CULTS: FAITH, HEALING AND COERCION


This lecture will present illustrations of cultic behavior with a discussion of the underlying social psychology of cult members, followed by a description of a systems model that clarifies how such groups exert their influence on individuals.  It will close with an illustration of cultic behavior as evident in positively oriented healing groups.


In recent decades, we have witnessed the emergence of a number of cultic groups that have led to the death of innocent people, among them the People's Temple in Jonestown, the Aum Shinrikyu in Japan, and Heaven's Gate in California.  A model for the psychology of such groups can be formulated on the basis of empirical studies carried out on the Divine Light Mission, a group of Indian origin, and the Unification Church, derived from Korea (Galanter).  These studies were carried out on large samples of members employing quantitatively-grounded, validated, self-report scales.  


Findings in an initial study on the Divine Light Mission revealed a significant negative correlation between members' psychological distress and the degree of affiliation they felt toward the group.  Subsequent studies on the Unification Church showed that members' well-being was also significantly correlated with the degree of their acceptance of the group's religious creed.  Furthermore, among potential inductees, it was only those who scored lowest on psychological well-being who stayed in the induction sequence, and ultimately joined.


On the basis of these and other studies, it is possible to formulate a model of cult affiliation whereby respective members' compliance with group norms is operantly reinforced by the relationship between their affective status and the intensity of their affiliation toward the group.  This psychological model is compatible with a sociobiological approach, wherein close ties between individuals are fostered by the adaptive advantage lent related members of a species by traits such as reciprocal altruism (Trivers).  In larger groups, a systems model (von Bertalanffy) based on the same sociobiologically-derived behaviors may apply among unrelated individuals.  Social forces then emerge wherein the group itself is validated by engagement of new members, and is protected from dissolution by functions of internal monitoring and boundary control.  


Such intensely affiliative groups may appear in modified form in spiritually-oriented healing movements, wherein presumptively health-promoting behavior is supported by group affiliation and adherence to a healing ideology that is typically associated with a progenitor charismatic leader.  Illustrations of this latter phenomenon will be presented in relation to Twelve-Step programs for addiction such as Alcoholics Anonymous, and a mental health oriented program, Recovery Inc.
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