving to
drink, enhances the beliefs of new members and draws them into close ties
with their fellow members, strengthening their commitment to the group and
its mission. AA members are very much bound together by their struggle
against a common enemy.

AA Psychology

The psychology of AA as a charismatic group is of course central to its success.
Alcoholics are most likely to turn to AA when they have "bottomed out," or
reached a nadir of despair, which opens them to alternatives. In this they
resemble recruits to religious sects, who tend to be distressed as well as al-
ienated from those closest to them at the time of their induction.16
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Recruitment into AA occurs in a psychological context that allows com-
munication to be closely controlled, so as to assure that the group's ideology
will be sustained in the face of uncommitted active drinkers. As in the Uni-
fication Church workshops, most of those attending AA chapter meetings are
deeply involved in the group ethos, and the expression of views opposed to
the group's model of treatment is subtly or expressly discouraged. A good
example is the fellowship's response to the concept of controlled drinking, an
approach to alcoholism treatment based on limiting alcohol intake rather than
totally abstaining. Some investigators and clinicians have reported success
with this alternative to treatment.17 The approach, however, is unacceptable
within the AA tradition, and the option is therefore anathema to active mem-
bers. It is rarely brought up by speakers at meetings and suppressed when it
is raised. As an inductee becomes involved in the group, the sponsor monitors
the person's views carefully, assuring that the recruit adheres to the perspec-
tive into which the sponsor was drawn; any hint of an interest in controlled
drinking is discouraged. Similar constraints would be applied if a recruit ques-
tioned the importance of any of the Steps or the need to attend meetings
regularly.

The issue here is not the relative merit of controlled drinking: in the United
States it is not a viable treatment approach for the large majority of alcohol-
dependent people. Rather, it is the way communications are managed in AA.
As a charismatic group, AA is able to suppress attitudes that could undermine
its traditions. Indeed, deviance from the abstinence norm is regarded as a
serious "slip." As David Rudy points out, by rigidly defining the limits of ac-
ceptable behavior, the group strengthens and reaffirms its own boundaries.18

AA generates an intense personal involvement in the group, one comparable
to the members' previous dependency on alcohol, and thus provides them
with "an alternative dependency." Over 80% of members invite fellow mem-
bers to their homes, outside the meeting format.19 In his studies of the life
histories of alcoholics, George Vaillant has found that recovery from alcohol-
ism most commonly happens when an alternative dependency is substituted.20

The emotional impact of this dependency on AA is apparent in the expe-
rience of many members whose equanimity is closely tied to their stable re-
lationship to the group. One of my patients, a successful lawyer who regularly
attended AA meetings, spoke of his irritability in dealing with his wife and
partners after returning from a long business trip.

Missing meetings while I was away was a big problem. I didn't get to
one for five days last week and I just couldn't take to that old "button-
pushing." I kept barking at Jennie and was unpleasant at work. I knew
something was unsteady inside of me that was making me more irritable
at every turn. But getting back to a meeting made me feel like my old
self again. I'll have to make a meeting every day on the next trip.

Charismatic groups tend to divide the world into the good within their
groups and the evil lodged in their enemies. AA also relies on this psycholog-
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ical defense of projecting outside themselves the evil that members fear from
within. It personifies unacceptable evil in the form of alcohol itself and the
alcoholic disease process. This breeds the typical Manichaean outlook in
which the world is divided into good and evil. It leads members to avoid all
persons who may again entrap them in drinking and affiliate even more
strongly with others in the fellowship. As Margaret Bean points out,21 the
initiate is usually encouraged to give up social contacts outside AA, for the
express reason that the person is endangered by these people, since they are
the ones amongst whom he or she fell prey to alcoholism in the first place.
This strategy works well in promoting the alcoholic's recovery at the cost of
some friendships.

For a few potential members, AA's appeal is limited by its sectarianism,
recently reflected in more elaborated dogma.22 Agnostics and atheists may
react aversely to chapter meetings, which are often begun with the Lord's
Prayer and may dwell on the idea of a Higher Power. In Eastern cultures, the
Christian orientation of the group also presents problems for recruitment. On
a visit to Thailand I found that attempts to establish AA chapters had met
with success among Western-born Christians, but were poorly received by the
Buddhist majority. More acceptable variants have emerged in Japan.23

Another point of doctrinal rigidity that can cause recruitment problems is
controlled drinking. Because of its origins as a charismatic group, AA relies
on received knowledge rather than experimental research. While experiments
with controlled drinking have raised interest among some American social and
medical scientists, they have been rejected by AA. This is not unlike battles
over dogma that charismatic groups have fought—and in this case won: in
the United States today, AA has set the tone for treatment across the country.

The possibility of being co-opted by other institutions within the treatment
mainstream also makes AA vulnerable. Many AA members have become ther-
apists in hospital-based rehabilitation programs for alcoholism and their com-
mitments to the AA approach have softened. Increasingly, new AA members
are being referred from professional settings; over a third of new members
now come from institutional rehabilitation programs.24 In time, AA may be
seen by its members as one option among many, rather than as the definitive
vehicle for their rehabilitation. Indeed, over 40% of one recent sample of AA
members turned to professional help after joining, and most reported that
such help played an "important part" in their recovery.25

There is a lesson in this; the fellowship struggled for years to have alco-
holism find its place in the mainstream, and AA's relative influence might
now decline because of its own success. Charismatic groups sometimes retain
their integrity better when persecuted than when embraced by the broader
society. The charismatic group may succeed on a broader scale, however,
when its message becomes part of the cultural mainstream.

In conclusion, we find that AA serves as a good example of a fully evolved
charismatic healing movement. Its strengths are drawn from the psychology
of the charismatic group: in its proselytizing, its control over members' com-
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munications, and its Manichaean outlook. At the same time, it has the vul-
nerabilities of charismatic groups, and is subject to the dissipation of its foun-
ders' zeal as it achieves organizational success.

AA Offshoots and Synanon

Self-help movements vary considerably in their structure and format. Some
collaborate closely with institutional caregivers, while others stand apart, mak-
ing little contact with established organizations or professionals. I have stud-
ied three zealous, cohesive groups oriented toward healing in some detail.
One, the Federation of Parents for Drug-Free Youth, is a national anti-drug
movement that draws on parents' concern for their children's welfare.26 The
other is Recovery, a long-established self-help movement for the psychiatri-
cally disabled.27 And the third is a self-help program for alcoholism developed
in my own hospital, closely integrated into hospital-based institutional treat-
ment.28 While each offers a useful perspective on the adaptability of certain
aspects of the charismatic group, it will be most instructive to focus on groups
that evolved most directly from AA.

Many groups have been modeled closely and successfully after AA. Over a
dozen "Anonymous" groups draw specifically on the AA Twelve Step format.
These deal with issues ranging from drug dependency, like Pills Anonymous
and Cocaine Anonymous, to gambling and obesity. The admission of help-
lessness before one's problems and the bonding together with those similarly
afflicted appears to work well as a self-help formula for many compulsive
behaviors.

Furthest along the scale of addictive behavior lies dependence on the opiate
drugs, such as heroin and morphine. For treatment of this marginally man-
ageable problem a more profound group commitment is required, one that
can take place in a residential therapeutic community. In this setting, all
aspects of a member's life become engaged in the charismatic healing pro-
gram, and residence is required for many months. The residential therapeutic
community is used less frequently in the treatment of heroin addiction than
is methadone maintenance (opiate replacement therapy), and these commu-
nities illustrate the limitations of a charismatic healing approach. Less than
a fifth of all patients under treatment for opiate addiction in one state, for
example, were in therapeutic communities, while the remainder were on
methadone.29 Nonetheless, certain charismatically oriented therapeutic com-
munities such as Phoenix House and Daytop Village have gained wide accep-
tance because of their thoughtful use of group therapy techniques, openness
to independent follow-up, and collaboration with other community agencies.

Synanon, the first of the drug-free therapeutic communities, symbolizes
many of the failings of charismatic healing groups. This movement was
founded in 1958 by Charles Dederich in California. A recovered alcoholic
who had achieved sobriety in AA, Dederich attempted to adopt the fellow-
ship's techniques for narcotic addicts. Principal among the changes he insti-
tuted were the shift to a residential setting and—at the outset, at least—
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elimination of a religious orientation. When most successful, in the early
1970s, the movement had 1,350 members, mainly in southern California.
Although the majority had entered for the treatment of drug addiction or
alcoholism, about a quarter had joined to address their own problems of per-
sonal adjustment.30 Many prominent figures, from the psychologist Abraham
Maslow31 to senior federal drug officials, were impressed by the group in its
earlier days.

The Synanon experience began with inductees severing all ties with outsid-
ers for three months, after which they lived in isolated settings and worked
in Synanon-operated businesses, all designed to remove them from influences
in the general community that might rekindle their craving for heroin. Strict
compliance with the group's practices and standards for behavior was required
from the time of entry, and enforcement was carried out by intense group
encounters called "games." Members spent an average of thirty hours a month
in the games, which were characterized by very harsh exchanges. The games
served a number of functions, some explicit and some not. Their overt purpose
was to convert the addict to a new style of living. They also acted as a safety
valve for the strong feelings and animosities aroused in the communal setting.
On another level, as described by Richard Ofshe,32 they assured members'
compliance with all demands of the group, and thereby secured the leaders'
firm control over the community.

The group soon became increasingly self-sufficient by employing its mem-
bers and monitoring them closely. By the mid-1970s members were drawn by
Dederich into sexually perverse acts, defectors from the group were harassed,
and critics of the movement were subjected to violence. An initially enthusi-
astic public and professional community wondered how the group had gone
awry.

From the outset, Synanon fell victim to the inflated role of Charles Deder-
ich, its charismatic leader. In contrast to Bill W., Dederich was arrogant and
controlling, and in time even designated Synanon as a religion, granting him-
self a transcendent role far beyond that appropriate to the director of a drug
treatment program. Unbridled power leads to feelings of grandiosity that may
be difficult to withstand, so the outcome of this group depended on the es-
tablishment of a rational administrative structure. Unlike AA, however, Syn-
anon did not develop a stable organization or a democratic community. In-
stead, power was concentrated in the hands of a single individual who proved
ill fit to manage it.

Whereas AA addresses a highly circumscribed aspect of members' lives,
alcohol use alone, Synanon impinged on all aspects of social adaptation. No
doubt the magnitude of the addiction being addressed by Synanon was
thought to justify such controls.

Dederich separated Synanon members from the economic life of the
broader community by putting them to work in light manufacturing and retail
sales in small businesses owned by the group. He thereby laid the groundwork
for concentrating the group's economic assets in his hands. Dederich later
acknowledged in court that his own family had received $2 million of the
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organization's funds over a four-year period.33 Such pecuniary gain, of course,
stands in sharp contrast to the traditional limitation on the acquisition of
assets with AA, and the disavowal of all personal benefits by the founder.

In time Dederich's personal role became more bizarre, as he compelled
married members to change partners at his bidding.34 His grandiosity and
increasingly unstable mental state is clear in the following statement he made
in one court deposition in the later years of his rule.

I am more famous than Santa Glaus. We had enormous amounts of
publicity. We had all the big ones—Life, Look, everything but Reader's
Digest. More people knew about me than knew about World War II,
according to various surveys we made.35

The splitting of good and evil and the projection of evil onto outsiders was
an aspect of the aggressive paranoia of this deranged leader. When an attorney
brought a case against Dederich on behalf of a disenchanted ex-member,
Dederich told some of his aides:

We're not going to mess with the old time "turn the other cheek" posture.
Don't mess with us—it could get you killed dead—that's our interpre-
tation of what a religious posture should be. I want an ear in a glass of
alcohol.36

In response to this, three members of Dederich's armed "Imperial Guard"
placed a rattlesnake in the attorney's mailbox, nearly killing him. The episode
resulted in Dederich's being fined $5,000 and placed on five years' probation,
with an injuction against participating further in running his cultic group.37

Clearly, an open system of governance, as established in AA, would have
militated against such a turn of events.

Recommendations

The contrast between Synanon and Alcoholics Anonymous suggests measures
that would prevent abuse of power in a charismatic healing group. In partic-
ular, it is important to avoid improper concentrations of power and stifling
contact with the outside world.

1. A charismatic healing group should have a broad-based administra-
tive structure and establish written traditions for preventing the
emergence of autocratic leadership. A democratic electoral process
is one option.

2. Clear limits on incursions into members' social lives should be de-
fined to avoid their being manipulated more than necessary for their
own recovery.

3. Large contributions of money and other resources should be dis-
couraged; staff functions should be carried out by volunteers.

4. Independent sources of information and open exchanges with the
society at large should not be suppressed. They serve to minimize
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the dangers of excessive reliance on the group's own idiosyncratic
beliefs and internally generated values. They can also facilitate val-
uable collaboration with outside professionals.

Ironically, these very steps toward temperance can also undermine the
group's charismatic zeal. Herein lies the challenge in establishing and contin-
uing such zealous healing groups.
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APPENDIX A

THE CHARISMATIC GROUP:

A SUMMARY

If there is a science to the study of the charismatic group, then the student may
find it useful to refer to some operating principles. To this end, the following
summary has been prepared.

The charismatic group is a close-knit community defined by the following pri-
mary characteristics: It has a strongly held belief system and a high level of social
cohesiveness; its members are deeply influenced by the group's behavioral norms
and impute a transcendent (or divine) role to their leader. These groups may differ
among themselves in the particulars of their ideology and ritual behavior, but they
do have several traits in common, some listed below. Certain groups may conform
only in part to this model and to that extent they are an expression of this phe-
nomenon in modified form.

Entry into the Group

Charismatic groups are likely to emerge at a time when the values of a society are
felt to be inadequate for addressing major social issues. Individuals are more prone
to join if they are unhappy because of situational problems or chronic distress and
if they have limited affiliative ties to family and friends.

Groups generally engage new members by creating an atmosphere of uncondi-
tional acceptance and support and offering a worldview that promises a solution
for all existential problems. Engagement (or conversion) entails experiences of
intensely felt emotion or perceptual change. It also provides a relief of neurotic
distress and a feeling of well-being. For the convert, these experiences serve to
validate the group's mission.

The Experience of Membership

The group's leader is reputed to have the potential of bringing a resolution to the
problems of humanity. In interacting with followers, the leader is also drawn into
believing the grandiose role accorded him, and then justifies his behavior by re-

227



228 APPENDIX A

ferring to the transcendent mission suggested by the group's philosophy. This can
cause him to make demands on his followers that outsiders would see as petulant
and abusive.

The group attributes special meaning, colored by its philosophy, to everyday
language and events; this meaning is usually related to dogma or written code
attributed to the group's leader or progenitor.

Recruits experience a relief effect with membership. That is, the closer they feel
to their fellow members and the group's values, the greater the relief in their
emotional distress; the more they become emotionally distanced from the group,
the greater their experience of distress. This relief effect serves as the basis for
reinforcing compliance with the group's norms, as it implicitly rewards conformity
with enhanced well-being and punishes alienation with feelings of distress. It also
keeps members from leaving the group because they are conditioned to avoid the
distress that results from relinquishing the benefits of the relief effect.

Group behavioral norms generally structure all areas of members' lives, their
work, sexuality, socialization, and intellectual pursuits. Activities in these areas are
preferentially carried out with other members, so that outsiders are generally
shunned as friends and colleagues.

Membership is characterized by levels of "sanctity," so that a member is con-
tinually striving to achieve a higher level of acceptance by conforming all the more
with the group's expectations. Such conformity generally results in members' ex-
periencing considerable privation.

The Charismatic Group as a Social System

The group operates as a close-knit social system to assure its stability. It does this
by manipulating the activities and views of its members. Members' activities are
monitored closely, either by formally designated observers or other general mem-
bers. Compliance with the group's norms is assured by the members' need to avoid
estrangement and resulting dysphoria if they appear to question these values.
Scapegoating of recalcitrant members helps to maintain a sense of goodness and
trust among members.

Information is managed to minimize dissonance between the views of the group
and the contrasting attitudes of the general society. The group may therefore
engender attitudes and views that fly in the face of reality to prevent destabilization
in members' commitment. Implicit "evidence" of the credibility of the group's
ethos is also provided by new members, and aggressive recruitment therefore helps
stabilize the entire system.

Boundary control is exercised by the group to protect it from threatening in-
cursions from without. The group will therefore engender a suspicious attitude
toward the general society to protect its members from assimilation. A clear dif-
ference is drawn between members and nonmembers, in terms of their innate
value as people. Nonmembers are accorded less moral weight, and may be de-
ceived or snubbed to assure the stability of the group as a social system.

Charismatic groups come into conflict with the surrounding society in a number
of ways. They disregard the concern of the families of new converts. They behave
in a defensive and paranoid way toward outsiders suspected of being hostile to
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the group. They aggressively maintain ideologic positions at variance with those
of the general culture.

After their initial most zealous phase, charismatic groups may follow any of
these courses: They may become bureaucratized with the charisma of the original
leader ascribed to the group's leadership hierarchy. They may assimilate into the
broader society if the group's self-protectiveness and isolation are not sustained
by the leadership. They may come into direct conflict with the surrounding society
because of differences in ideology and defensiveness on both sides, potentially
leading to violence. To escape a negative outcome, these groups may also migrate
to an isolated setting.

Spiritual Recovery Movements

These are modified forms of the charismatic groups in that they are not as in-
tensely cohesive and do not assert the same degree of control over all aspects of
their adherents' lives. They espouse belief systems that typically give an existential
or transcendent meaning to illness, and they expect certain behaviors of their
adherents to relieve the consequences of disease or even avert the threat of mor-
tality. The benefits experienced by their adherents may result from the relief of
anxiety, from greater social support for health-promoting behaviors, and even from
the physiologic consequences of affiliation.
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THE CHARISMATIC GROUP:

EXAMPLES

The following grid is a complement to Appendix A, which defines the overall
psychology of charismatic groups. This grid gives an additional perspective on
these groups. It includes many of the movements discussed in the book, past or
contemporary, benign or malignant, and illustrates how some of their character-
istics can be denned to help in understanding the differences among them. While
all charismatic groups have a characteristic pattern of cohesiveness and ideology,
this pattern does not carry with it an obligate moral character or a necessary
pattern of overt behaviors. Each group, instead, is a very real social entity with its
own mores; and like each nation, corporation, or primitive tribe, it is unique unto
itself.

Type of Ideology

Neo-Christicm
Latter-Day Saints

Christian
Science
Unification
Church
Branch
Davidians
Eastern
Transcendental
meditation
Rajneeshees

Divine Light
Mission

Charismatic Gained public
leader attention

Joseph Smith mid- 1800s

Mary Baker 1870s
Eddy
Reverend 1970s
Moon
David 1993
Koresh

Maharishi 1970s
Mahesh Yogi
Bhagwan 1970s
Shree
Rajneesh
Guru 1970s
Maharaj Ji

Notable
behaviors

Corporate,
missionaries

Avoid medical
care
Arranged
marriages
Sexual control
and weapons

Meditation and
relaxation
Saffron clothing,
murder plots

Flashes at
conversion,
meditation

Leadership
structure

Elders
determine
dogma
Complex
organization
Leader's
hierarchy
Leader
controls

Guru and lay
organization
Guru and
appointees

Loosely led
by leader
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Aum Shinrikyu

Science Fiction
Scientology

Heaven's Gate

Idiosyncratic
Oneida Colony

Manson Family

Peoples Temple

Solar Temple

Spiritual Recovery
Alcoholics
Anonymous
EST

"Special"
patients
Rational
Recovery

Shoko
Asahara

L. Ron
Hubbard
Marshall
Applewhite

John Noyes

Charles
Manson
Rev. Jim
Jones

Luc Jouret

Bill W.

Werner
Erhard
Bernie
Siegel, M.D.
Jack Trimpey

1995

1950s

1997

1840

1969

1978

1994

1940s

1970s

1980s

1980s

Plots and
murder

Mercantile
religion
Millennial,
suicide

Seclusive, sexual
management
LSD, murder

Paranoid
escape, mass
suicide
Armageddon,
suicide-murder

Alcoholics only,
abstinence
Self-realization
as business
Cancer patients,
spiritual
Substance
abusers

Paranoid
leadership

Closed
hierarchy
Leader
controlled

Leader's
hierarchy
Leader
controlled
Leader's
hierarchy

Loose-knit
charismatic
leadership

Democratic
electoral
Tightly held
hierarchy
By books
and seminars
Private,
certification



APPENDIX C

CHRONOLOGY OF THE STUDIES

Findings from several of my studies are discussed at different points. To clarify
the sequence of this work, the actual research projects are listed here in chron-
ological order.

Year
Conducted

1970-72

1974

1977

1978

Research Project, Site, and Subjects

Marijuana: physiology, psychology, and so-
cial behavior. National Institute of Mental
Health (12 volunteers; 36 volunteers)

Divine Light Mission, active members.
New York, Orlando, Florida (119 members)

Unification Church, active members. New
York City (237 members)

Unification Church, Induction Workshops.

Principal
References

Galanter et al.,
1973
Galanter et al.,
1973
Galanter et al.,
1974
Galanter, 1978
Galanter and
Buckley, 1978
Galanter et al.,
1979
Galanter, 1981
Galanter, 1980

Boston, California, Washington, D.C., New
York State (104 recruits)

1980-1981 Unification Church, study of marital en- Galanter,
gagement. New York City, Boston (321 en- 1983(a)
gaged members)

1981 Unification Church, dropouts. U.S., Na- Galanter,
tional (66 ex-members) 1983(b)

1982 Federation of Parents for Drug-Free Youth. Galanter et al.,
Atlanta, Georgia (135 parent members) 1984

1982-1986 Institutionally based self-help treatment for Galanter et al.,
alcoholism. Bronx Municipal Hospital Cen- 1987
ter (282 experimental patients and con-
trols)
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1983-1985 Unification Church, study of married cou- Galanter, 1986
pies. U.S., National (321-member follow-
up)

1983-1986 Recovery, Inc., self-help for psychiatric Galanter, 1988
problems. U.S., National (one member and
leader in each of 211 groups)

1988 AA-based program for addicted physicians Galanter et al.,
(100 physicians). 1989

1991-1992 Rational Recovery, nonspiritual self-help Galanter et al.,
group for relief of addiction (433 subjects) 1993a

1990 "Christian Psychiatry," society for funda- Galanter et al.,
mentalist psychiatrists (193 subjects) 1991

1980-1991 Network Therapy, family and peers to sup- Galanter,
port in addict's recovery (60 patients) 1993, 1993a

Galanter et al.,
1993

1989—1992 "Recovery" clinic for peer-led therapy for Galanter et al.,
cocaine addicts (150 patients) 1993

1989—1995 Mentally ill addicts responding to peer-led Galanter et al.,
care (298 patients) 1996

1995—1996 Review of the psychology of spiritual recov- Galanter, 1997
ery movements
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2. Group Cohesiveness

1. Reference should be made here to G. H. Mead (1962), who showed that mind
and self are generated in a social process. He posited a "generalized other,"
namely the organized community or social group that gives the individual a
unity of self.

2. D. Cartwright and A. Zander (1962), p. 74.
3. M. Bowen (1978); L. Wynne et al. (1958).
4. D. Reiss (1971).
5. A. Deutsch (1980).
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8. L. Coser (1974); A. L. Greil and D. R. Rudy (1984).
9. S. Freud (1921), p. 16.

10. The term new religious movements reflects a certain respect for these groups.
It has been popularized by more sympathetic authors. The term cult, on the
other hand, has often been used pejoratively by authors more concerned with
the potential danger of these groups.
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11. The names of individual group members and the details of their backgrounds
are altered throughout to protect their identities.

12. J. G. Melton and R. L. Moore (1982).
13. J. V. Downton (1979).
14. J. V. Downton (1979); T. Pilarzyk (1978), p. 30.
15. M. Galanter and P. Buckley (1978).
16. Respondents' average age was 25. By eliminating "none" and "other" re-

sponses, the relative distribution of major religious denominations among the
remaining sample prior to joining was obtained: 44% Protestant, 32% Cath-
olic, and 21% Jewish. Comparable figures for the nation overall (Yearbook of
American Churches, 1972, U.S. Church membership) were 57%, 38%, and
2% respectively.

17. C. Cameron (1973), p. 22.
18. T. Pilarzyk (1978), p. 38.
19. J. C. Ross (1982); D. G. Bromley and A. D. Shupe (1979).
20. M. Galanter et al. (1972).
21. Subjective symptoms not related to the group experience, however, differen-

tiated the three experimental conditions. Thus, for symptoms such as "mouth
feeling dry," "feeling dreamy," and "head feeling heavier," both marijuana and
placebo are significantly different from the no drug condition, although the
effect of active marijuana was stronger (Galanter et al. 1974).

22. B. J. Albaugh and P. O. Anderson (1974).
23. R. L. Bergman (1971).
24. F. Kass et al. (1980).
25. The internal reliability of the scales developed for this study and those in

ensuing studies was assessed by computing the coefficient alpha, reflecting
the average correlation of the test items. By this technique, the scales all had
satisfactory coefficients of internal reliability. For example, for the Psycholog-
ical Distress Scale, .78; group cohesiveness in relation to ten members, .75;
in relation to all members, .75; in relation to nonmembers, .78; religious
creed—used in the Unification Church study, .81 (Galanter, 1981). Specific
points on all these scales were labeled as follows: 1—not at all; 2—a little
bit; 3—moderately; 4—a lot; 5—very much.

26. Further details on symptom decline are found in Galanter (1978). Members
actually had a relatively high incidence of drug use prior to joining. For ex-
ample, the overwhelming majority had smoked marijuana (92%); most had
used hallucinogens (68%), and a certain number used heroin (14%) too. With
the exception of alcohol, the level of use for all drugs queried was two to four
times that reported by a representative national sample of college students for
the same period. The same number of Divine Light members (86%), though,
had used alcohol, as had respondents in the national sample (National Com-
mission on Marijuana and Drug Abuse, 1973).

27. Mean scores for the Social Cohesiveness Scale toward each of the three target
groups reflected this difference: for ten members, 34.4 ± 3.4; for ten non-
members, 26.4 ± 4.7; for all members, 32.4 ± 3.6 (F = 214.7, 2/116 df, p
< .01).

28. Typical declines in symptom scores after joining were 41% for anxiety and
42% for depression. A stepwise multiple regression analysis was performed
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using selected items on social cohesiveness toward sect members. These
predicted 37% of the variance in scores on the Psychological Distress Scale
(Galanter, 1982).

29. In one item, subjects indicated whether or not they had in the past "experi-
enced serious emotional problems" before joining the group. Thirty-nine per-
cent answered affirmatively.

3. Shared Beliefs

1. R. M. Kanter(1972).
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study of the Moonies.
22. Typical items were, "Have you been feeling emotionally stable and sure of

yourself?" and "How happy, satisfied, or pleased have you been with your
personal life?" answered on a six-point scale (Dupuy, 1973). Respondents'
GWB scores (X = 74.4 ± 17.2) were significantly below those of the com-
parison group (83.4 ± 16.2, p <. 001). They were also highly inversely cor-
related (r = —.64, p <. 001) with the Psychological Distress Scale scores.

23. M. Galanter et al. (1979). Dr. John Ware of the Stanford Research Institute
had not only undertaken the administration of the General Well-Being Sched-
ule to 1,196 representative adults from Dayton, Ohio, but had also cross-
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tabulated his population's scores by age and sex, making it possible to draw
out a sample with very much the same demographic distribution of our own
respondents.

24. Comparison responses obtained for the periods right before and after first
contacts with the church (Galanter, 1981) reflected a marked increase in the
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25. Cohesiveness items accounted for 30% of the variance in GWB scores in a
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workshops after the first weekend had scores that were not significantly dif-
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