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NRMs: Controversies (5)

· Robert Lifton ‘…found that under extreme conditions, including captivity, torture or the threat of torture, sleep deprivation and so on, some captives appeared to have been converted to their captors’ ideology”.
 Edward Hunter, 1952, Chinese hsi nao, ‘to purify ones thoughts’.  

· Conscious (active) decision vs a coerced (passive) decision.  

· It is generally believed that new religions ‘demand a response’.  In most discussions of new religions it is not long before words like ‘problem’, ‘challenge’ and ‘threat’ appear.  Notwithstanding the west’s ideals of a free society where freedom of speech is permitted, new religious movements have tested liberal democracy’s limits of tolerance.  It is widely believed that the activities of NRMs need to be curtailed, if not by legislation, at least by warnings, forceful counter-argument, and in some cases litigation and even direct action.

· In short, the new wave of NRMs posed a much more serious threat to the dominant culture than the older ‘Christian deviations’.

· William Sargant (psychologist) Battle for the Mind (1957).  The Mind Possessed (1973).  

· Flo Conway and Jim Siegelman, Snapping, (1978) 

· The casualties of mind control include not only the millions of cult members themselves, their children, and their friends and loved ones, but also our society as well.  Our nation is being robbed of our greatest resource: bright, idealistic, ambitious people who are capable of making an enormous contribution to mankind.  Many of the former members I know have become doctors, teachers, counsellors, inventors, artists.  Imagine what cult members could accomplish if they were all set free to develop their God-given talents and abilities! What if they channelled their energies into problem solving, rather than trying to undermine America’s freedoms with some warped totalitarian vision?

· Schein et al
  - ‘unfreezing’, ‘changing’ and ‘refreezing’.    

· The first of the 3 phrases involves subjecting the ‘victim’ to ‘various incapacitating physical, psychological, and social conditions designed to induce a nearly complete cognitive, emotional, and social breakdown’.
 

· Singer: Successful behavioral change programs are designed to upset you to the point that your self-confidence is undermined.  This makes you more open to suggestion and also more dependent on the environment for cues about ‘right thinking’ and ‘right conduct’.  Your resistance to new ideas lessens when you feel yourself teetering on the edge with massive anxiety about the right choices in life on the one side, and the group ideas that offer the way out of this distress on the other side.
  

· The second stage, the ‘changing’, imposes a new identity.  New routines are established, group activities take place, and there are rewards and punishments.  Everything is controlled.  People will latch on to this new identity because they need identity.  

· The third is ‘refreezing’, where the new environment creates bonds, loyalties and accepts the new identity and new reality.  

· Dawson: systematic recruitment activities; targeting; deception; bombardment, isolation; kept busy; love bombing; confessional activities; sensory overload can then lead to sensory deprivation; hypnosis; new names.  

· Recruitment that employs deception should, however, be distinguished from ‘brainwashing’ or ‘mind control’.  If people are the victims of mind control, they are rendered incapable of themselves making the decision as to whether or not to join a movement – the decision is made for them.  If, on the other hand, it is just deception that is being practised, converts will be perfectly capable of making a decision – although they might make a different decision were they basing their choice on more accurate information.
  

· Dawson’s
 12 points against the brainwashing thesis:

1 NRMs are lumped together.  Generalisation does not work and is unfair.  

2 There is ideological bias.  Racism is present.  Many NRMs are from outside western Christian culture.  Okay for an Indian to be a Hare Krishna, but not for a westerner.  

3 Surely it is not true that only someone who is brainwashed could believe in the tenets of an NRM? Conversion is not usually sudden, and even if it is can people really not have made their own informed decision? 

4 Original theories of brainwashing are problematic as they refer to men in POW camps.  

5 The use of anecdotal evidence.  If a member of an NRM says they are free to leave at any time, those who oppose NRMs can say the person has been brainwashed to believe that.  Criticism of the behaviour known as ‘love-bombing’ is problematic.  Just being friendly?

6 When the term brainwashing was first used, it described people who were physically confined and tortured.  Can someone be brainwashed if they are not restrained and physically hurt?

7 Sampling bias.  Literature mainly comes from ex-members who have been deprogrammed.  Those who leave voluntarily retain positive feeling about their time in the group; those who are deprogrammed do not.

8 Can we trust that negative accounts have not been exaggerated/influenced? And according to Barker
, many converts cannot remember why they converted.  Many pushes and pulls.

9 Low recruitment rate and high leaving rate.  See Barker
 The Making of a Moonie.  If they do they don’t do it well!
10 In The Making of a Moonie, Barker concluded that the group of Unificationists seemed no different from her control group of non-members.  

11 The psychological testing of members does not support the brainwashing theory.  And evidence suggests that those who do experience problems are those who have been deprogrammed.  

12 Pressure, yes.  Brainwashing, no.  Methods not unique to NRMs.  

AND

1.
Idea renders people passive.  Conversion in hand of NRM. People are not accepted as active seekers.

2.
Most who make contact with NRMs do not join, or not for any great length of time.

3.
Studies show that members have no more psychological problems than non members, and that members of NRMs are no more and no less likely than non members to become mentally ill.

5.
People often ‘drift’ into NRMs then ‘drift’ out again.  Saliba
 says that those attracted have been involved in what he terms the ‘counter culture’ for some time, and that they have tried several things in the past.

6.
Saliba says that many members may not understand everything about the NRM, but that is no different from getting married or making a career change - they are all uncertainties.

7.
Suicide needs to be studied more closely and in the same way as suicides outside of NRMs.  “Moonie commits suicide”.  Never “Methodist/Anglican commits suicide”.

8.
Difficult to prove.

9.
Consenting adults.

· Deprogramming: The illegal kidnapping of members of NRMs.  Coercive deprogramming/faith breaking.  

· Ted Patrick:
 ‘Father’ of deprogramming.   “I believe firmly that the Lord helps those who help themselves - and a few little things like karate, Mace and hand-cuffs can come in handy from time to time”.  Founded FREECOG in early 1970s in response to the Children of God.

· Exit counselling

· Laissez faire.
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