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Cultural Configurations of Mormon

Fundamentalist Polygamous

Communities

Martha Bradley

ABSTRACT: “The Principle” or plural marriage, as practiced by the

Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-day Saints (LDS Church) during

the nineteenth century, evolved to encompass a culture of lite prac-

tices, ideas and meanings for the fundamentalist Mormon polygamists

who continue in the practice to the present day. For the modern-day

polygamists, the culture that surrounds this doctrine includes a set of

learned behaviors and strategies, symbols, and a compelling vision of

an ideal community. This highly effective culture has helped plurality

persist and grow in the intermountain western part of the United

States, perpetuating a belief system but also a distinctive lifestyle

wrapped around the doctrine of a plurality of wives. This article

sketches out the parameters of the culture of polygamy, describes

the key groups that continue in the practice, and discusses the con-

nection between the fundamentalist polygamist groups and individuals

and the LDS Church.

he national media frequently titillate the American public with

stories of modern-day polygamists from Utah. But the media’s

obsessive focus on the unusual marital relations or family living

situations of polygamous families obscures what is a highly effective and

symbolic cultural system, which has facilitated the perpetuation of

polygamy long after the official ending of Mormon polygamy with the

Manifesto of 1890. It has done this because of the development ofa cul-

ture of polygamy that was first begun by the Church of Jesus Christ of

Latter-day Saints (LDS Church) in the 1840s, which continues today in

fundamentalist Mormon groups. As a culture, polygamy is bolstered by
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a distinctive and powerful system of ideas, behaviors, and meanings, cre-

ating a commanding identity for the people. The culture of polygamy is

based on a set of learned behaviors and strategies, symbols, and a com-

pelling vision of an ideal community.

In the nineteenth-century church, Mormons called plural marriage

the “Principle,” believing it was central to the efforts of the faithful to

enter the Celestial Kingdom in the life hereafter, the highest level of

heaven in the Mormon cosmology. Also called “Celestial Marriage,” “the

New and Everlasting Covenant,” and “Priesthood Work,” plural mar-

riage centered on a single patriarch and his multiple wives and many

children. Polygamy was one of the original doctrines of the church that

demonstrated the restoration of an ancient order, tying Joseph Smith’s

teachings to such biblical figures as Abraham and Jacob. Section 132 of

Doctrine and Covenants, the companion scripture to the Book of Mormon,

wove Celestial Marriage into the plan for the afterlife. The “Principle”

was at the heart ofa patriarchal ordering of relationships between men

and women and their families, which ran historically through the LDS

Church and today is the foundational belief of Mormon fundamental-

ism. Therefore, plurality prescribed certain behaviors on Earth but also

sketched a design for the afterlife. Polygamous marriage was a symbolic

representation of a religious idea.

Today, many Mormon fundamentalist polygamists are third-generation

polygamists with roots in the Mormon doctrine of a plurality of wives.!

Despite legislative attacks on the legitimacy and legality of lifestyle and

practice, plural marriage persists on the margins of Mormon society. It

has developed the boundaries ofa distinctive culture rooted in the the-

ology of nineteenth-century Mormonism, but bound as well by unique

behaviors that respond to the particular circumstances of the changed

world in which they live. Fundamentalists today are successfully social-

ized by their parents, their religious leaders and their peers about life in

plurality and the life practices that make the continued existence of

Mormon fundamentalism possible. The patterns of their lives embody

their religious beliefs. Their worldview, life choices and attitudes toward

marriage, family, and self have been formed by this distinctive culture.

The effectiveness and uniqueness of this culture facilitates the duplica-

tion and growth of the polygamous lifestyle by successive generations

and in a variety of new, flexible configurations.

Before the mid-twentieth century, polygamy was rarely mentioned in

histories of the Mormon experience. Since that time, however, polygamy

has received serious scholarly treatment.? Although the principal area

of focus has been the nineteenth-century story of “plurality,” in the past

decade several scholars have turned their attention to the twentieth-

century practice of the “Principle.” Beginning with D. Michael Quinn’s

groundbreaking article in 1985 in Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought,

the course of post-Manifesto polygamy has been carefully traced by a
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succession of historians.® Quinn indisputably established that the LDS

Church continued to perform secret plural marriages in Mexico,

Canada, and in various locations along the Wasatch front in Utah in an

ambiguous transitional period that spanned two decades. Confusion in

the wake of the church’s official announcement of the end of the doc-

trine created a gap between the public position and the private reality

of the Principle in the Mormon world. Carmon Hardy, in his book,

Solemn Covenant: The Mormon Polygamous Passage, demonstrates the way

church leaders “lied for the Lord,” walking the delicate line between lit-

eral compliance with the laws against polygamy and allegiance to the

doctrine itself. Hardy’s portrayal of the huge cost paid by the Church of

Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints to achieve statehood for Utah and move

into the mainstream is insightful concerning the evolution of religious

groups as they move from the position of sect to mainstream church.

The ultimate spin-off of fundamentalist groups and the divergent

paths taken by those who continued in polygamy also has been the sub-

ject of numerous articles and books. The most thorough treatmentis D.

Michael Quinn’s chapter in Fundamentalims and Society edited by Martin

E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby.* Quinn gives a brief overview of each of

the fundamentalist groups organized after the 1920s. He analyzes the

position of young people in such splinter groups, the role of adoles-

cence, out-migration and relationship to the mother church. Irwin

Altman and Joseph Ginat, in Polygamous Families in Contemporary Society,

examine the impact of polygamous family organizations on living

arrangements, patterns of relationships in families, and life cycle changes

in the context of this distinctive marriage system.’ AnthropologistJanet

Bennion studies the women of the United Apostolic Brethren in her

book Women of Principle: Female Networking in Contemporary Mormon

Polygyny. Bennion’s ethnographic treatment of the women of a single

polygamous clan is of particular value for the insights she provides of the

human costs of association with polygamous families for the women

involved. Finally, my study of the raid on the polygamous community of

Short Creek, Arizona, evaluates the clash between American social val-

ues and the polygamists of one isolated town on the border between

Arizona and Utah.®

THE SCOPE OF MORMON POLYGAMY

As has always been true in both the nineteenth and twentieth cen-

turies, it is difficult to estimate accurately how many men and women

have been involved in polygamist unions. Various historians suggest

that anywhere from five to ten percent of all nineteenth-century

Mormons were part of polygamous families.” In the 1970s, in the after-

math of the murder of fundamentalist leader Rulon Allred, it was

estimated that tens of thousands of fundamentalists lived in various
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polygamist groups.® The Utah Attorney General’s office at certain times

from 1970 to 2000 estimated that as many as 50,000 or 60,000 polyga-

mists lived in California, Nevada, Utah and Northern Arizona.”

Historian D. Michael Quinn estimated that in the late 1980s there were

between 21,000 and 30,000 polygamists in the region. The significant

variations among these estimates reflect the difficulty of gathering or

testing the scope of polygamy because of its subterranean nature and

the fact that in each of these states polygamy is a felony.!” According to

the best estimates, Utah’s population in 2002 was 70 percent Mormon,

including an estimated 30,000 or 40,000 practicing polygamists and

perhaps 50,000 in the region.!!

The three principal groups of fundamentalist Mormons practicing

plural marriage are the Fundamentalist Church (Colorado City/Hildale,

Utah), the United Apostolic Brethren (UAB) (Pinedale, Wyoming), and

the Kingston clan or the Davis County Cooperative (Davis County,

Utah). In 2000 more than 8,500 individuals in polygamous families in

the Fundamentalist Church lived in the twin cities of Colorado City/

Hildale, straddling the Arizona/Utah border in the Arizona Strip coun-

try. An isolated desert environment 338 miles south of Salt Lake City,

this community is the largest single gathering place for Mormon fun-

damentalism. As many as 2,000 members live outside the community in

Salt Lake City, St. George, and Cedar City. Owen Allred leads the 7,200-

member United Apostolic Brethren.!? The UAB headquarters is in

Pinedale, Wyoming, 233 miles from Salt Lake City near a town of 1,500

people. Members of this group live in close proximity to each other but

separate from the mainstream world. Paul Kingston leads between 1,500

to 2,000 members of the Davis County Cooperative, a group far less well

known until recently, although it is only 26 miles north of the Salt Lake

City temple. An estimated 3,000 independents live outside fellowship

with a particular fundamentalist group.

FUNDAMENTALIST DOCTRINES: A DISTINCTIVE

AND POWERFUL SYSTEM OF IDEAS, BEHAVIORS,

AND MEANINGS

Although several splinter groups left Mormonism beginning in the

1830s in the Midwest, Mormon fundamentalism was always located in

the Great Basin church.'® Fundamentalist splinter groups have their

roots in the culture of the nineteenth-century doctrines taught by the

church’s early generation of general authorities, such as Joseph Smith

and Brigham Young. These people believe that they follow the pure doc-

trines of the church before, in their estimation, it responded to pressure

from the federal government to conform to national mores and reli-

gious standards, altering the culture that revolved around the principle

of plural marriage.

8
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The issue of authority is of immense importance in establishing the

legitimacy of the culture of polygamy. Like consecration, priesthood

authority created a linkage between modern leaders and the original

authority vested in Joseph Smith and with the ancient prophets. When

extended to individual priesthood holders, it created powerful con-

nections that tied members of the group to each other and to the orig-

inal doctrines and leaders of the church.

The fundamentalists base their claim to continual priesthood

authority on a purported vision LDS Church President John Taylor

received in September 1886 at the home of John W. Woolley in

Centerville, Utah, where he was hiding. Taylor’s son, Apostle John

W. Taylor, told friends that his father had left among his papers a

“revelation . . . that the principle of plural marriage would never be

overcome.”* The more the church insisted on polygamy’s non-authorized

status, the more important this link to divine authority became.

Accounts of Taylor’s vision circulated orally for many years, although it

was written down by a few different individuals.

Lorin C. Woolley was the natural leader of the fundamentalist move-

ment, as other polygamists felt that he had been set apart for the work

by Taylor. With a group of fundamentalist leaders called the Council of

Friends of God, Woolley led a group of polygamists who desired to con-

tinue in the practice, ordaining a group of polygamous men as “High

Priest-Apostles” of the Council. The history of plural marriage in the

next half-century would become, in large measure, the history of these

men and their posterity, a group who by their union selected for them-

selves a particular destiny. The polygamists could trace the convoluted

trail of priesthood authority from Joseph Smith, through Brigham

Young and John Taylor, to the Woolleys. This connected the various

groups through their leadership claims to the same central core.

As do Mormons in general, the fundamentalists believe in the gift of

revelation and continuous prophecy. They expect that righteous leaders

will be special conduits ofinstruction from God. The claim to authority

and the keys to priesthood link fundamentalist groups with particular

charismatic leaders whose claims lend legitimacy and authority to the

group.

The United Apostolic Brethren is led by a ten-member priesthood

council, with Owen Allred as the prophet and head of the highly inte-

grated patriarchal priesthood structure and church organization.

According to one historian of the group, janet Bennion: “This bureau-

cracy is set up to regulate practically everything in a member’s life.

There is a fine gradation of power as one goes down the echelons from

priesthood head (prophet) and council at the top to the lowliest deacon

who passes the sacrament on Sunday.”'® The priesthood council author-

izes marriages, approves economic stewardships or policy changes, and

conducts periodic disciplinary actions. Furthermore, the council has
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financial control over various industries, projects and holdings such as

a cattle and alfalfa ranch in Utah’s western desert, a dairy, a construction

company, and a golf course.

The Davis County Cooperative had a highly diversified and well-

established financial organization and was described by one polygamist

as “the most outstanding example in all Mormondom of patriarchal

family effort to establish [an economic] united order.”® Establishing

prophetic leadership and claim to authority, Charles W. Kingston was at

first aligned with Lorin C. Woolley’s fundamentalist lineage, but as early

as 1935 his son, Eldon Kingston, allegedly received an angelic commis-

sion to begin strict economic communalism with the Kingston family

and those who chose to follow them in Davis County. Most recently, Paul

Kingston has been the prophet at the head of the group.

The Kingstons called their group the “New Order” and designated

special numbers for male heads of households. They reserved Number

One, who was also the leader of the group, for the descendents of Jesus

Christ—Eldon Kingston, later Ortell Kingston, and eventually Paul

Kingston. One member described Ortell as a “very wise economic man-

ager, which suggests the dual role of the prophet.” As principal spiritual

leader, Ortell Kingston held incredible power over group members.

One member acknowledged the significance of this dual role, saying:

“Although there was a Priesthood Council, there wasn’t any council that

he needed to meet with. Whatever decision he made, it happened.””

The content of this patriarchal priesthood leadership as a hierar-

chical system of roles and identities is loaded with symbolic meaning

understood implicitly by group members who accept its correctness, its

correspondence with the laws of God and man, because it reflects what

for them is an agreed-upon worldview. Clyde Kluckohn suggests in his

essay, “The Study of Culture,” that “to participate in culture is to be

implicated in a system of symbolic meaning. The content of that system,

and its quality, obviously make a difference for the way [people] think

and behave.”'® Therefore, decisions made by Ortell, Eldon, or Paul

Kingston would not be questioned because obedience and deference

were core values in the community, and because of the belief that God

spoke to prophets and the Kingstons had access to God.

CULTURE: “STRUCTURE WHICH GIVES MEANING

TO PARTICULARS”

One definition ofculture useful to this discussion is given by Jerome

Bruner, who writes that culture is “that structure which gives meaning to

particulars.”'” As a structure of meaning, Mormon theology framed

ideas about the nature of God, the plan of salvation, and the way men

and women should live on Earth. These ideas helped create a distinctive

identity and meaning for the Mormons.

10
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Gertrude Jaeger and Philip Selznick suggest that culture is “the sum

of [human beings’] adjustments to their life-conditions . . . indeed a

product of adaptation.”" Moreover, culture is often defined as a way of

life typical of a group,?! or as “a system of symbols, meanings, and cog-

nitive schema transmitted through symbolic codes . . . a set of adaptive

strategies”? for survival in relation to ecology and resources.

Distinctive beliefs such as plurality and communalism created a bor-

der separating fundamentalists and outsiders and renewed fundamen-

talists’ dedication to living what they believed were the teachings of

God. Such cultural configurations are the basic moral principles that

constitute the social philosophy of society, approved rules or sentiments

that encourage certain behaviors and prohibit others. Members of the

fundamentalist groups in Colorado City/Hildale, UAB, and the Davis

County Cooperative comprehend such precepts through the process of

socialization in polygamous families.

Particularly relevant to this discussion is the connection between

culture and family, which in these cases is stretched by the unusual

dimensions of the polygamous family. John Sirjamaki suggests aspects of

culture that can provide a framework for considering the parameters of

meaning of the polygamist family. He writes that “culture is learned; cul-

ture derives from the biological, environmental, psychological, and his-

torical components of human existence; culture is structured . . . culture

is dynamic; culture is variable,” and “culture is the instrument whereby

the individual adjusts to his [or her] total setting, and gains the means

for creative expression.”TM In Mormon fundamentalism there are two

key social institutions that shape and define the culture—the group or

the community as a whole, and the individual polygamous families.

Both are agents of social organization and socialization, but more

importantly are highly symbolic representations of religious ideas. Each

signifies the cosmological complexity of the LDS Church’s explanation

of the afterlife and the meaning of this existence, and the patriarchal

nature and order of the family and community. Sirjamaki’s list applies

equally to both: polygamy is learned as an individual family order and

as a community sysiem of familial relations. It is structured, responsive

to history, biology and environment, and it is dynamic and variable.

Certain values expressed through life practices are distinctive to

these Mormon fundamentalists. First, marriage is the dominant life-

goal bolstered by religious beliets about life after death and personal sal-

vation. Moreover, the belief that “celestial” or plural marriage is the

only way one can attain the highest degree of salvation is the most basic

assumption that binds group members to each other in family units.

They believe they will be together for eternity. This casts a shadow over

every interaction they have and makes petty jealousies or problems seem

insignificant in relation to the overall scheme of things. Second, mar-

riage is concerned with procreation and the moral obligation adults

14
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have to create “spirit tabernacles” for their children. This emphasis on

childbearing is related as well to networks of familial relationships result-

ing from marriages, and the creation of infinitely complex layers of

prbgeny. The traditional generational nature of family units is upset con-

siderably when aging patriarchs continue to marry women of child-

bearing age regardless of their own age. While loving relations are val-

ued, they are not the purpose of marriage and are not necessary for

marriage to occur. This distinguishes plural marriage among funda-

mentalists from marriage in the American family more generally. Third,

family roles of husbands and wives, and sons and daughters are strictly

determined on the basis of sex and the gendered understanding of the

appropriate roles of men and women. This understanding and the

resultant behaviors or life strategies signify religious ideas, which deter-

mine the religious socialization of fundamentalist children. Fourth,

familial or group values are more highly valued than individual values.

Considerable sacrifice is required of men and women to make these

families and marriages work.

It is true, however, for each of the groups of fundamentalists and also

true for independents, that the family itself becomes the model for the

group. The same core values of patriarchy, loyalty, self-sacrifice, and

obedience tie polygamous families together, provide a safe haven from

the world outside, and create a highly effective and symbolic set of

meanings that are religious to their core but performed through the

interactions of group members.

“A production of adaptation”: A Communal Lifestyle **

Asserting that the nineteenth-century church as “restored” by Joseph

Smith with revelation was the one “true” church, the fundamentalists

persist in their belief in other distinctive doctrines of the early LDS

Church—for one, the idea of Consecration and Stewardship that Joseph

Smith introduced in 1831. The Law of Consecration and Stewardship

was of profound significance to Mormon culture. Functioning as a test

of faith, a social cement that bound the people together by mutual obli-

gations and sharing of resources, consecration created a system of cul-

tural connections—a model of Mormon cosmology and the Mormon

world.

With the United Order in 1831, Joseph Smith imagined the way

members of an ideal community of God would consecrate communal

property. He proposed this new social order during a time in the mid-

nineteenth century when other communal organizations such as the

Harmonists and Shakers were doing the same. He encouraged his fol-

lowers to share what they had with those who had need, stipulating that

property should be held in common and that everyone “who has need

may be amply supplied and receive according to his wants.”? More

12
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important for the fundamentalists was the Utah model established when

Brigham Young organized United Orders throughout Utah territory

with varying success between 1850 and 1870. Mirroring the efforts of

their pioneer ancestors, several fundamentalist groups currently prac-

tice modified forms of the United Order.

In Colorado City/Hildale, the United Effort Plan (UEP) was first incor-

porated in 1942 under the leadership of Prophet LeRoy Johnson, who

testified to a vision of Christ who confirmed his role as group leader.

Over the next thirty years he would upon occasion describe other visions

that helped him find ways to direct the members of the Fundamentalist

Church in living lives based upon the nineteenth-century LDS Church.

By the end of the twentieth century, the Fundamentalist Church owned

most of Colorado City, Arizona, as well as businesses in St. George and

other southern Utah towns.

The UEP evolved after 1942 to meet specific needs, but it remained

reflective of Mormon theology. In a practical sense, the UEP helped the

fundamentalists support their large families. However, families of thirty

or forty strained the communal system, and as a result during the 1980s

many of the town’s wives and mothers began working in local factories,

schools, and even in businesses in the towns of Hurricane, Utah, St.

George, Utah, or as far away as Cedar City, Utah.

The literal, legal parameters of the UEP reflected the communal

nature of culture. Members contributed to the pool because they felt

morally responsible to do so. Bound by a particular group interpretation

of religious doctrine, the practice of distributing goods from a central

warehouse, cooperatively run businesses such as Danco, a uniform fac-

tory, and numerous construction industries run by group members were

based on communal fundamentalist ideas. In 2003, the titles to real

property where many of the fundamentalists lived were still held in the

name of the UEP. Members in good standing were allocated property

according to their “just needs and wants” and could build whatever

form of house they chose.?’

Most members of the United Apostolic Brethren (UAB) practiced a

form of religious communalism called the United Order. Individuals put

their “surplus” income into a community fund for roads, schools, or

public buildings, and for assisting those who struggled with providing

for their families. Volunteers built houses, roads and irrigation canals.

In fact, community labor was one of the most important community

resources. When members entered the group they donated their prof-

its and assets to the community, which tied them to residency and mem-

bership, making it difficult to leave.

In this sharing, ties among families and between individuals were

strengthened and given particularized meaning, reflecting the religious

worldview and the dimensions of the culture surrounding the doctrine

of plural marriage. Validating the importance of the group over the
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individual, sacrifice became a sign of allegiance as well as obedience,

and the group perpetuated community and moral values. This stew-

ardship implied a corporate responsibility to others that the fundamen-

talists believed was given to them by God, an idea reinforced by their

ecclesiastical leaders. The priesthood hierarchy was reflected in the

patriarchal hierarchies of families and community.

Besides the initial stewardship, all men and women in the UAB had

an economic and social stewardship, an assignment such as running the

bishop’s storehouse, managing the collection of surplus products, or dis-

tribution of the same. Women might be teachers, seamstresses, or house

cleaners—all considered appropriate public activities for women as

extensions of their domestic roles. Surplus income was determined by

the bishop, who studied lists of expenses submitted by each family and

determined if they met the family’s needs.

The financial stringency of Davis County Cooperative (Kingston

clan) members extended to the joint ownership in their cooperative and

the ways they spent money. Members shopped at Kingston-owned stores

or lived in houses owned by the cooperative. Debts and a ten percent

tithe were deducted from monthly rents. To ensure and encourage

frugality, members who withdrew excessive amounts had their

names posted in public. Leftover credits were to be deposited in the

co-op bank.

The Kingstons’ extensive business empire extended throughout

Utah, Nevada, Colorado, Arizona, and Idaho, and operated such

entities as World Enterprises, Mountain Coin Distributing, Best

Distributing, Advance Vending, Fountain of Youth spas, Factory Outlet

stores, Standard Industries, Ensign Shoe, and Sportsman’s and Shoppers

pawn shops, according to the Utah Department of Commerce. The

Kingston conglomerate was for a time the exclusive United States dis-

tributor of work gloves and clothing manufactured in the People’s

Republic of China. The Davis County Cooperative Society, also known

as the Latter-day Church of Christ, also operated a coal mine in eastern

Utah and owned United Bank until it joined with Capital City Bank.

Merlin Kingston headed a substantial cattle operation known as Holtz

Inc. with 8,600 cattle on 677,000 acres of Bureau of Land Management

property in Elko County, Nevada, representing an area twice the size of

Los Angeles.?” Dissenters who left the group estimated the value of the

cooperative’s holdings to be between $150 to $300 million.?®

To survive in the mainstream Mormon world and American society

in general, the Kingstons developed distinctive adaptive strategies allow-

ing them to build a financial empire and their families to live just

beneath the surface of visibility. While this is true of all the fundamen-

talist groups, the Kingstons were acknowledged as the most secretive and

separate from outside observation. They developed practices that sus-

tained their subterranean lives, fostered group unity and loyalty, and
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created and maintained family networks of relationships. While it might

appear that the practice of brothers giving their daughters to each other

for marriage, or close friends giving their peers their daughters for plu-

ral unions was about the construction of kinship networks, priesthood

kingdoms, and convenience, such close-affinity marriages also guaran-

teed a high level of loyalty and control. Because the legal climate chal-

lenged efforts to build plural families (such decisions had to be made in

private), the birth of children and the acknowledgment of kinship rela-

tions put individuals and families in jeopardy. In Utah recently, polyga-

mists brought before the court have either had extremely public profiles

or been accused of major violations of the law (child abuse for instance),

but most polygamists have carefully guarded their lifestyle and lived

beyond public view. Because of this self-imposed isolation, extremely

tight-knit and controlled communities have resulted, placing premiums

on secrecy, loyalty, obedience, patriarchy and deterence, and family.

The culture of polygainy has been distinguished by this sense of

space. It was true in both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that

polygamy was practiced apart from public view and seen through an

opaque lens. Separation and isolation typify the history of the practice.

The boundary between the culture of polygamy and the world outside

was drawn by particular doctrines, lifestyles, and attitudes about God

and law. Because of their rejection of mainstream beliefs and lifestyles,

and because of their sense of persecution, polygamists’ lives are lived

apart from public scrutiny or association, and are, therefore, inore vul-

nerable in terms of potential violations of civil rights of members. Even

with the independents, the culture of polygamy is still concerned with

associations within a group—the family itself—as well as interactions

with ideas and theology. Culture in both the independent polygamous

fainilies and communities of polygamists is defined by life practices,

symbols and signs of religious and community values and beliefs, and

distinctive adaptive strategies generated over time.

Today, it is also common for a polygamist family to be living outside

of fellowship with a particular group. Certainly the most vocal, public,

and well-known polygamists fall into this category, such as Tom Green,

Ogden Kraut, Royston Potter, and even Alex Joseph, formerly of Big

Water, Utah. Although they sometimes join with other independents for

worship services or socializing, independents generally do not live in

communal organizations, nor do they have beliefs that distinguish them

as a particular group with a separate identity.

CONCLUSION

Until the mid-1990s, Utah had been tolerant of pelygamist families,

assuming a policy of benign neglect. In fact, in 1991 the Utah Supreme

Court ruled that polygamous families were eligible to adopt. Utah
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Attorney General Jan Graham advised prosecutors to avoid prosecuting

cases of consensual adult bigamy, which carried jail terms of up to five

years and fines of up to $5,000. Reversing this policy in August 2002, the

Utah Attorney General announced a new offensive on crimes “associ-

ated with the lifestyle first brought to Utah by Mormon pioneers devoted

to the religious tenets of church founder Joseph Smiitht”¥lkiereis

nothing that demonstrates more effectively how far Mormons have trav-

eled from their nineteenth-century practice of plurality than the way the

Mormon public has dealt with modern-day polygamy. Today in Utah the

progeny of these persecuted polygamists have become prosecutors,

judges, and juries.

While it is impossible to imagine what the LDS Church would look

like if polygamy had not been outlawed, or how the culture of polygamy

would look if it were still a core Mormon doctrine, it is possible to meas-

ure the effectiveness of this culture in sustaining the polygamous

lifestyle. Jaeger and Selznick write:

To participate in culture is to be implicated in a system of symbolic

meanings. The context of that system, and its quality, obviously make a

difference for the way [human beings] think and behave. The symbolic

meanings of culture become part of mind and self and this is the chief

source of culture-boundness.*”

As a culture, the polygamous world of Mormon fundamentalism has

effectively developed adaptive strategies that mark its relationship to the

world outside, to the mother church, and to members of other polyga-

mous groups. Spatial practices, such as separation from mainstream

society to live in isolated clusters in marginal landscapes, have kept

polygamy out of the public eye while creating a strong sense of social

boundary to support the polygamous worldview and foster group loyalty.

In the same way, idiosyncratic beliefs and behaviors, such as the Law of

Consecration and Stewardship and the communal organization in

United Orders or other economic orders, define the edges of the cul-

ture of polygamy and build certain behaviors and highly symbolic rep-

resentations of religious ideas. Relationships among group members are

strengthened by such beliefs and practices, and are given added reli-

gious significance and placement in the eternal order of things. Jaeger

and Selznick assert: “A normative view of culture is a way of taking

seriously the idea that culture is an adaptive product, a result of indi-

vidual and social striving for symbolically meaningful experience.”!

Moreover, “a culture is the sum of [persons’] adjustments to their life-

conditions . . . indeed a product of adaptation.”TM? In short, culture is a

problem-solving achievement. Therefore, as a culture, the Mormon

polygamous world has effective adaptive strategies that allow the prac-

tice of plurality to continue, a system of highly symbolic meanings and

cognitive schemata that are transmitted through traditions, doctrines,
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practices, and distinctive lifestyles. It is unlikely that the culture built

around the Mormon doctrine of plural marriage will die out, but rather

will continue to duplicate itself and result in interesting new variations

worth the attention of scholars.
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Church, State and the Legal

Interpretation of Polygamy

in Canada

Lori1 G. Beaman

ABSTRACT: Using the Church ofJesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in

Canada as an example, I argue that religious minorities who are

deemed to be harmful to society are controlled through law, either

directly by legislation, through judicial application of legislation, or,

more insidiously, through the discursive practices of government

agents such as immigration officials. Both the legal controls imposed

and the types of resistance or compliance offered by religious minori-

ties shift and change over time. Definitions of religious freedom also

shift and change over time. While the primary focus of this article is a

case study of the Latter-day Saints and polygamy, it is prescient of other

contemporary issues of social control of religious minorities. In these

post-September 11 times, there has been a shift in rhetoric from

nation-building to nation-preservation. Polygamy still plays a role in the

construction of citizenship in Canada through the filtering of immi-

grants, but current social, political and economic circumstances differ

from those the Latter-day Saints faced in the 1800s.

s the host of the 2002 Winter Olympics, Salt Lake City received

a great deal of media attention. On 23 February 2002, the

ational Post, a Canadian newspaper, ran a half-page reproduc-

tion of an advertisement for “Polygamy Porter,” whose slogan was “why

have just one?” The Post’s headline was, “Source of mirth for some, pain

for others, polygamy persists in the Beehive State.” In some measure,

the piece captured the present-day tension between mainstream and

polygamist Latter-day Saints, and between Saints and the society in

which they live. To this, add the story of Bountiful, a beautiful community
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set in the foothills of the Canadian Rockies in the province of British

Columbia, home to a tight-knit community of some 700 people. It is a

community in which polygamous relationships are commonplace, and

for which, thus far, there have been no criminal sanctions imposed for

behavior that is in clear violation of the Criminal Code of Canada.

Winston Kaye Blackmore, head of the Canadian branch of the Funda-

mentalist Church of Latter-day Saints, has reportedly noted that the

group has constitutional protection, stating, “We've got a great piece of

legislation in this land of ours, and it’s the Charter of Rights and

Freedoms.” Indeed, section 2(a) of that document guarantees freedom

of religion.

The existence of polygamous communities such as Bountiful raises

important questions. Why, despite the clearly worded provisions of the

Criminal Code, has no one in Bountiful been charged with criminal

conduct? This article will conclude with some speculative answers to that

question. More important, though, is the exploration of the links

between religious practices in Bountiful to those of other groups,

especially an examination of how, why, and when religious minorities

are socially controlled through criminal and other legal sanctions.

Underlying this discussion is the question of how limits on religious

freedom are constructed.” Intertwined in this discussion are religious

and legal discourses, which set the context in which boundaries around

religious freedom are constructed.

Drawing from case law, parliamentary debates, and legislaton, I will

detail the shifting terrain and multiplicity of voices that have emerged

in relation to Latter-day Saints and polygamy. I begin the article with a

brief overview of the history of polygamy in the Saints’ belief system and

its social control through law. I then situate the legal treatment of Latter-

day Saints in Canada in the broader context of the legal boundaries

around religious minorities generally. Because the legal objections to

polygamy focus on “harm” as the central principle, I explore the param-

eters of that concept as a limiting tool in the context of the intersection

of religious and legal discourses.

[ argue that religious minorities deemed harmful to society are

controlled through law, either directly by legislation, through judicial

application of legislation, or, more insidiously, through the discursive

practices of government agents such as immigration officials. Both the

imposition of legal controls, such as Criminal Code provisions and pol-

icy practices, and the types of resistance or compliance offered by reli-

gious minorities shift and change over time. The nineteenth-century

Church ofJesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS Church) suffered a

fracture over the issue of polygamy, with the main body of the church

reaching a compromise position with the state, while polygamist Saints

continued to resist state demands to change their practices.

Throughout this process, definitions of religious freedom also changed,
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in part because of perceptions of what constitutes harmful behavior, a

calculation based on shifting boundaries of the social construction of

harm. While the primary focus of this article is a case study of the

Latter-day Saints and polygamy, it is prescient ofa contemporary exam-

ple of social control of religious minorities. In these post-September 11

times there has been a shift in rhetoric from nation-building to nation-

preserving. Polygamy still plays a role in the construction of citizenship

through the filtering of immigrants, but in social, political, and eco-

nomic circumstances that differ from those the Latter-day Saints faced

in the 1800s.

POLYGAMY, LATTER-DAY SAINTS, AND LEGAL HISTORY

It is important to acknowledge fully the difficulties inherent in dis-

cussing Mormon polygamy. First, some members of the mainstream

church would oppose calling polygamists Latter-day Saints at all. Second,

as an outsider, my use of the term Mormon is tenuous at best. It has

become a re-appropriated term in the construction of religious identity

that is perhaps best not used by those outside the LDS community.

Finally, I wish to stress that I have attempted to be respectful of both

those in the mainstream LDS tradition and polygamous Latter-day

Saints. I refer to polygamous LDS as Latter-day Saints and as Mormons,

qualified by the word “fundamentalist.” The terms LDS, Saints, and

Mormons are also used interchangeably by members of these groups. To

use one term over the other would misrepresent the diversity of this group,

because these multiple terms reflect how they self-identify. However, I

recognize that polygamy is a point of schism and disagreement between

what we might describe as mainstream Mormons and polygamists,

despite their shared religious history. Generalizations about theological

differences are difficult to make, as there are at least a dozen polyga-

mous denominations, each with varying interpretations of the “funda-

mentals” of Mormon faith.* These theological intricacies are beyond the

scope of this article.” Canadian fundamentalists are simply one of the

schismatic groups who live in Canada through historical circumstances

I will discuss later in the article.

The Saints have a long history of tensions and ambiguities around

polygamy.® Joseph Smith’s reporting of his revelation of “Celestial

Marriage” and the sanctity of plural marriage was met with a negative

reaction both within and outside the Mormon community.” However,

“Latter-day Saints accepted it as a commandment of God and non-

Mormons fought it by passing legislation.” But the percentage of LDS

who actually lived in polygamous situations was extremely varied.? While

Mormons were not the only group to experiment with sexual bound-

aries in the name of religion, they were the largest and most powerful

group to do so."
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The tension continues today. For example, Quinn describes instances

of mainstream adherents reporting their fundamentalist sisters, daugh-

ters, and others practicing polygamy.'! Both the state and LDS Church

ban polygamy, yet there is an awareness of the fundamentalist adher-

ence to the practice. Popular ignorance among the non-Mormon

population has contributed to a defensiveness about polygamy among

mainstream LDS, who see church teachings as encouraging, and indeed

dictating, that the taithful obey the laws of the land, including ant-

polygamy laws. For fundamentalists, as Quinn reports, adherence or

conversion to fundamentalism is not about polygamy, but rather a quest

“for a greater doctrinal and spiritual emphasis than they have known in

the LDS church.”? Fundamentalists see themselves as the “true”

Mormon church because they have adhered to what they interpret as

original church teachings.

In 1862, the United States Congress banned polygamy through the

Morrill Act,'® but Mormons did not experience the enforcement of legal

sanctions for more than a decade after the law’s passageH (in this, their

situation was similar to that of modern-day Bountiful). The polygamy

issue came to a legal head in 1870 through the test case of Reynolds v.

United States, in which the United States Supreme Court found that free-

dom of religion could be limited by law, and that banning polygamy was

a justifiable limit on freedom of religion.'® Thus ended the open prac-

tice of polygamy, at least for a time. Polygamists fled to Mexico and to

Canada, and in the following years, United States courts and legislative

bodies continued to deny the legitimacy of polygamy. The 1882 Edmunds

Act amended the Morrill Act to impose harsher sanctions, including

prison for practicing polygamists and the unseating of polygamous

elected officials. A series of United States Supreme Court decisions

upheld these limits on the freedom of Latter-day Saints to engage in

polygamy. Eventually, “[t]he cost of maintaining the practice of plural

marriage and with it increasing government persecution proved to be

too great.””’ By 1890, the church officially ended polygamy, planting

the seeds of the fundamentalist movement in which present-day adher-

ents see themselves as following the true teachings of the church.

Intense state opposition to polygamy is now more accurately viewed as

an exercise in nation-building. While polygamy was the lightning rod

that attracted attention to the LDS, it was the possibility that members

ofa new religious movement would place their allegiance to the leaders

ahead of their commitment to the state that posed the real threat.

Eliminating polygamy was linked to the preservation of the welfare of

the country and the protection of liberty.”

While Canada proved to be a temporary sanctuary for polygamous

Mormons, it took legal measures to reinforce its stand on the criminal

nature of polygamy; thus, any respite from persecution the LDS enjoyed

in Canada quickly ended. Following British legal tradition, Canada had
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laws prohibiting polygamy prior to Mormon immigration. “By the time

of Mormon arrival, not only had the ‘British North America Act’ lodged

the regulation of marriage throughout the dominion with the central

government but also the ‘Consolidation Act’” of 1869 reaffirmed the

most recent English statute prohibiting polygamy.”'® Mormon men were

advised that they would only be allowed to live with one wife in Canada,

and the Canadian government took action to increase the penalty for

polygamy from two to five years’ imprisonment.'

The 1890 parliamentary debates, as reported in Hansard, about the

Criminal Code amendment are telling. The intention of the legislature

clearly was to address the “Mormon problem” of polygamy. As it

became apparent that Mormons were seeking asylum in Canada, the

need to prevent the establishment of polygamous colonies became more

pressing, evidenced by a comment during debates:

Section 9 deals with the practice of polygamy, which I am not aware yet

exists in Canada, but which we are threatened with; and I think it will be

much more prudent that legislation should be adopted at once in antic-

ipation of the offence, if there is any probability of its introduction,

rather than we should wait untl it has become established in Canada.?’

The ensuing discussion around this section of the Criminal Code

revealed ignorance about religious practices and ambivalence about

Mormons as immigrants, who were recognized to be industrious and

frugal, but whose sexual practices mitigated against enthusiasm about

their immigration. As one member of Parliament said, “we are here try-

ing to prevent what may become a serious moral and national ulcer.TM!

Another member stated: “I think it is not the class of population which

we desire, and the history of the United States proves that it forms an

element which the American people would be glad to be rid of.TM* While

they were recognized to be “first rate” settlers, there was concern that,

despite assurances of Ora Card (the “leader” of the immigrant group)

that they would comply with the law of the land, they would succumb to

their “Mormon inclinations.TM?

Section 310 of the Criminal Code of Canada, 1906 was clearly drafted

with the Saints in mind:

Every one is guilty of an indictable offence and liable to imprisonment for

five years, and to a fine of five hundred dollars—

(a) who practises, or, by the rites, ceremonies, forms, rules, or customs of

any denomination, sect or society, religious or secular, or by any form

of contract, or by mere mutual consent, or by any other method what-

soever, and whether in a manner recognized by law as a binding form

of marriage or not, agrees or consents to practise or enter into

i) any form of polygamy,
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i1) any kind of conjugal union with more than one person at the

same time

iii) what among the persons commonly called Mormons is known as

spiritual or plural marriage. . . .

During the time of early LDS settlement in Canada, and in particu-

lar southern Alberta, there was considerable tension around the immi-

gration of Mormons from the United States. Popular myths and stereo-

types were countered by government support for the LDS presence, and

in fact “British Canadian Protestants were torn between the pressing

need to populate the prairies and their reservations about securing

immigrants who were culturally different.”* Today, the Criminal Code

provision (293) reads:

(1) Every one who:

(a) practices or enters into or in any manner agrees or consent to

practice or enter into

i) any form of polygamy, or

i) any kind of conjugal union with more than one person at the

same time, whether or not it is by law recognized as a binding

form of a marriage; or

(b) celebrates, assists or is a party to a rite, ceremony, contract, or

consent that purports to sanction a relationship mentioned in

subparagraph (a) (i) or (ii) is guilty of an indictable offence and

liable to imprisonment for a term not exceeding five years.

The present day Criminal Code has eliminated the specific mention

of “the persons commonly called Mormons,”?® which, as will be dis-

cussed later in the paper, has the effect of expanding the possible scope

of application, and eliminating from scrutiny polygamous, but non-

threatening LDS. In essence, during one period of history religious

freedom was interpreted so as to exclude polygamous family structures,

and in another, was tacitly accepted, at least when practiced by Latter-

day Saints.

The Legal Context of Religious Minorities in Canada

Historically, Canada has had a Protestant/Roman Catholic quasi-

establishment that has served to set the boundaries around that which

constitutes “normal” religion.?® The law is a mechanism by which

religion on the margins is socially controlled. Bountiful is a singular

example of the complex web of church-state-community relations that

underlies religious freedom in Canada (and arguably North America).

Scientologists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Wiccans, and Native Americans, to

name but a few groups on the religious margins, have all experienced

social control through the criminal sanctioning of their religious
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activities. Scientologists have been charged with fraud for practices that

would be seen as “normal” for mainstream religious groups, such as pay-

ing church leaders out of church profits. 27 Jehovah’s Witnesses have

been restricted by municipal bylaws from proselytizing®® and more

recently from making medical decisionsin relation to their children.?”

Wiccans are forbidden from talking about their religion with their chil-

dren.?® Native Americans are criminally charged for hunting out of sea-

son, for possessing prohibited animal parts when they attempt to per-

form religious rituals, and for use of a prohibited substance (peyote)

as part of a sacred ceremony.”’ In the case of fundamentalist LDS,

polygamy is the focal point for persecution and, historically, prosecu-

tion. For Scientologists, it is their socially and sometimes legally

constructed “cult” status and the absence of God in their cosmology.

For Native Americans, it is their way of thinking that threatens the

Eurocentric ordering of ownership. Each of the minority groups is a

case study in itself, as the parameters of exclusion take a different shape

and the boundaries of “normal” are contested terrain that shifts over

time and space. Indeed, exclusion from the norm may be partial—one

of the conditions of acceptance of Mormons as normal was that they

abandon polygamy as a religious practice.”? However, acceptance may be

partial and conditional, depending upon the shape of the dominant

religious voice (s). Paradoxically, those dominant voices often act silently

to define “real” religion, and thus shape the ways in which freedom of

religion is articulated.

Communities like Bountiful pose an interesting exception to the

patterns of criminal sanction experienced by Latter-day Saints and other

polygamous groups. Everyone agrees that polygamy is a violation of the

Criminal Code. Indeed, a Royal Canadian Mounted Police investigation

resulted in a recommendation that two Bountiful residents, one being

Winston Kaye Blackmore (the leader cited at the beginning of this arti-

cle), be charged under the Code. But the Crown Prosecutor’s office

reportedly refused to proceed, arguing that section 2(a) of the Charter

of Rights and Freedoms would strike down the Criminal Code section

in this instance. In essence, the Crown Prosecutor’s office refused to

proceed based on what it anticipated might happen. Yet, in other cir-

cumstances the state has not hesitated to impose “external” standards of

Justice on closed religious communities in the past, as in Lakeside Colony

of Hutterian Brethren v. Hofer (1992) .34

The somewhat odd and uneven approach to religious freedom is not

simply a Canadian anomaly—we can find many other examples of the

uneven terrain of religious freedom in other countries as well. James T.

Richardson has examined the contours of this problem internation-

ally.* James Beckford has focused on the ways in which religious free-
domis legally constructedin France.? In the United States, the 1988

State of Oregon v. Smith case is representative of the type of reasoning used
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to restrict religious liberty, and is probably the case of most recent and

sweeping significance.’” There the Supreme Court privileged the so-

called war on drugs over a religious ritual involving peyote, a prohibited

substance but a central element in a Native American ritual. As

Richardson notes, there has been a serious erosion of religious freedom

in the United States.” In cases involving religious freedom there is a

majority religious discourse that acts as a barometer of what constitutes

“real” religion, even when the state is explicitly committed to secularism.

The legal mechanisms for limiting religious freedom vary from coun-

try to country. In Canada, the Supreme Court has held that it will give

a broad interpretation to the meaning of religion in “freedom of reli-

gion,” stating that it will not impose “internal limits.TM Nonetheless, the

Court has restricted the religious liberty of minority groups. One mech-

anism for limiting religious freedom is Section 1 of the Charter of Rights

and Freedoms, which limits the rights and freedoms contained in the

Charter by stating they are “subject only to such reasonable limits pre-

scribed by law as can be demonstrably justified in a free and democratic

society.” Legally, religious minorities are limited by the boundaries of

“the normal,” however that might be constituted. The parameters of

those boundaries are negotiated terrain, but highly influenced by the

hegemonic impact of mainstream Christianity in Western countries.

While the Supreme Court of Canada has used Section 1 to limit reli-

gious freedom, there is no clear reasoning or framework established for

doing so. Certainly there is a body of case law that introduces mecha-

nisms for determining Section 1 limits, but these are sufficiently vacuous

to allow for the incorporation ofa silent standard of “real” religion. The

most articulate and well-reasoned decision of the Supreme Court in

conducting a balancing and limiting of religious freedom is found in the

Ross case, in which the Court weighed the religious freedom claimed by

an anti-Semitic teacher against the “poisoned atmosphere of the edu-

cational environment.”! The Court defined religious freedom as the

“right to entertain such religious beliefs as a person chooses, the right

to declare religious beliefs openly and without fear of hindrance or

reprisal, and the right to manifest religious belief by worship and prac-

tice or by teaching and dissemination.”* In its decision, the Court was

clear that religious freedom is not boundless and must be tempered by

the interests of society. Here the Court introduced the notion of “harm”

and decided that there was a causal relationship between the teacher’s

conduct and the identified harm. The Court did not, however, articulate

a clear framework with which such analyses could be conducted. The

legal concept of harm is not new, but it is a novel approach in the limi-

tation of religious freedom. It is also a concept that is employed, explic-

itly or implicitly, by the various voices that contribute to the debate over

polygamy—that it harms women, the state, or men’s control of women,

and so on. The calculation of harm as a method for delineating legal
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boundaries has become increasingly important, and it is therefore worth

exploring in some detail.

“HARM” AS A LIMITING CONCEPT

Martha Nussbaum develops the concept of harm in relation to the

limiting of religious freedom in her essay, “Religion and Women’s

Equality.” Her balancing formula for religious freedom and other

human rights involves a consideration of the preservation and support

of human “central capabilities” with religious freedom. The intervening

principle, and the aspect of Nussbaum’s argument that is most inter-

esting for the purposes of this article, is that of “harm.” Nussbaum’s cen-

tral proposition is that “we should refuse to give deference to religion

when its practices harm people in areas covered by the major capabili-

ties.”® She argues that religion should be protected because it is an

important mechanism for some people for searching for ultimate good,

and that religion is an important facilitator of morality.** However,

her list of “major capabilities” is problematic. For example, 10b is

“Material—being able to hold property,” a central capability that reflects

a particular liberal conceptualization of human fulfillment that runs

contrary to the teachings of some religious groups, but that would not,

in my view, constitute a “harm” that would justify limiting religious free-

dom.® For example, a number of religious groups hold property com-

munally (see the discussion of the Lakeside case in note 34). Embedded

in Nussbaum'’s central capabilities are judgments about what is good,

desirable, and important for human happiness that may not be shared

by all people and cannot necessarily be linked with the essence of what

it is to be a healthy, happy human being. The “harms” conceptualized

by Nussbaum are open to debate. Her underlying premises evidence,

first, a limited understanding about religion—she insists that “cults”

not be protected if they do not contain a “conduct improving element”

and refers to Scientology as a “money making scheme.TM® Second, her

underlying premises are based on an over-reliance on liberalism and

conservative notions of virtue that would preserve the religious freedom

of mainstream religions while leaving many religious minorities on the

margins. The use of “harm” as a limiting concept may have potential,

and it is a beginning point from which we may want to build a more

clearly articulated framework for limiting religious freedom. However,

it is Important to recognize, as illustrated by Nussbaum’s carefully laid

out schema, that asking questions-about harm necessarily imports moral

frameworks about what is good and desirable. This is unavoidable. The

point is that those frameworks must be identified as such, rather than

masked under the guise of neutrality and objectivity. This is especially

important in law, which holds itself as a neutral arbiter, and which pres-

ents legal formulae as objective problem solvers.
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Mariana Valverde identifies the multi-faceted potential of the “harm”

testin her discussion of obscenity law in Canada. Her analysis references

us back to the problems with Nussbaum’s proposed categories for the

determination of the existence of harm by identifying the multiple pos-

sibilities of the harm test and the underlying values or standpoints from

which the risk of harm argument is deployed. In short, Valverde argues

that risk of harm acts “as a veritable joker card that can serve completely

different purposes depending on the context.”’ In the example of

polygamy, risk of harm also can be cited by the state in its bid to preserve

the single-ownership model of women. Harm can be used by feminists

who seek to argue that polygamy is a harmful vestige of patriarchy, and

by women in polygamous relationships who may argue that their agency

is compromised through the criminalization of polygamy. Valverde’s

arguments in relation to obscenity law bear repeating in the context of

polygamy and its criminalization:

The Butlerdecision’s test of “risk of harmTM has met with a warm reception

both from other judges and from the public, but in this general happi-

ness that a new basis for the criminalization of “immorality” has been

found, it has been largely forgotten that the fashionable term “harm” can

mean many things and that harm-based governance can have very dif-

ferent rationales and produce extremely varied results.!®

Harm, or risk of harm, is a fluid concept subject to perspective and

(ab)use by any interested party. Does this render it useless as a means to

consider the limits we might want to place on religious freedom? Not

necessarily, but a primary caveat of its use must be the revelation of

moral assumptions about what is “good” or “right” or “desirable.”

How can the concept of harm be used as a legal limit on religious

freedom against those who claim they are entitled to practice polygamy

as an expression of their religious beliefs? A central obstacle to its use

is not a legal one, but rather an ongoing dilemma related to human

agency and freedom of choice that again illustrates the differences

among the various voices wishing to define religious freedom. Further,

the fluidity of harm, as pointed out by Valverde, is intertwined with

the confluence of many streams, including nation-building, nation-

preserving, and the targeting of particular groups as “threatening” or

“risky.” Where, then, are we left on the question of polygamy, its crimi-

nalization, and its use as a filter in the boundaries of citizenship and

nation? The determination of harm is no easy task, and must always be

assessed (if harm analysis is the chosen route) asking the question: harm

from whose perspective?

In the preceding pages, I have outlined the persecution of polyga-

mous Latter-day Saints as a religious “other” whose threat to nation-

building was articulated around the issue of polygamy. Over time, the
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Saints have proven themselves to be good citizens, and are no longer

seen as a threat to the nation. The main LDS Church has officially

banned polygamy and clearly separates itself from polygamous groups.

Fundamentalist groups, like those in Bountiful, are not perceived as a

threat by the Canadian state. In short, the harm and risk of harm caused

by polygamy has been assessed as non-existent, or at least not as a threat

to the state. I wish to conclude this discussion with an example of the

potential reconfiguration of harm in the post-September 11 climate.

PRESERVING THE NATION, DEFINING THE BOUNDARIES

In her carefully crafted discussion of “The Mormon Question,”

Sarah Barr Gordon locates the polygamy issue in its historical context.

Gordon argues that polygamy became a symbolic beacon around power

struggles ofa broader nature, including religious freedom and nation-

building. Central to anti-polygamy arguments were the notions that

Christian monogamy and the welfare of the country were intertwined;

that liberty and mainstream Protestantism were linked; and that

polygamy could only be supported by theocracy, eliminating the dis-

tinction between church and state.* Of course, the links between main-

stream Protestantism and the well-being of the nation and its citizens

were not seen to violate the church-state wall. Anti-polygamists framed

their arguments in relation to the antislavery movement, appealing to

“the emotional suffering created by a system of oppression.”TM" This

connection also “provided a blueprint for constitutional rights con-

sciousness.”! In short, polygamy was constructed as being fraught with

harm and risk of harm at multiple levels, not least of which was jeop-

ardizing an entire nation and the values the majority of its citizens

held dear (or so went the rhetoric).

Let us fast-forward to 2004, a post-September 11 era in which nation

preservation, through the creation of fortress North America and the

mounting of the war on terrorism, has become a pervasive discourse. In

his pre-2001 discussion of treatment of immigrants in American culture,

John K. Roth worried about the marginalization of “surplus” people, a

discussion he linked to the “Final Solution” of the Nazi regime. He

cited Richard Rubenstein: “[I]n a crisis, a secularized equivalent of the

division of mankind into the elect and the reprobate could easily

become a controlling image.” Roth also noted that, “Western monothe-

ism’s emphasis on a God of history has typically included the idea that

some groups or persons are specially called. They are linked together

with God in covenantal relations.”? While the post-September 11 God-

rhetoric has been much more pervasive in the United States than in

Canada, there is a renewed sense that an anti-immigrant sentiment,

particularly against non-Christians, has certainly accelerated since Roth

wrote these words.
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In an interesting parallel, we see once again what has become artic-

ulated as a shared problem between the United States and Canada

involving the flow of immigrants seen as posing a risk of harm, and who

therefore must be monitored, controlled, and in some cases excluded

as potential citizens. In the late 1800s, Mormons were constructed as

presenting a threat to nationhood similar to that posed by present-

day immigrants, particularly those from Muslim countries. Religion

again plays a role in distinguishing “us” from “them,” and the issue of

polygamy emerges, albeit less centrally, as a sorting mechanism for

excluding those constructed as presenting a threat to the nation/

continent.

I pose this thesis not as a given, but as a call for further research and

investigation. A significant limitation to such an inquiry is the availabil-

ity of data, particularly through case law. Much of the sorting of immi-

gration cases occurs behind closed doors, in the context of creating files

embedded in a power-knowledge matrix that eludes external examina-

tion.% Further, immigrants are excluded from access to justice to a

much greater extent than are citizens. Fear, lack of knowledge of the

legal and bureaucratic systems, language barriers, and limited financial

resources contribute to the parameters of power relations in this con-

text. Finally, while the passage of time occludes many details of the story

of Latter-day Saints and polygamy, it has also opened possibilities for dis-

cussion and allowed identification of narrative strands that make possi-

ble arguments such as that presented by Gordon. This same historical

advantage is unavailable to us, as we are in the midst of the intersection

of polygamy with broader social, political, and legal currents.

Reported cases of polygamy are somewhat scarce, and case law rep-

resents a very small portion of those matters that enter the legal forum;

it is difficult to generalize from them, and there is much within legal dis-

course that remains hidden from view. Polygamy cases frequently turn

on matters of conflict of laws, such as which country’s laws apply, and are

often focused on the availability of “matrimonial relief” to polygamous

wives who immigrate to Canada.’ In R. v. Moustafa (1991), the judge

noted: “If I recall the Old Testament correctly, polygamy was a prevail-

ing type of marriage arrangement in biblical days and is still in some

countries permitted, although it certainly seems to be a type of marriage

that is on the wane.” The data the judge drew on for this conclusion was

not mentioned. The defense council responded: “It’s too expensive,

your Honor.” While the court noted that polygamy “surfaced” in earlier

times in North America in the LDS Church, it went on to state that “it

is not a kind of marriage that has been practised in Canada. The defen-

dant is from Egypt, and of the Moslém religion. The defendant is sen-

tenced to time served, and to probation. In addition, he is ordered to

report to immigration authorities.” In 2002, in Gure v. Canada (Minister

of Immigration), the applicant, who married a Somalian woman and later
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a Saudi Arabian woman, was denied permission for permanent resident

status based on his previous polygamous status. He had divorced one of

the women, but the court noted his separate applications for permanent

residence with each woman, and the fact that he was married to two

women at the time of his application, as reason to exclude him from the

legislative parameters of “member of the family class” for the purposes

of sponsorship.®® In a 1998 decision Ali v. The Minister of Citizenship and

Immigration, the Federal Court upheld the decision of an immigration

officer refusing Ali’s application for permanent residence in Canada

because the officer “was of the opinion that there were reasonable

grounds to believe the applicant would practice polygamy in Canada:®?

Not mentioned here were polygamous marriages in Canada that remained

outside the purview of prosecutorial energies.

A thematic link between Mormon fundamentalists and present-day

immigrants is their minority religion status. The fact that both groups

have been limited in their religious expression is no mere coincidence.

For both Mormons and immigrants, the law controls the religious prac-

tices of minority groups and, by implication, imposes a particular, ide-

alized notion of family life/intimate relations. Cultural assimilation is

thus facilitated on two fronts—religion and family structure—and the

polygamy issue remains a mechanism for monitoring citizenship.”®

CONCLUSION

The existence of polygamous groups such as that found in Bountiful

serves as a point from which to explore some important issues, includ-

ing the ways in which the definition of religious freedom shifts and

changes over time. Historically, polygamy served as a focal point for

attention to what was then a new religious movement. The LDS Church

fractured over this issue, and it remains divided. In the contest between

citizenship and nascent religious doctrine/practice, the former was the

strategic choice for mainstream Mormonism. This ongoing internal

conflict begs the question of why external sanctions, in the form of

criminal prosecution, have not been pursued in Bountiful. Does failure

to prosecute mean legal condoning of polygamy? There are several pos-

sible explanations for Bountiful’s seeming immunity.

First, it might be argued that the failure to prosecute is in fact an

attempt to respect women’s autonomy/agency. State reluctance fre-

quently manifests in this form, in which women’s agency is used as the

symbolic touchstone for non-intervention. Similar reasoning is used in

relation to various forms of violence against women, including “domes-

tic” violence and sexual assault. But this reasoning is often offered

uncritically, leaving women without legal resources, or without a legal

system that is responsive to women'’s oppression. There is, in this

approach, no real reflexive interpretation of what we mean by women'’s
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agency and how that might be best supported. It may take different

shapes for different women. The reality is that polygamy is sometimes

raised as problematic by women who leave polygamous colonies or fam-

ilies. Their allegations and insights offer another perspective on polyg-

amous family life. Polygamous families are like other families—they can

support a “private” place in which violence against women occurs and

in which children are abused. While social scientists have identified

issues around perspective in reporting (usually around “brainwashing”)

from those who leave religious colonies, nonetheless it is the voices

of women who emerge to call into question conditions for women in

polygamous colonies. Their voices must be taken seriously by the legal

system. The state claim to be respecting women’s agency through non-

intervention lacks both credibility and reflexivity.

A second explanation for non-intervention may be the state’s desire

to avoid bad appearances. Scenes of crying women and babies as

“offenders” are led away come to mind, such as the highly publicized

case at Short Creek, Arizona, in 1953. In that case, the families were

eventually reunited and remained committed to their religious beliefs,

including the sacredness of polygamy.” The political management ofa

scene in which the state is seen as destroying families becomes extremely

difficult, particularly in a neo-liberal climate that brings with it support

for “traditional family values.” In the abstract, polygamous families fall

outside that framework, but the reality resembles the “ideal” family of

conservative rhetoric much more than does the single-parent family.

This raises an associated problem—what to do with the disassembled

polygamous family? As the state has moved to privatize responsibility for

families, and to displace state responsibility with individual responsibil-

ity, the creation of state-sanctioned “broken” families is problematic.

Some family, it would seem, is better than no family at all, especially if

it resembles a patriarchal model that avoids the dreaded female-headed

family. A patriarch gives the state some assurance that the family is in

safe hands.

In the social and legal construction of religious freedom and its

limits, polygamy has served as a touchstone from which to control

marginalized groups. The need to prosecute LDS polygamists has

disappeared—they are no longer seen as a threat to the nation or the

social order. Polygamy laws served a purpose in relation to social control

of Mormons. They contributed to nation-building by transforming

potentially rebellious outliers into model citizens. However, state-build-

ing was taking place at both levels. In the process of trading away

polygamy, Mormons gained nationhood in terms of a safe territory that

was granted statehood. In part, then, Joseph Smith’s vision ofa separate,

earthly, kingdom® was realized.®! Mormons have proved themselves

model citizens, and thus a more radical group of polygamist LDS can be

tolerated by the state with a live-and-let-live attitude.
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However, the polygamy threat can be transposed to other groups

who are perceived as threatening the nation, such as those who emigrate

from countries in which polygamy is practiced legally, and whose reli-

gious beliefs support polygamy. In Canada, the Criminal Code provi-

sions serve as a filtering device for immigrants with undesirable

national/religious backgrounds. In an interesting historical continuity,

parliamentary debates around the 1890 Criminal Code’s enactment of

polygamy sections reveal the targeting and control of immigration and

immigrants (at that time Mormons) as a key goal:

Notwithstanding the anxiety the hon. members from the North-West

have shown during the last few days to promote immigration, I fancy they

will not be very anxious to promote immigration of this character, and 1

do not suppose that any of us feel, under the circumstances, that such

immigration is ofa useful or wholesome or profitable character. I am not

suggesting at this moment that we cannot do more than, by the most care-

ful and comprehensive legislation, provide machinery for the discontin-

uance or the prevention of these abominable practices which we know

these people engage in under pretence of religion.%

Although the social and political context was much different—

Canada was a relatively new nation for which settlement was an impor-

tant and somewhat pressing issue—the use of the Criminal Code as a fil-

tering mechanism remains today.

The polygamy provisions are especially useful in the negotiation of

power relations between state and religious minorities. The Criminal

Code provisions prohibiting polygamy have been in existence for years,

rendering them relatively unobtrusive and less likely to attract civil rights

groups’ attention. In theory, the provisions reflect the values of a society

in which mainstream Christianity provides a silent measure of what counts

as religion and what is worthy of protection under constitutional guaran-

tees of freedom of religion. The calculation of risk of harm remains the

wild card, as described by Valverde. In the meantime, polygamy and the

limitation of its practice will no doubt continue to be a topic on which

multiple discursive voices will be heard. The shifting terrain of polygamy

laws allows the legal and social construction of LDS polygamists as harm-

less citizens and polygamist immigrants as potential dangers.
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ABSTRACT: Steven T. Katz and James Spickard have argued that even

though mystical and ecstatic experiences are often self-defined as

unmediated experiences of the divine, fundamentally these experi-

ences are always mediated to some degree through the mystic’s own

cultural milieu and religious language. The filtration of Mormon

naturalist Terry Tempest WilliamsTM mystical encounters with nature

through a Mormon cultural lens, which is tied to a historic and mythic

topophilia, lends WilliamsTM writing a creative organicism that deftly

combines diverse and contradictory elements. On one hand, Williams

points to the irony of her chosen subject in light of the problematic

relation Mormon culture has had with environmentalism and eroti-

cism. On the other hand, a distinctly Mormon sensibility shapes

Williams’ love for the sacred geography of Utah and her attunement

to the spiritual dimensions of the American landscape. In Williams’

“greening” of Mormonism, we see the work of religio-cultural pro-

duction in action, as she creates a unique fusion of nature mysticism

and Latter-day sensibilities.

It's time for us to take off our masks, to step out from behind our

personas—whatever they might be: educators, activists, biologists, geol-

ogists, writers, farmers, ranchers, and bureaucrats—and admit that we

are lovers, engaged in an erotics of place. Loving the land. Honoring

its mysteries. . .. There is nothing intellectual about it. We love the

land. It is a priial affair.

—Terry Tempest Williams, “The Erotics of PlaceTM
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erry Tempest Williams is the Mormon Anais Nin of the American

West. While French-born novelist and eroticist Nin’s steamy love

affairs were with both men and women (most notably Henry and

June Miller), Williams’ steamy love affairs are with canyons, mesas, rocks,

arroyos and other sensual features of her native landscape. Her earthy

encounters are hot, intensely erotic, and pulse with pleasure: “Steam

rising. Water boiling. Geysers surging. Mud pots gurgling. Herds breath-

ing. Hooves stampeding. Wings flocking. Sky darkening. Clouds gath-

ering. Rain falling. Rivers raging. Lakes rising. Lightning striking. Trees

burning. Thunder clapping. Smoke clearing. Eyes staring. . . 2 Williams

engages the Earth’s “body,” bringing lovemaking and landscape into a

mystical “supreme union.” She writes: “In the severity of the salt desert,

[ am brought to my knees by its beauty. My imagination is fired. My heart

opens and my skin burns in the passion of these moments. I will have no

other gods before me. Wilderness courts our souls.” In forging this

sacred union of Earth and eros, Williams conjures the spirit of another

erotic writer seduced by the arid beauty of the American West.* Citing

D. H. Lawrence’s claim, that “[t]here exist two great modes of life—the

religious and the sexual,” Williams adds, “[e]roticism is the bridge.”5

And it is that bridge, that connection, that is key for Williams. She makes

love to the land, and the land makes love back in a giving and receiving

exchange that obliterates illusory boundaries between body and land-

scape.® Williams speaks about the primal human ache for this kind of

communion with the land as “an unspoken hunger,” observing that we

fear that which we desire most—and what we desire most is intimacy.”

Through her erotic experiences with nature, Williams’ connection to

land as mystical lover contrasts sharply with the sexual taboos of her

Mormon upbringing. But, like Nin, who was married to more than one

man at the same time, Williams casts herself as one engaged in multiple

simultaneous “marriagesTM—to landscape, community, cultural heritage,

and to the truth and value of her own experience. Finding ways to

“marry” and remain faithful to two loves in particular—her connection

to the Mormon community and to the larger “community of life”—

presents her defining challenge. In taking up this challenge, she refers

to herself as an “edge-walker,” determined to find the narrow path

between the strength, comfort, and familiarity of her Mormon heritage

and her own artist’s heart that resists conformity and is fired by an

earthy sensuality.® For her “edge-walking,” Williams chooses ideal

terrain—the desert.

Historian and ethicist Belden Lane writes about deserts, mountains,

and other wild places as “places on the edge,” liminal landscapes that

“provoke the identification and reordering of boundaries.” Wild terrain,

says Lane, tantalizes the human imagination and “confronts people

with their own edges.TM Both culturally and topographically, Williams is

strategically positioned “betwixt and between,”!” a position that affords
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her unique opportunities to shape the complex overlapping ecologies

of religion, sexuality, and culture.

EROS IN ACTION: A TWO-WAY LOVE

When composing Desert Quartet: An Erotic Landscape (1995), Williams

says that the question burning inside her was a very private one: “How

might we make love to the land?”!! She also explains that her reasons for

choosing the topic were complex:

I am interested in the notion of love and why we are so fearful of intimacy,

with each other and with the land. I wanted to explore the idea of the

erotic, not as defined by my culture as pornographic and exploitative but

rather what it might mean to engage in a relationship of reciprocity.'?

Williams’ culture is Mormon, a culture the fifth-generation Mormon

both honors and critiques. “IfI am honest, one reason the erotic is so

intriguing to me is because in the culture I was raised in eroticism is the

ultimate taboo.”® Then is WilliamsTM innovation of a “Mormon eco-

erotica” simply a case of her playing the Mormon “bad girl”?!* No; as her

exploration of the erotic landscape unfolds, a serious and uniquely tex-

tured religio-cultural critique emerges. Williams wants to know why

Mormon culture in particular (and American culture generally) finds the

body, intimacy, and sensuality so very frightening. She suspects that the

answer has something to do with our alienation from the very land that

supports us. The word “erotic,” for Williams, means being “in relation.”

She finds erotic connection to be “life-engaged, making love to the

world,” something that comes very naturally.'

What distinguishes the erotic from the pornographic is that the erotic

is about a “two-way love,” a giving and receiving.'® It is about vulnerabil-

ity, surrender, and an engagement of soul. This model is demonstrated

throughout Desert Quartet, but two of her images prove particularly pow-

erful. In the first, after seducing her readers into deep, red, labial canyons,

Williams finally arrives at a place that is wet, gushing with water. Her com-

munion with the water is total and climactic: “I dissolve. I am water. Only

my face is exposed like an apparition over ripples. Playing with water. Do

I dare? My legs open. The rushing water turns my body and touches me

with a fast finger that does not tire. I receive without apology.TM”

In yet another erotic encounter with a canyon, Williams recipro-

cates and responds to the needs of her landscape lover, attending to the

desert’s own pleasures. “A maidenhair fern hangs from the slickrock;

water drips, drips, drips, until I catch it in my mouth. Drink deeply, the

desert sighs.”!®

In her collections of essays, Red: Passion and Patience in the Desert

(2001), Williams engages in further acts of sensual reciprocity, climbing
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for instance into the arms of a juniper tree, where she spends much of

the day straddling the branches and nestling her body deep into the

body of the tree.!¥ “I had forgotten what it felt like to really be held.”??

Hours pass before Williams finally unfolds herself from this embrace

and climbs down. When she does, she stops for a moment and gives back

to the body that has held her so intimately: “Feet on Earth. I took out

my water bottle and saturated the roots. Pink sand turned red. I left the

desert in a state of wetness.”?! Once again, for Williams, the erotic is all

about reciprocal relationship—passionate, ecstatic, mutual connection.

Williams contrasts the kind of balanced and intimate reciprocity she

models in her own terrestrial/human relations to a very different sce-

nario. She warns: “When love is only one-way, eventually it becomes

pornographic, a body that is used, rather than a body that is shared.”®®

Unlike the erotic relationship, the pornographic encounter, as Williams

defines it, is soulless, exploitative, and extractive. And this, she argues,

is what our dominant relationship as humans to the land has become.

As we mine, as we deforest, as we dam rivers, as we pump gallon after gal-

lon of water out of the aquifers beneath the desert, draining its very life

force, Williams finds we cultivate a pornographic relationship in which

humans take from the land but do not give back.? The land itself

becomes an object exploited, rather than a body shared. Similar argu-

ments, of course, were made in the movement in the 1970s and 1980s

toward a feminist “herotica,” in which women writers made a conscious

effort to generate erotic narratives that shifted women from the role of

exploited “object” to engaged subject.?! Williams’ own approach is

somewhat different in that her ecstatic narratives of sacred lovemaking

exude an intense mystical union that seeks to erase subject-object

distinctions altogether.

For Williams, it is the illusion of separation of the human body from

the larger Earth body that leads to the sins of exploitation.?® She finds

that pornography, like our abuse of the land, is predicated on numb-

ing the senses, a hardening and disengaging from emotion that enables

us to “annihilate what is beautiful and tender.” In the pornographic

context, she argues, “[t]he erotic world is silenced, reduced to a col-

lection of objects we can curate and control, be it a vase, a woman, or

wilderness. Our lives become a piece in the puzzle of pornography as

we ‘go through the motions’ of daily intercourse without any engage-

ment of the soul.”’

Popular American ecospiritual icon Father Thomas Berry (who

calls himself a “geologian”) has identified this inability to engage the

soul as a kind of “Earth autism,” arguing that in modernity we have lost

the ability to communicate with and truly relate to the more than

human world—crippled by our alienation, emotional unavailability,

and distant vacant gaze.?® Williams is similarly deeply disturbed that we

have become a nation of detached voyeurs who look but do not “see.”
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Safely ensconced behind the windows of our automobiles or behind our

camera lenses, we consume the landscape from a safe distance.? Here,

Williams’ perspective is evocative of Evelyn Underhill’s classical treatise

on mystical experience, that one only truly knows something (God, the

beloved, one’s own country, etc.) through “an interpenetration of it

and ourselves. It gives itself to us, just in so far as we give ourselves to

TN e,

Cultural historians such as Roderick Nash and Catherine Albanese

have written in detail about the phenomenon of Americans “loving our

National Parks to death,” but in a twist, Williams’ lament over wilderness

spectators brings to mind seedier images—the voyeur in the National

Park peepshow who “gets oft” on the pay-per-views from the windows of

his air-conditioned recreational vehicle but never dares, as she says, to

“touch flesh, rock, body, Earth.”! Environmental historian Jennifer

Price explores further the kind of wilderness voyeurism and virtual

intercourse Williams describes, as she looks at the packaging and mar-

keting of flattened “nature” images and sanitized “nature entertain-

ment” for mall consumers at such chain stores as the Nature Company

and Natural Wonders.?> Compared to the alienated experiences of

nature consumption described by Price, the automobile-ensconced

voyeur's brand of disengagement from the landscape actually begins to

look somewhat sensual.

Williams provides her own very specific illustration of the distinction

between the “erotic” and the “pornographic” in Leap (2000), her book

dedicated to her obsession with painter Hieronymus Bosch’s medieval

triptych, “The Garden of Delights,” described by Williams as “a hymn to

the sensual pleasures of the earth.”® In her discussions of art, censor-

ship, and the erotic, Williams recounts a 1990s controversy involving

Brigham Young University’s Museum of Ait. The controversy was over

whether to display four of sculptor Francois Auguste Rodin’s well-known

works, including one of his most sensual and famous pieces, “The Kiss.”

Ultimately, the museum decided not to display Rodin’s nude statues

because the works of art might preoccupy students with the wrong kinds

of thoughts.34 For Williams, embodied in the museum’s decision to cen-

sor the nudes was a fundamental confusion, mistaking the erotic for the

pornographic. The curators misrecognized the “blessedness of soulful

connection,” and the kind of sensual communion that Williams sees as

so integral to the sacred, as something antithetical to or undermining

of religious values.?® It is this same misrecognition of the sacramental

landscape as dead, empty, and profane matter that Williams challenges

with graphic accounts of her earthy sensual unions. Comparative reli-

gionist Ninian Smart points out that for a number of religious traditions

sexual union is the “best earthly analogue” for the union of individual

and “God,” and Williams’ sacralization of her planetary unions is no

exception.®®
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Williams further draws parallels between fear of eros and intimacy

within Mormon culture and the narrow, unimaginative valuing of nature

solely for its practical human udility. “I see my community’s fear of homo-

sexuality, even wilderness, as a failure of love and imagination. Sex is like

land. It must be wsed tor something.”:”7 Her very personal and intimate

experiences with the land and her mystical desert visions tell her oth-

erwise.”® As Williams slowly squeezes her body through the narrow pas-

sageways between Utah’s sheer sandstone walls, she says:

The palms of my hands search for a pulse in the rocks. I continue walk-

ing. In some places my hips can barely fit through. I turn sideways, my

chest and back in a vise of geologic time. I stop. The silence that lives in

these sacred hallways presses against me. I relax. I surrender. I close my

eyes. The arousal of my breath rises in me like music, like love, as the pos-

sessive muscles between my legs tighten and release. I come to the rock

in a moment of stillness, giving and receiving, where there is no partition

between my body and the body of the Earth.*

In many ways, Terry Tempest Williams does find herself in a “vise,”

and not just one of geological ancestry and heritage. It is a vise of

religious tradition and cultural heritage on one side, and on the other

the truth of personal and transformative experiences with nature.’

Paradoxically, it is a vise that brings pleasure and pain, bondage and

sweet release. In a scene from Leap, she stands in Brigham Young

Cougar Stadium with sixty thousand other Mormons to celebrate the

150th anniversary of the pioneers’ pilgrimage to the Great Basin. As she

watches the reenactment of her people’s sacred heritage, she observes:

Inside my veins, I feel the pulse of my people, those dead are those stand-

ing beside me, a pulse I will always be driven by, a pulse that registers in

my heart. [ cannot escape my history, nor can I ignore the lineage that is

mine. More importantly, I don’t want to. ... Tears stream down my

cheeks. I am home. I remember who I am and where I come from.*!

However, there are also things about her culture that she must reject.

She speaks about her struggle with this internal contradiction, saying: “I

am a Mormon woman, I am not orthodox. It is the lens through which

I see the world. I hear the Tabernacle Choir and it still makes me weep.

There are other things in the culture that absolutely enrage me, and for

me it 1s sacred 1“Age.”42 As artist, activist, and naturalist, what she cannot

give conscience to is the conformity and obedience mandated by

Mormon cultural norms.** In her writings, Williams repeatedly cham-

pions diversity of life expression (both cultural and biotic). She recalls

that it was her grandmother, Mimi, who first gave her a copy of a

Peterson field guide to birds, cataloguing the incredible variety of

winged species in North America. “[That] was the most subversive text
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she could have handed me.”* To Williams, raised in a community that

instilled and valued conformity and obedience, the sheer variety of

birds seemed radical, defiant, and suggestive. “Ultimately,” she explains,

“my culture values control, a control which suppresses creative expres-

sion. This is necessary because creative expression threatens to under-

mine the status quo.”

Nevertheless, Utah is where Williams chooses to make her home and

where she has made a conscious commitment to stay engaged in the com-

munity of her religious and cultural ancestry, vowing to “stand her ground”

in the place that she loves.* Williams defines her tradition as both a “bless-

ing and a burden,” noting that these are the tensions and conflicts she

commits to carry.!” She views her marriage of Mormonism and, as she calls

it, “Earthism” as a teaching for her about the creative strengths of paradox.

In approaching this lesson, she takes her cue from the Great Salt Lake—

an enormous body of water, in the middle of a desert, from which you can-

not drink.* She reflects, “I live now in a landscape called Paradox Basin

where salt domes have collapsed under the weight of time.TM”

TOPOPHILIA AND THE SACRAMENTAL LANDSCAPE

Journeying through this landscape of paradox, Williams struggles to

reclaim embedded aspects of Mormon culture that have traditionally

stressed things such as the values of “sustainable living,” small commu-

nal village life, community self-sufficiency, revelation received in the

wilderness, and a prophetic connection to a sacred land. That is, her

mystical love affair with and ecstatic wonderment at the Utah landscape

stems not simply from her background as a naturalist and environmen-

talist but is also fundamentally connected to a powerful cultural mythos

of Utah as “Zion.”TM" Historically, a classic illustration of this mythos can

be seen in a map published in William Smythe’s Conguest of Arid America

(1900) that depicts Utah quite literally as the Holy Land. [See illustra-

tion.] The map outlines the Mormon-identified morphologically iden-

tical features of both the “promised land” of Canaan and “Deseret,” the

new American Zion.”! In these parallel sacred geographies, the location

of the holy city of Jerusalem is occupied in the New World by Salt Lake

City, home of the Latter-day Temple (headquarters of the LDS Church).

Thus, prophetic connections between the landscape of Utah (particu-

larly the Great Salt Lake Basin) and a sacred destiny for Mormons are

deeply embedded in the cultural history of a people who place great

stock in the importance of roots and genealogy.??

Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan has spoken about the particular bonding to

place often associated with an actual or mythic homeland as

“topophilia”—literally “the human love of place.”TM? Between the sacred

narratives of the Mormon journey to the Great Basin, the ancient con-

nections to North America stressed in Mormon scripture, and the
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MAP SHOWING THE STRIKING SIMILARITY BETWEEN PALESTINE

AND SALT LAKE VALLEY, CTAH

(By courtesy of the Rio Grande Western R. R.)

utopian visions of community-building on which the settlements in Utah

were founded, a strong case can be made for a kind of topophilia

embedded in Mormon culture. As Native American scholar Vine

Deloria,Jr. points out, for every other religious group in North America,

the “holy land” is somewhere else, off in a faraway place. “Only for

Native Americans and Mormons is the holy land right here.”TM The

great irony, of course, is that, whereas Native American spiritualities

are often identified with a benevolent and Earth-concerned land ethic,

Mormons have gained a reputation for precisely the opposite.”® Williams

points out (with no small amount of frustration) that according to a

1991 survey of Christian congregations in the United States, in which

the thirty largest denominations were sorted according to their degree

of response to environmental concerns—a) programs underway; b)

beginning a response; ¢) poised on the brink of response; d) no action;

and e) formally committed to policies of inaction—the Church ofJesus

Christ of Latter-day Saints ranked dead last: formally committed to
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policies of inaction.”® Religious historian Richard Foltz points to further

evidence of poor Mormon/environmental relations and enumerates

organizations such as Utah’s own Anti-Wilderness Society and Citizens

Against Light Rail. Foltz documents the clear anti-environmentalist

voting records of Utah’s Mormon United States legislators and draws

his readers’ attention to a 1998 pamphlet co-authored by Mormon

Republican Senator Orin Hatch that warns Utah parents that “preoc-

cupation with environmental issues” may be a sign that their children

are abusing drugs.”’

Nonetheless, it is the legacy of “Mormon topophilia” and connection

to “sacred geography” that Williams chooses to carry forth through her

writing and activism. Steven T. Katz and James Spickard have argued that

even though mystical and ecstatic experiences are often self-defined as

unmediated experiences of the divine, fundamentally these experiences

are always mediated to some degree through the mystic’s own cultural

milieu and religious language.®® The filtration of Williams’ own mysti-

cally unifying encounters with the land through a Mormon cultural

lens, which is tied to a historic and mythic topophilia, lends her writing

a kind of creative organicism which gracefully unites diverse and con-

tradictory elements. She points to the ironies of her chosen subject, in

light of the fact that within Mormon culture eroticism is the “ultimate

taboo.”TM Still, a distinctly Mormon sensibility shapes both her love for

the sacred geography of Utah and her passionate appreciation of the

legacy of her biotic ancestors, the generations of Earth’s cycles, and the

miracle and fecundity of life. Williams deftly strategizes to marry ele-

ments and themes of Mormon culture with an engaged topophilia. “I

know in Utah, if you say the word ‘wilderness,” it’s a combustible log. It

ignites. So we talk about ‘home’ and it’s a more inclusive topic, rather

than one that separates.”

Williams invokes values traditionally embedded in Mormon culture

such as the importance of marriage and family, genealogy, the con-

stancy of community, and the importance of prophecy, while trans-

forming and expanding their meanings in ways that are in keeping with

her naturalist’s concerns. In New Genesis: A Mormon Reader on Land and

Communaty (1998), Williams and her co-editors purposefully tie notions

of sustainability and reverence for nature to sources of scriptural author-

ity, citing passages from the Bible, the Book of Mormon, and The Doctrine

and Covenants. Each author in the book co-edited by Williams relates a

different theme to his or her own personal story and then provides a

kind of “green” scriptural exegesis. In this context, Williams argues that

ecological concern and Mormon ethics are indeed a good match. “Many

people would say ‘Mormon environmentalists’ is an oxymoron,” she

says, “but that is only because of the stereotype and veneer that is

attached to the religion. . . . If you go back and look at the teachings of

Brigham Young, his journals and sermons, they are filled with very
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strong sustainability.”! This includes issuing admonitions against over-

grazing and wasting water, and promoting the utopian ideal of the self-

sufficient communal Mormon village.%?

Williams reminds her readers that the LDS Church began with a mys-

tical vision received by Joseph Smith, who was visited by the angel Moroni

in a sacred grove of trees (no less) in upstate New York. Williams identi-

fies Smith in positive terms as having been a “mystic . . . a diviner . . .

a restorer, a man of signs, a student of the occult, a practitioner of

magic.” And yet, she laments, “[t]here is little mystical about us now, we

have abandoned the vision of Joseph.”® She repeatedly juxtaposes the

story of the prophet Joseph receiving his vision in the sacred grove and

the story ofJesus reclaiming his spiritual resolve in the wilderness. In

light of these two figures who have so powerfully shaped her cultural pat-

rimony, Williams declares, “I believed their sojourns into nature were

sacred.” Then she asks, “[a]re ours any less?”%* Williams is critical and

questioning of the calcification of religious tradition by closing itself oft

to ongoing prophetic experience or to what others might term aspects

of “living” and “lived religion.”® She asserts that the “origin of my reli-

gion, any religion, is a true impulse, one I want to keep pure in my

blood. ... How can I open the traditions of religion to my own reli-

gion?"% Instead of abandoning one’s religious heritage and walking west

to colonize new ground, she suggests solutions such as staying with the

religious landscape and working toward its “restoration.” Community,

after all, is about “the commitment to stay with something—to go the

duration. You can’t walk away. It’s like a marriage. . . ."%7

PLANETARY PLURAL MARRIAGE

Williams has been married to her husband, Brooke, for more than

25 years. She writes that his body, so known to her, so familiar after all

these years, still takes her breath away. It is to him that she dedicates her

most erotic work, Desert Quanrtet, “To Brooke, For the Duration.” In the

contexts of landscape and human relations, Williams repeatedly casts

marriage as a commitment to “stay with” for the “duration,” a commit-

ment she characterizes as not stagnant or dull but dynamic, “moving as

the river moves.”TM Williams points to the strength of her marriage to

Brooke, but she also calls the names of her other loves to which she

is wed, places with names such as Moon-Eyed Horse Canyon, Red

Mountain, and North Fork Virgin River.”” She is on a “personal basis”

with the landscape and calls it by its many names. She begins one of her

essays In Red by reciting a list of more than 150 place names in her

region, the names themselves simultaneously functioning as introduc-

tion, invocation, and incantation.”

Anthropologist Keith Basso recounts that when he began his field

research on the Western Apache, his Apache informants told him that
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before they could teach him anything of their ways or their stories,

impart any kind of rudimentary understanding of their worldviews and

philosophies, he would have to learn the names of all their places. It is

through the stories embedded in these place names and inscribed into

the very features of the land that the universe is made meaningful.”!

Later in Basso’s research, he came across an Apache who recited these

place names out loud to himself over and over again as he strung fence.

When asked why he was doing this, the man responded that the names

“are good to say,” and Basso little by little unpacked the full meaning of

this—that these places are alive, that they are infused with a caring spirit

and protective energy, that the land “looks after” the Apache, and that

simply reciting the names of this inspirited land works much like a

mantra in which the sound itself heals and balances the body even as it

is spoken. Basso learned that there is a bond between the people and

these places that is so strong that the Apache say that when they go away

from the land, they become sick and forget “how to be strong.””?

Williams’ own relationship to the land in all its mutuality bears

some similarities to the phenomenon Basso describes. She speaks of

the powerful value of Earth literacy and of the sacred commitment “to

stay home, to learn the names of things, to realize who we live

among . . . plants, animals, rocks, rivers and human beings. . . . I think

our lack of intimacy with the land has initiated a lack of intimacy with

each other . . . community is extremely intimate.”” As she talks about

reclaiming what she calls “fugitive faith” (a term she borrows from

Eduardo Galleano), she again says that this all begins with “learning

the names of things, at the age of two or five or whatever. Great Blue

Heron. Long-Billed Curlew. Sage. Cedar. Spruce. It creates an inti-

macy of engagen'lent.”74 In some ways, it is an intimacy not unlike that

described by contemporary Mormon polygamist and writer Elizabeth

Joseph, who speaks of the intimate relationships among herself and

the other seven women in her family: Margaret, Bo, Joanna, Diana,

Leslie, Dawn, and Delinda. Joseph writes: “You don’t share two decades

of experience, and a man, without those friendships becoming very

special.””® Unlike Joseph’s polygamous arrangement, however, in

which her husband has multiple wives but she only one husband,

Williams makes binding vows to multiple loves, entering into a kind of

planetary plural marriage.

In committing to “stay with” for the “duration,” to remain simulta-

neously committed to both human and non-human biotic communities,

Williams shares the fact that her grandmother’s family was part of the so-

called “Mormon underground” that continued to practice polygamy

even after it was no longer sanctioned. Williams admires her ancestors

for their capacity to engage in and faithfully maintain simultaneous

multiple sacred commitments.” There is something valuable to be

learned from polygamy, she suggests, about moving beyond exclusivity
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and about learning to share oneself in a variety of ways—not just with

humans but with the whole community of life. “Every time we make love

to a human being, fully,” she contends, “we are making love to every-

thing that lives and breathes. In that sense it becomes communion. Itis

a sacrament.””” In this multiple extension of love, relationship, com-

mitment, and ecstasy, she asks:

Why don’t we talk about what it means to be married? What it means to

be married to our self? What it means to be married to a lover, a partner?

What it means to be married to the earth, to our dreams, to our com-

munity? What it means to be married to a politics of place that can both
578

inform and inspire us

The critical tension found throughout Williams’ work is, of course,

whether she can indeed serve multiple loves, marrying the Earth in all

its creative, sensual lustiness while not divorcing the Mormon culture

that she credits for having first helped to nurture and create her soul.”

Challenging and questioning the borders and boundaries of the reli-

gious landscape, she asks:

What is Christian? What's a pagan? Recently I was in Costa Rica, where I

had the privilege of meeting a tribal medicine man. . . . He turned and

said, “I am Christian, cosmologist, scientist, Earthist. . . .” And I thought,

that’s what I am too! You know whether it’s Christian, whether it’s pagan,

whether it’s a writer, a lover of language, a lover of landscapes, can’t we

just say that our spirituality resides in our love? If that makes us pagan,

perhaps. If it makes us Christian, perhaps. But I love the notion that it is

not this or that, but this, that, and all of it. And, in a way, this is how I see

spirituality emerging on the planet.®

CONCLUSION

In Williams’ strong affirmation of the ability to embrace an expan-

sive multiplicity of loves, commitments, truths, and experiences, despite

conflicts and tensions, she resists easy dualisms and defies a narrowing

down of life’s pluraform expressions. The relationship between lan-

guage and landscape is itself “a marriage of sound and form, an oral

geography, a sensual topography, what draws us to a place and keeps us

there.”! Her life is not only filled with paradox and contradiction

(desert and wetness) but also is populated by the complex marriages of

unlikely participants: Mormonism, environmentalism, eroticism, mysti-

cism, artistic freedom, community responsibility, and personal revela-

tion. Many of these are not easy marriages, but Williams suggests that

there is a deepening that occurs in the process of negotiation and faith-

fulness required to make and sustain such sacramental bonds, and that

the nature of that deepening is itself redemptive.
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The last three words Williams’ grandmother uttered before she died

were, “Dance! Dance! Dance!”? And dance Williams does, although

that dance takes a variety of forms throughout her work. At some points

it is a delicate dance, as when she substitutes the word “home” for

“wilderness,” depending on her audience. At other times it is a bold,

unself-conscious, erotic dance in which she seduces her readers into sen-

sual earthy encounters. In leading us in this dance, Williams skillfully

draws upon what she calls the “magnetic pull of our bodies toward

something stronger,” a magnetic pull in which she says “arousal becomes

a dance with longing,” and through which “we form a secret partnership

with possibility.”TM In essence, Williams also invites us to her own dra-

matic desert wedding dance of unlikely partners.®* Describing herself as

awoman “wedded to wilderness,”TM she engages her whole body in a pro-

found union of place, paradox, patrimony, passion, and personal con-

viction. Once again, it is connection above all that is important, the bridge

between the things we would otherwise hold and conceive of as being

separate. And there is clearly a meaningful and internal sense to her

joining together of these diverse elements. “In trying to wrap my arms

around my own religious beliefs,” explains Williams, “I am aware that I

pick and choose what feels right to me. . . . [ accept the Organic Trinity

of Mineral, Vegetable, and Animal with as much authority as I accept the

Holy Trinity. Both are sacred.”TM® Ultimately, through her mystical expe-

riences of the landscape, Williams dares her readers to risk true intimacy

and to play (even erotically) with the form and content of religion and

culture. In doing so, she composes a kind of latter-day terrestrial canti-

cle, infused with a passionate planetary polyfidelity that simultaneously

affirms and challenges the inherited blessings and burdens of her reli-

gious tradition.

As environmental values gain broader acceptance in American cul-

ture, faith-based environmental consciousness and activism in the

United States continues to gain greater notice and legitimacy. From

sport utility vehicle-protesting church groups carrying signs asking,

“What would Jesus drive?” to the growing number of those who now

attend Gaian masses, St. Francis Day animal blessings, and environ-

mental seders, notions of “creation care” and the “greening of religion”

are making their way into the mainstream of American public dis-

course.?” A 1995 anthropological study of environmental values in

American culture found that environmentalism had already become

integrated with core American values such as parental responsibility

and obligation to descendants. Of those surveyed, 78 percent agreed

with the statement, “I am an environmentalist.”®® At the same time,

however, tensions have arisen over issues of orthodoxy, environmental

consciousness, and a widening variety of nature-inspired spiritual prac-

tices.? Looking more closely at a new generation of “nature mystics”

such as Williams, and their struggles to “edge-walk” between tradition
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and change, provides a rare and intimate view into the organic and

intertwined processes of religion and culture as they shape and reshape

the American landscape.
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Soka Gakkai in Australia

Daniel A. Metraux

ABSTRACT: Japan’s Soka Gakkai International (SGI) has established

a small but growing chapter in Australia that in 2002 had about 2,500

members nationwide. Since its founding in the mid-1960s, SGI

Australia (SGIA) has evolved into a highly heterogeneous movement

dominated by ethnic Asians, of which a large number are Chinese

from Southeast Asia. SGIA’s appeal is both social and religious. A key

factor for SGIA’s growth is its emphasis on the concept of community.

The fast pace of life, constant movement of people, and a sizeable

growth of immigrants have created a sense of rootlessness among many

Australians. SGIA’s tradition of forming small chapters whose members

often meet in each other’s homes or community centers creates a

tightly bonded group. SGIA members find their movement’s form of

Buddhism appealing because it is said to give them a greater sense of

confidence and self-empowerment, permitting them to manage their

own lives in a more creative manner.

oday Australia is experiencing a significant Buddhist boom with

nearly two percent of the population declaring some adherence

to this very traditional Asian religion. A vast majority of the

adherents are ethnic Asians who have been immigrating to Australia

since the early 1970s, but there is a growing interest among some

Caucasian Australians as well. One of the more successful Buddhist

organizations is the Australian chapter of Soka Gakkai, an organization

that originated in Japan.

Soka Gakkai is one of the strongest of Japan’s new religious move-

ments! with eight to ten million members. Soka Gakkai has also nur-

tured a highly successful international movement (Soka Gakkai

International or SGI) that, according to Soka Gakkai estimates, has

some two million followers in 187 foreign countries and territories.

While Soka Gakkai and SGI chapters abroad share the same religious
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principles, each foreign group has complete autonomy in terms of

membership, organizational structure, funding, and leadership. There

is frequent contact between Soka Gakkai and SGI chapters, and mem-

bers in every chapter I have visited share a common deep respect for

Soka Gakkai leader Ikeda Daisaku,? but each international unit is oth-

erwise quite independent.

Despite its Japanese roots, many SGI chapters I have studied in

Southeast Asia have drawn a largely ethnic Chinese but also widely

multi-ethnic following, because SGI has been able to present itself as an

attractive and highly relevant generalist lay Buddhist movement. Some

Asian chapters, including those in Korea, Thailand, and the Philippines,

have large native memberships as well. Chapters in North and South

America and Europe have broad, multi-ethnic memberships.

The Australian chapter of SGI (SGI Australia or SGIA) in 2002 had a

nationwide following of about 2,500 members from an estimated 50 eth-

nic groups. Today, more than two-thirds of the SGIA membership con-

sists of immigrants from Chinese communities in Southeast Asia and

Hong Kong, as well as immigrants from Japan, Korea and India.” SGIA

has developed strong roots in communities nationwide and the progno-

sis for its gradual expansion and long-term survival seems excellent.

The goal of this project was to discover reasons for the success of this

new religious movement in Australia. I conducted research in Australia

briefly in 2000 and for a longer period in 2002 with an Australian

scholar, Ben Dorman.* We conducted a nationwide survey of SGIA mem-

bers and a number of in-depth interviews. Some of the questions

addressed were why Soka Gakkai, with its strong Japanese roots, had suc-

ceeded in establishing a solid foundation in Australia, but also why,

after roughly forty years, it had not expanded more rapidly. We wanted

to learn who joins SGIA and why. When we discovered that a high per-

centage of the ethnic Asian members were not Japanese in origin, we

wanted to learn why SGIA would appeal to such a broad mixture of

Asians, many of whom expressed little interest in Japanese culture and

had little contact with Japan or its people.

Through our research we determined that the SGIA appeal and its

demographic makeup appear to result from its combination of an indi-

vidualistic ethic and its emphasis on a family-like community. Other fac-

tors helping SGIA grow include its ability to offer its growing Asian

membership an opportunity to be with other Asians and, through con-

version to Buddhism, the chance to reestablish a viable connection with

their Asian heritage. ,

The results of our surveys and interviews in Australia often paralleled

findings from other recent research done on SGI in Britain, the United

States, and Canada.” These similarities were due partially to these nations

being Anglo, capitalist, democratic, and advanced industrial societies,

which have seen a great influx of new immigrants since World War I1.
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METHODOLOGY AND APPROACHES TO THE STUDY

Two research scholars participated actively in this project. I visited

Australia for three weeks in February 2000, and was a Visiting Fellow at

the Faculty of Asian Studies at the Australian National University (ANU)

in July and August 2002. During my visit, Dorman and I collected a vari-

ety of SGIA publications, developed contacts with SGIA leaders,

attended several meetings, and interviewed a number of members at

length.

We prepared a detailed, 59-question survey in April 2002. The first

section contained eighteen questions about the member’s personal

experience with SGI and SGIA, including how and when he or she first

heard of the movement, who introduced the member to the movement

and that person’s religious background. Section Il asked giiestions con-

cerning the member’s attitudes toward the practice of Nichiren

Buddhism, focusing on such issues as benefits incurred from this prac-

tice and whether that person had ever chanted for a particular set of

goals.® Sections III and IV posed queries about the member’s feelings

about the SGIA organization as a whole and its peace movement in par-

ticular.” The fifth section requested a significant amount of demo-

graphic information.

The research was carried out with the full cooperation of SGIA lead-

ership. The surveys were voluntary and the respondents had the option

of revealing their identity. Initially, there were three main methods of

distribution. First, the survey was sent to SGIA headquarters in Sydney;

headquarters then faxed it to the main areas where branches are

located® and to members in outlying areas. The branches then distrib-

uted them through local channels, then collected the completed surveys

and sent them either to SGIA headquarters or directly to the

researchers. Of the surveys sent to headquarters, SGIA sent some to the

researchers, and we picked up the others in Sydney. Second, we emailed

the survey to members who requested it, and around thirty responses

came back via email. Third, Dorman sent three hardcopies of the sur-

vey to members who had not otherwise received it.

This initial campaign brought about 160 responses, mainly from

members in their 30s, 40s and early 50s. Since SGIA has a large and rap-

idly growing youth membership, we aitended a weekend Nationwide

Youth Conference in Sydney in late July 2002, where we successfully

encouraged nearly a hundred younger members from all over Australia

to fill out the survey. By August we had about 265 completed surveys rep-

resenting perhaps twelve percent of the membership. SGIA leaders

assured us that demographic patterns developed from our survey closely

fit their perceived national patterns for age and ethnic distribution.

We also conducted about twenty in-depth interviews with individual

and small groups in Canberra and the Sydney and Melbourne regions,
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as well as shorter conversations with about thirty other members. We

also interviewed a few members from across Australia at various SGIA

meetings and festivals. We deliberately chose a few older members

because of their ability to give us some historical perspectives about the

movenient, but other interviews came from people who expressed an

interest in our interviewing them in survey responses.

As expected, we received a highly favorable image of SGIA from the

active members interviewed; however, we also solicited and received a

high number of frank criticisms of the movement, especially on topics such

as leadership and communication between leaders and ordinary members.

It is important to note, however, that while the results of our survey

provided detailed information concerningjust over ten percent of SGIA

members, the sampling procedure itself was far from random and the

results consequently are not necessarily fully representative of the

whole membership. Rather, our findings probably reflect the thinking

of the most committed members. A more random sample might have

yielded more statistically valid results, but limits on time and resources

placed certain constraints on our research.

THE SOKA GAKKAI LEGACY

One of the most interesting developments in Japanese studies has

been the widespread diaspora of many of Japan’s new religions”

throughout the world since the 1960s. They have achieved their great-

est success in Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Southeast Asia, Brazil, Peru,

and the United States, but they also have a presence in Canada, Europe,

Africa, and Oceania. Soka Gakkai International (SGI), which has the

biggest following of any new Japanese religious. movement abroad,!’

began building foreign chapters in the 1960s. Its largest chapters are in

Korea, Southeast Asia, South America, and in the United States.

Makiguchi Tsunesabur6 (1871-1944), a Japanese educator and devout

lay practitioner of Nichiren Shoshti (“True Sect of Nichiren”), founded

Soka Gakkai in the early 1930s as a support group for his educational

ideas. However, by the late 1930s he and his younger disciple, Toda

Josei (1900-58), had transformed the organization into a lay support

group for Nichiren Shoshti. Makiguchi and Toda were imprisoned in

1943 because of their opposition to the government’s war policies.

Makiguchi died in prison in 1944, but Toda, released in 1945, rebuilt

Soka Gakkai into a major religious movement in the 1950s. Toda’s suc-

cessor, Ikeda Daisaku (b. 1928), expanded Soka Gakkai in Japan and

played a key role in SGI's expansion abroad.

The realization that Soka Gakkai had become a highly successful lay

Buddhist movement with its own strong leadership, which had its inde-

pendent social and political programs, did not sit well with Nichiren

Shoshu, a conservative and traditional Buddhist sect. The fact that the
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Nichiren Shosht priesthood and Soka Gakkai were going in different

directions caused a growing schism by the late 1970s that led to the for-

mal separation of the two organizations in the early 1990s. Today Soka

Gakkai is an independent lay religious movement dedicated to the prop-

agation of its version of Nichiren Buddhism.!!

Soka Gakkai grew rapidly in the immediate post-World War II era,

because its leaders focused on Buddhist teachings that stressed the hap-

piness of self and others in one’s immediate environment. Happiness

was understood in very concrete terms for millions of dispirited and

hungry Japanese: food, health, finding a mate, and securing employ-

ment. Later in the 1960s and 1970s, when Japan became more affluent,

happiness was redefined in more philosophical terms to include

“empowerment, character formation, and socially beneficial work. . . .”12

The fact that Soka Gakkai is a distinctly lay religious moveinent has

broadened its appeal in an increasingly secular age.

My research on SGI members in Canada, the United States, and

throughout Southeast Asia indicates that Soka Gakkai attracts followers

because it offers a strong message of peace, happiness, success, and self-

empowerment. Adherents perceive that the Buddhism espoused by Soka

Gakkai gives them some degree of influence over their personal envi-

ronments, that through their hard work and devout practice they can

overcome their suffering and find happiness here and now. They also

find great satisfaction and sense of community by joining with other

people who follow the same faith. The practices of small groups of mem-

bers meeting together regularly to chant, discuss personal and mutual

concerns, and socialize as close friends are important social reasons for

the success of Soka Gakkai not only in Japan but abroad as well.!?

Many of the younger SGI members in these countries are also very well

educated. There seems to exist a strong affinity between a religious dogma

that emphasizes “mental work” (attitudes and individual focus) and the

well educated who have to work very hard to attain their educational cre-

dentials. This phenomenon may explain why this form of Buddhism is

attractive to this particular social stratum and also helps address why Soka

Gakkai’s Japanese origin does not seem to matter much to these non-

Japanese converts.'* As Wilson and Dobbelaere and Hammond and

Machacek found in their research in Britain and the United States, and

as I discovered among a largely ethnic Chinese SGI following in Southeast

Asia, the ethic of individual success and self-determination has a certain

affinity with the experiences of white-collar professionals.

BUDDHISM IN AUSTRALIA

Buddhism in general has experienced a minor bocin in Australia in

recent years. While Buddhists currently constitute only about two per-

cent of the total Australian population, their numbers are growing

61



Nova Religio

rapidly. Some 360,000 residents of Australia declared themselves to be

Buddhist in the 2001 census, a huge jump from the 200,000 who made

the same declaration in 1996 and the 140,000 who responded in 19912

A foreign religion entering a society may make a significant impact

if certain conditions coalesce: large numbers of immigrants from the

contributing culture (s), significant interest among the native peoples,

and the religion having a good reputation. Buddhism has developed a

favorable and respected position in many Western societies, including

Australia, in recent decades, so when Australia opened itself to Asian

immigration in the early 1970s, it was not surprising that many immi-

grants brought their Buddhism with them, and that they attracted some

attention from Caucasian Australians. Particularly interesting is the

number of second-generation Asians who were born in Australia or who

immigrated there as young children who have adopted Buddhism.

Their interest in Buddhism may be due to their efforts to learn about

and identify with their native cultures.'®

Many of the early waves of Asian Australians came from Vietnam, but

there were also considerable numbers of ethnic Chinese from Hong

Kong, Malaysia, Taiwan, and Singapore, as well as immigrants from

mainland China, the Philippines, India, South Korea, and Cambodia.!”

The largest single ethnic group was the Vietnamese, who comprise

nearly one-third of Buddhists in Australia. Ethnic Chinese Buddhists

came to Australia from many places, including Malaysia, Hong Kong,

Taiwan, mainland China, and Singapore. There was a smaller group of

Buddhists from Theravada countries such as Sri Lanka, Burma and

Thailand. A handful of Tibetan Buddhist immigrants attracted a num-

ber of Anglo-Australians who found appeal in the mystique of the

Vajrayana tradition.' The person whom most Australians associate with

Buddhism is the Dalai Lama, widely acknowledged as the spiritual and

temporal leader of Tibet. He is a hugely popular figure who attracts

crowds like a rock star, most recently in 2002. He has received massive

mainstream media coverage and has been quoted extensively.

According to the 1991 census, approximately seventeen percent of

these immigrants thought of themselves as being Buddhists.!? Since

most immigrants arrived in Australia between the ages of 20 and 40, a

huge majority of Australia’s Buddhists were in that age cohort.?” Well

over 80 percent of Buddhists residing in Australia in 1991 were born in

Asia. Only four percent of Australia’s Buddhists were the children of

Australian-born parents.

There are about 170 different Buddhist groups in Australia repre-

senting all the major schools of Buddhism. Most of these groups are con-

sidered ethnic as their members are drawn from one of the major Asian

communities. There are other generally quite small groups whose mem-

bers are Anglo-Australian and are more interested in a general form of

Buddhism rather than in any specific sect.?!
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Compared to other Buddhist groups, the SGI has a very low public

profile in Australia. Only a few Australians have ever heard of Japan’s

Soka Gakkai leader, Ikeda Daisaku, and most Australians are probably

unaware of the movement’s existence. Although the organization has

made a few more public relations efforts in the past few years—holding

exhibitions, sponsoring talks, establishing connections with academics

and universities, participating in public displays and events like “Clean

up Australia,” and receiving publicity as the subject of an Australian

Broadcasting Commission-produced documentary aired May 2002—it is

still a lesser-known group.

One can thus reasonably conclude that much of the startling growth

in the number of people practicing Buddhism since the 1970s can be

attributed to the huge influx of Asians from Southeast Asia and, as

Judith Snodgrass has discovered, a strong revival of interest in Buddhism

on the part of second-generation Asians or in a few cases young Asians

who, having arrived in Australia with no strong religious ties, became

interested in Buddhism as a way of identifying with their Asian her-

itage.”? Before Asian immigration to Australia began in earnest in the

1970s, a high percentage of Australian Buddhists were Caucasian. The

recent surge in the Buddhist population in Australia, however, is almost

entirely Asian in its origin and the percentage of Caucasian Buddhists

today has dropped below ten percent of Australian Buddhists.?

SOKA GAKKAI IN AUSTRALIA

Soka Gakkai is one of several Buddhist organizations in Australia that

follows one distinct school of Buddhism and has a multi-ethnic mem-

bership.?* The SGIA traces its origins to 13 May 1964, when a visit to

Australia by Ikeda Daisaku encouraged a handful of Japanese resident

members and white Australians to form a Melbourne chapter. The first

leader, Dr. Tom Teitei, worked vigorously to organize the first chapters

and to mold a national organization. By October 2002 there were over

2,500 members spread over the major urban areas of the country.?®

SGIA was fully responsible for selecting its own leaders and raising

its own funds for day-to-day operations. While there were two paid

employees who managed the main SGIA office in Sydney, all other

leaders worked on a voluntary basis while pursuing their own careers

outside the movement. A major {inancial gift from Tokyo facilitated

the construction of the Sydney Community Center a few years ago, but

SGIA manages its own affairs and publishes its own journals on the

roughly U.S.$180,000 to $190,000 it raises each year from member

contributions.?®

There is considerable communication between SGIA and the SGI

Tokyo office. SGI sends study materials for foreign chapters to include

in their various local publications, and occasionally an SGI leader from
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Japan will make a brief courtesy visit. SGIA General Director Hans van

der Bent and other leaders are responsible for providing organizational

leadership and guidance for SGIA members.

SGIA worked hard in its early years to attract members through

active conversion. Members would seek out relatives, friends, colleagues

or even casual acquaintances and try to persuade them to join. This

method worked to some extent, but it also may have turned off poten-

tial converts. Over the past ten years or so, the emphasis has switched

from direct conversion (shakubuku) to one focusing on dialogue (shoju).

SGIA members may talk to a relative, friend, or colleague about the

movement and may invite them to an SGIA meeting, but there are cur-

rently few, if any, instances of shakubuku.

Demographics of SGIA membership

Our surveys and interviews of SGIA leaders and members in 2000,

2002, and 2003 indicated a stable and tightly knit organization more

interested in the welfare of its members and the building of a healthy

Buddhist community than in signing up members whose interest or

faith may be superficial. A person is considered for membership after he

or she attends meetings over a period of several months, shows genuine

interest in the movement, and has studied the basic teachings and phi-

losophy of Nichiren Buddhism. This process results in slow growth but

also less turnover of membership.

Our survey of SGIA members revealed a highly complex member-

ship that was nearly impossible to categorize simply. In terms of demo-

graphics, the composition of Soka Gakkai closely resembled the overall

Buddhist profile in Australia, especially in terms of age (relative youth)

and European-Asian membership distribution.

Our survey results indicated that SGIA is a largely family-oriented

movement. Two-thirds of all members and three-quarters of young

members had other close family members in the movement. While just

over half of older members were the first members of their family to join

SGIA, close to three-quarters of younger members had other members

of their family in the organization when they joined. Just over half of

older members were introduced to SGIA by other family members,

compared to about three-quarters of younger members. Other members

were introduced by close friends. Only a few were introduced by col-

leagues, fellow students, or strangers.?”

Opverall, there are three female members to every two males in

SGIA. The female-male ratio is slightly higher among older members

(in their 30s and above) than among younger faithful (20s and very

early 30s). Surveyed SGIA members were also overwhelmingly urban.

More than half lived in suburbs of large cities while another quarter

lived in big cities. Slightly more than ten percent lived in or near
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medium-sized cities, while another ten percent resided in small towns

or rural areas.

Although SGIA faithful who joined in the 1960s and 1970s recounted

that during the early years of SGIA members tended to be older with a

roughly even ratio between European and Asian (largely Japanese)

members, the current demographic picture is changed markedly: mem-

bership is roughly three-quarters Asian overall and over four-fifths Asian

among younger members. While ethnic Japanese dominated the Asian

membership in the early days of SGIA, they now constitute only about

one-quarter of the Asian group. Almost two-thirds of the Asians are

ethnic Chinese with much smaller groupings of Korean, Indian, and

Southeast Asian members.?® This trend toward larger proportions of

Asian members is in contrast to patterns in Soka Gakkai chapters in the

United States, Canada, and Britain, where Asian members are decreas-

ing as a proportion of the membership, and younger members tend to

resemble the population as a whole in terms of ethnic diversity.?

Our survey results also showed that SGIA members tended to be well

educated. Members in their 30s and 40s were evenly divided between

high school and university graduates, but members in their 20s or early

30s were in general better educated. Well over half the younger mem-

bers said they were university graduates, and another quarter said they

were pursuing a university degree. About ten percent said they had or

intended to receive some form of graduate degree.

Members were employed in a diverse range ofjobs and professions.

A vast majority of older members were employed or self-employed, but

a few were completing undergraduate or graduate degrees, or were

retired. There were large groups of nurses and other health care pro-

fessionals, public servants, people involved in business and finance,

teachers at all levels, artists and musicians, secretaries, pharmacists,

business owners, computer specialists, and journalists. About one-third

of the younger members were attending a university. Those no longer

in school worked in a wide variety ofjobs, but a higher percentage were

involved in white-collar professions or the arts than were older mem-

bers. About ten percent of older, and virtually no younger, members

were full-time homemakers.

Roughly two-thirds of the older members were married or living with

a full-time partner while a quarter were single. Only a tiny handful had

been divorced, widowed, or separated. On the other hand, about two-

thirds of younger members were still single, with the rest either married

or living with a partner. Less than ten percent were divorced or sepa-

rated.

Only 40 percent of current SGIA members had any formal religious

affiliation before they became members (60 percent Christian; 25 per-

cent Buddhist; 7 percent Taoist; and 7 percent Hindu), and only about

15 percent were highly committed to another religion. A third of those
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surveyed (including roughly a quarter of Caucasian members) had prac-

ticed another form of Buddhism or another East Asian faith at some

point of their lives prior to joining SGI.

Patterns of Membership

While SGIA originated from a Japan-based movement, most mem-

bers did not join the organization because of its Japanese roots or con-

nections. Rather, they were attracted by a Buddhist movement whose

members appeared to be very happy and successful, and whose organi-

zation exuded a sense of warmth, harmony, and a welcoming spirit.

Only a third of the older members, and a quarter of younger, were

introduced to the practice by Japanese members, and a slight majority

expressed no real interest in any aspect of Japanese culture. A young

Caucasian member noted, “SGIA is indeed a Buddhist movement from

Japan, but its message and appeal is universal. I have become a

Buddhist, not a follower of Japanese Buddhism.”

Another probable source of SGIA’s appeal, especially to the move-

ment’s increasingly Asian younger members, was the fact that SGIA

offered a place to socialize with other Asians, even if from different

countries. They could join in activities with other young people from

their country or culture and develop a social base in a nation with a very

different culture. Membership also provided the opportunity to become

acquainted with people from other cultures, including Caucasian

Australians, demonstrating a general pattern of outsiders—immigrants,

minorities, gays and lesbians—finding welcome, acceptance, and com-

munity.

Conversion to Buddhism, for some, appeared to be a means of

reconnecting with an Asian heritage. Less than half the current mem-

bers surveyed had any formal religious affiliation before they became

members, and only a third had actively practiced another form of

Buddhism or other East Asian faith prior to joining SGIA.

Our interviews discovered that SGIA meetings had what could be

described as a therapeutic effect on some members. A large proportion

of members we contacted stated that a strong sense of camaraderie and

community initially attracted them to Soka Gakkai and its form of

Buddhism. SGIA became an important base for friendship, caring, and

mutual help for many members, a critical reason for their joining the

movement as well as for SGIA’s long-term growth. Many surveyed mem-

bers insisted that SGIA provided for both their religious and social

needs, functioning as a support group'in times of need and as the basis

for a social outing. It offered a ready-made community center for the

newcomer and magnet for somebody seeking greater happiness in life.

Members told us that there had been something missing in their lives or
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that they were sad, lonely, or depressed. A friend or family member

suggested that they attend an SGIA meeting at a cultural center or a

member’s home. The newcomer was soon attracted by the warm sense

of “family” or “community,” and testimonies of how people had found

true happiness as Buddhists after chanting regularly and becoming

devout members. One member noted:

What appeals to me most about SGIA is the idea of Buddhism in action—

a spiritual family chanting, studying and working for others at a local

level—being there for family, friends, strangers, different cultural groups

and the environment—and globally when we deal with the wider issues

that grow from our work at home such as world peace, education, and

eliminating poverty.

This sense of community was very important for Australian members.

The fact that many members found SGIA to be a tolerant and caring

community was especially important for immigrants new to Australian

life. SGIA provided a ready-made community containing a diverse group

of white Australians and Asian-Australians from virtually every region or

country who could extend a welcoming hand to a newcomer from

Malaysia, Korea, Hong Kong, or Japan. Newcomers often found SGIA to

be their port of entry and social base while entering Australian society.

I met a number of Asian exchange students whose initial contacts with

SGIA was with active members from their countries. Today, SGIA attracts

a small but growing number of openly gay members and the leadership

appears to attempt to accommodate them.*

The survey responses and interviews indicated that some of these

members were attracted to SGIA because of the movement’s teaching

that members were responsible for their own lives and circumstances.

They felt the movement gave them control over their own destinies, so

they could create their own happiness. They felt motivated by SGI lead-

ers and study materials telling them they could readily advance through

their own hard work, strong faith, and discipline. I found this factor to

be an important part of SGIA’s appeal to white-collar professionals, not

only in Australia but also in other areas.

A key ingredient of SGIA success has been its ability to function as a

lay religious movement. The decline in the credibility of organized reli-

gions and the increased debate over the very existence of an anthropo-

morphic deity have opened the way for religious organizations such as

SGIA to insist that each member take strong responsibility not only for

one’s own destiny but also for that of fellow members.

Members were virtually unanimous that the quality of their lives had

improved greatly after joining SGIA. Most said they had become calmer,

more self-confident and happier in their work and relationships.

Significant numbers said they had become more optimistic and were
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better able to make clear and informed decisions. Virtually everyone sur-

veyed said they had chanted to realize a goal or set of goals, and they had

achieved many of their desired results.?! Several members said chanting

gave them more control over their destinies and positively affected the

lives of their neighbors. By changing their own karma as well as that of

others, members felt they were contributing to the betterment of the

world.

It is also important to note that joining SGIA, while a major com-

mitment of Buddhist faith, does not preclude the average member from

leading an ordinary Australian life. Membership does require some

degree of commitment and service to the organization, but in most

cases not enough to affect significantly one’s social and professional life

outside the movement. Indeed, the general proportion of a member’s

life devoted to SGIA does not seem much different from that of mem-

bers of my own church in Virginia. According to our survey results, the

average SGIA member attends about one meeting a week and a signifi-

cant number attend two, though more active members might attend

more. And, as Hammond and Machacek noted about SGI-USA mem-

bers, those who join the movement “had to give up very little of their for-

mer way oflife. Conversion, apart from learning to chant, entailed only

minor behavioral change; whatever tension converts experienced

because of their decision to join Soka Gakkai was therefore mini-

mized.”?? Based on our own observations, much about SGIA resembled

SGI-USA in this sense, at least. SGIA membership was also not very dis-

ruptive in terms of members’ everyday activities. Most maintained some

close friendships with non-members and had jobs and careers unre-

lated to SGIA.

Another factor enhancing a stable membership is that most SGIA

members simply did not have to endure the social criticism from fam-

ily, friends, and colleagues that their counterparts in Japan often

experience. Soka Gakkai in Japan is a high profile, multi-million

member movement deeply involved in politics and social programs.

Many Japanese have regarded Soka Gakkai as an extreme movement

and many members have told me they have suffered from criticism

from family members or peers. Since SGIA is quite small and not

well known in Australia, very few members have experienced any

criticism at all.

Our interviews also showed a growing conviction among some SGIA

members that large formal institutions such as the state or church can-

not bring greater happiness and a better life to the individual citizen.

Personal autonomy, dependence on one’s own efforts, and a growing

sense of personal responsibility for one’s life dictate the need to seek

greater control over one’s destiny. This attitude has contributed to the

growing popularity of movements like Soka Gakkai that emphasize

self-help.??
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CONCLUSION

The Soka Gakkai Buddhist movement has found a small but growing

following in Australia, where there is considerable political instability

and where traditional values are changing. Nichiren Buddhism gives

members a feeling of confidence and self-control. They feel empowered

to manage their own lives in a creative manner and participate in the

endeavor to create a world where peace, prosperity, happiness, and cre-

ative spontaneity are to be enjoyed by all. A small community within a

nation made up of many different communities, SGIA provides its mem-

bers companionship with like-minded people, a direction to channel

their spirituality, and a new sense of confidence and direction. The fact

that SGIA is a lay movement makes it all the more compatible with an

increasingly secular age.

A key factor in SGIA’s growth in Australia is its emphasis on com-

munity. The fast pace in a rapidly changing society, constant movement

from one job or location to another, and the sizeable growth of immi-

grant groups have left many Australians with the uncomfortable feeling

that they are without firm community roots. SGIA’s practice of forming

small chapters whose members often meet in each other’s homes or in

community centers creates a tightly bonded group of individuals who

work or socialize together. The neighborhood newcomer or immigrant

often finds a ready-made group of friends that can ease the often long

and lonely transition to a new area.

Our surveys and interviews indicate that Nichiren Buddhism as

espoused by the SGIA has found a niche in Australian society because

its members feel that the religion fills a spiritual void. They claim a

higher degree of happiness, self-confidence, peace of mind, and self-

fulfillment.

SGIA continues to grow due to its ability to attract a devoted follow-

ing via its wide appeal among both Asian and Caucasian communities in

Australia. It has strong Japanese roots, but its autonomy, local leader-

ship, and its focus on modern issues encourage followers to regard it as

a clearly international Buddhist movement.

The increasingly complex nature of Australia’s multicultural society

has meant greater tolerance and acceptance of Eastern religions. Soka

Gakkai would have had difficulty assimilating into Australian society

before the mid-1960s, but today’s increasingly multicultural society gives

it fertile ground for expansion. SGIA avoids partisan political issues and

campaigns and keeps a low profile, but its participation in community

events and exhibitions makes its presence more welcome and acceptable

to its neighbors.

SGIA may never grow as rapidly as its parent organization in Japan

in the 1950s and 1960s, but its growth and development compares very

well with its sister chapters in Canada, Britain, France, and Switzerland.

(
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The Soka Gakkai movement has grown steadily in the West and there is

every indication the same will be true in Australia.

ENDNOTES
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Allied Occupation introduced freedom of religion, which allowed many new religions to

flourish.
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teachings of the thirteenth-century Japanese Buddhist scholar and monk, Nichiren.]
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21. Were the goals for which you chanted realized? Yes: If so, in what way were they

realized? No:
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broader community? Yes: (if so, in what way?) No: (if not, what could be done?)

44. Are you satisfied with the way in which information is distributed to you? Yes: No:
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Perspective: Toward a Definition

of “New Religion”

J. Gordon Melton

ABSTRACT: The question of a defining “new religion” begins with a

survey of a large number of groups that have been labeled as cults in

the popular and scholarly literature. Attempts to locate any shared

characteristics—beliefs, practices, or attributes—have failed. Thus it is

suggested that what new religions share is a common deficiency that

pushes them into contested space at the fringes of society. New reli-

gions are assigned their fringe status by the more established and dom-

inant religious culture, and by various voices within the secular culture

(government officials, watchdog groups, the media, etc.). New reli-

gious movements disagree significantly with the dominant accepted

religious beliefs/practices in any given cultural setting and/or engage

in one or more of a range of activities unacceptable to religious and/or

secular authorities, such as violence, illegal behavior, high pressure

proselytism, unconventional sexual contacts, or minority medical

practices.

he attempt to arrive at something approaching a definition of

“new religion” or “new religious movement” has grown out of

both practical and more abstract and theoretical considerations.!

Firstly, over the last decade, periodically teaching a course on new reli-

gions has highlighted my concern over which religious groups were the

proper objects of attention. During this time I also sat on the New

Religious Movements Group steering committee, which had the task of

deciding which paper proposals to accept for the annual American

Academy of Religion program. Regularly, the group had to make deci-

sions about paper proposals deemed by the committee as being good

but outside our primary area of concern.
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In a more theoretical area, I have wrestled with the range of issues

raised by the presence of the more controversial new religions, from the

use of the term “cult” (which “new religious movements” or “NRMs” was

designed to replace), to questions of any characteristics that NRMs

might share, to considerations of any destructive elements in the life of

NRMs. Of growing interest are those older groups that suddenly move

into the NRM category (most notably the Branch Davidians), or “cults”

that suddenly lose their designation (as has the Worldwide Church of

God).

The changing status of some NRMs has had the effect, for me, of

reviving the dialogue with the honored distinctions between church,

sect, and cult, which I had put aside while writing the first edition of the

Encyclopedia of American Religions.* The three-fold classification did not

seem helpful in dealing with such a large database of religious groups,

nor did these categories point to many of the most important attributes

of each group. This three-fold classification came under additional ques-

tion as the discussion of NRMs moved to Europe. For a variety of rea-

sons, Europeans did not make the same distinction between cult and

sect that had been so integral to North American discussions. Europeans

commonly included under the pejorative term “sectTM a wide variety of

groups that had split from the state church over the last two centuries—

from the New Apostolic Church to the Baptists. The absence of impor-

tant distinctions was most evident in the French, Belgian, and German

government reports of the 1990s that listed a number of nineteenth-

century free churches beside the more recently emerging groups.* Any

adequate definition of NRMs would need to distinguish new religions

from merely sectarian church bodies.

In attempting to construct a working definition of NRMs, I have also

tried to be as inclusive as possible. During the last three decades I have

compiled a list of all the groups labeled cult or NRM and tried to con-

struct lists of all the NRMs about which both scholars and the larger pub-

lic concerned with the “cult” issue talk and write. Thus, when anyone

presents a definition of cult or NRM, I almost automatically consider its

adequacy if applied across the spectrum of new religious groups. Most

definitions fail at this point, being applicable to only a minority of the

NRMs that we talk about.

In fact, I have found that all the definitions that approach new reli-

gions by posing one or more shared characteristics fall by the wayside,

even some of the more popular ones that begin with, for example,

charismatic leaders, relative uniqueness, or millennial ideas. Even less

satisfying are definitions that impose a set of negative qualities on NRMs

from their involvement in immoral and/or illegal activities, their psy-

chological effect on members, or their purported use of mind control.

Immoral and illegal activity is, unfortunately, not confined to any

type of religious group, being present in the most established and
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reaching out to the sects and cults. Among the observations from the

recent Roman Catholic sex abuse scandal is the ability oflarger religious

organizations to keep data on leadership foibles from the public. At the

same time, anticultists have, to date, been unable to make a case for the

new religions as being particularly prone to generate any more psycho-

logical damage to their members than other religious groups (though

like all kinds of groups they can be the source of anger and emotional

distress among ex-members). Anticultists also have yet to make the case

that mind control or brainwashing exists.”

But always, the theoretical questions have led back to the practical

concerns of talking about NRMs, including the construction of chapters

in new editions of the Encyclopedia of American Religions (which has no sep-

arate chapter for NRMs) and the weekly calls from the press, lawyers,

and relatives concerning the latest incident in which an NRM is involved.

Below, I have attempted to integrate several lines of research on new

religions to reach a definition of this field of study of peripheral reli-

gious phenomena. In doing so, I am suggesting that the field of new

religions studies is concerned with groups of religious bodies/move-

ments which, though they do not share any particular set of attributes,

have been assigned to the fringe by, first, the more established and

dominant voices in the religious culture and, second, various voices

within the secular culture (government officials, watchdog groups, the

media, etc.), and thus are basically to be seen as a set of religious

groups/movements existing in relatively contested spaces within society

as a whole.

PARALLEL STUDIES

My own study of “cults” in the 1960s began with an introduction to

sociology of religion and the definition posed by J. Milton Yinger,® that

a cultis a small, short-lived group with deviant beliefs and practices and

focused on a dominant leader, which I later found echoed in a variety

of textbooks. The definition seemed adequate for the time it was pro-

posed, as sociology of religion was struggling to establish itself as a sub-

discipline and few scholars had yet devoted much time to the study of

“cults.” I also watched, and to some degree participated in, the disman-

tling of Yinger’s definition. That process began with Geoffrey Nelson’s

work on the Spiritualist tradition in which he pointed out that new reli-

gions were not single-generation phenomena.” Subsequent work deter-

mined that the role of charismatic leaders® had been over-estimated and

other elements of the definition did not fit many of the new religions of

the 1970s and 1980s. Having stripped away each attribute formerly

ascribed to new religions, by the end of the 1980s we were left with the

more negative description proposed by Rodney Stark and William

Bainbridge—a cult is a religious movement not in the main tradition of
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the society under consideration, or more succinctly, “a deviant religious

organization with novel beliefs and practices.”TM

The process of dismantling the older sociological definition of

cult/new religion left scholars of new religions with little we could truly

say about cults in general. There was no single characteristic or set of

characteristics to which we could point that new religions shared (not

even their newness). What they shared was what they lacked—they were

not part of the religious establishment; their status and role in the cul-

ture was continually being contested; they were misunderstood, feared,

and disliked (even hated) by their neighbors; and they were viewed as

being out of step with the general religious environment. Yinger had

suggested that “cults are fairly close to the sect type.”'” However, by the

1980s cults were seen as making a much more radical break with the

dominant religious milieu. Sects may over time grow into churches.

They differ from churches primarily over the level of strictness with

which they attend to belief and practice. Cults, however, differ on sub-

stantive matters of belief and practice. Most are playing a very different

religious game, and even those that operate within the larger Christian

tradition dissent on such key issues as to prevent them from attaining

“church” status. To move along the sect-to-church continuum, they

would have to alter very central elements of their belief structure or give

up their religion altogether.!!

I reached an early simplistic conclusion that in North America,

churches and sects were Christian, and cults were of other religious tra-

ditions. Thus I began to search for a more adequate classification system

that evolved into the “family” groups that has remained a stable part of

the presentation of religious groups in the Encyclopedia of American

Religions. The adequacy of this familial grouping, at least for mapping

the religious landscape of primary religious groups, led to one important

insight concerning “new religions.”

Almost all of the groups that had been at the center of the discus-

stons of “cults” or “new religionsTM were offshoots of older religious groups and

tended to resemble their parent group far morve than each other.'? The

International Society for Krishna Consciousness resembled other

Vaishnava Hindu groups more than it resembled the Way International

or Nichiren Shoshu. The Church Universal and Triumphant resembled

other Theosophical Esoteric groups more than the Family or a Zen

Buddhist association. At the same time, Japanese scholars were finding

that the Japanese new religions could also be fruitfully distinguished by

their appropriation of a particular heritage: Shinto, one of the several

Japanese Buddhist traditions, or Japanese folk religions. The Asian-

based new religions in America and Europe operated as the initial phase

- of a new missionary movement by Asian religions directed at the West,

and even in the 1970s it was evident that they would not act like Yinger’s

“ephemeral” cults. New religions were serious religious activities and
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would have a long-term role in North America and Europe, much as

Christianity was demonstrating in the places Europeans had colonized

in the nineteenth century.'?

Almost all of the “new religions” operating in the West can (and

should) initially be seen as more recent versions of one of the dozen or

more major religious traditions—Christianity, Judaism, Buddhism,

Hinduism, Islam, Jainism, Shinto, Sikhism, Sant Mat, Taoism, Zoro-

astrianism, and Native American (and other ethno-linguistic religions).

And because of the overwhelming dominance of Christianity in the

West, we should also recognize the significance of the various denomi-

national families.!!

Many of the new religions that were initially unfamiliar even to reli-

gion scholars came from the smaller or less well known of the world’s

religious traditions—often ignored or covered only cursorily in basic

world religions courses—such as Shinto, Taoism, Sikhism. Of particular

interest is the Sant Mat or Radha Soami tradition of the Punjab, virtu-

ally unknown in the West prior to the 1970s. A basic knowledge of

Sant Mat would have made such groups as the Divine Light Mission,

ECKANKAR, and the Sant Bani Ashram more comprehensible as

expressions of an older faith in new contexts.

Possibly the least understood tradition has been Western Esotericism,

which only in the last generation has been granted any status as a

separate Western religious tradition standing over against Western

Christianity. However, a group of European and North American schol-

ars has recently put together an impressive picture of the alternative reli-

gious impulse in the West (often referred to as “occultism”) that, while

sometimes broken, has had a continuous presence at least since the sec-

ond century C.E. and has grown steadily since the Reformation era. In

the West, the largest percentage of the “new” religions is comprised of

recent additions to the Western Esoteric tradition.!?

Interestingly enough, of the world’s major religious traditions, the

Western Esoteric tradition is possibly the least known by Western reli-

gion scholars, to a large extent the consequence ofits centuries of per-

secution by Christianity, followed by its dismissal as serious religion in

more recent centuries. Any tracing of it could begin with ancient

Gnosticism as a possible starting point and certainly include Neo-

Platonism, Manicheanism (and Mandaeanism), the Albigensians/

Cathars, Jewish Kabala, alchemy, and Hermeticism. It is to be noted

that the modern revival of Esotericism can be traced to the sixteenth

century and the work of Hebrew scholar Johann Reuchlin (1455-1522),

a relative of Philipp Melanchthon (1497-1560), the Greek and New

Testament scholar at the University of Wittenberg who authored writings

on the “Christian Cabala.” The modern revival of Esotericism begins

with the seventeenth-century Rosicrucians and continues through

Speculative Freemasonry, Emanuel Swedenborg, Anton Mesmer and

77



Nova Religio

the Magnetist movement, Templarism, Ceremonial Magic, Theosophy

with its many offshoots (including Alice Bailey and I AM), and ulu-

mately to the Church of Scientology. The New Age movement and the

many channeling groups have been the most recent expressions of the

Western Esoteric Tradition.!®

FROM RELIGIOUS FAMILY TRADITIONS
TO NEW RELIGIONS

With both old and new religious groups assigned to one of the larger

religious families, some interesting patterns emerged, leading to my

renewed interest in the church-sect-NRM categories. For example,

within each tradition there are those groups that dominate and control

it (churches), those that dissent but within acceptable limits (sects),

and those that diverge beyond those limits (new religions). From the

perspective of the dominant group(s) within any given tradition, some

groups are seen to differ to such an extent that they can no longer be

recognized as fellow believers. Thus, if we go to Japan, the larger

Buddhist groups have constituted the Japan Buddhist Federation.

However, among the several hundred Buddhist “sects” in Japan, several

groups were largely shunned by the majority of Buddhists. Soka Gakkai

and Aum Shinrikyo, though for very different reasons, immediately

come to mind. Through the 1960s and 1970s, Soka Gakkai engaged in

some unacceptable behaviors, especially high-pressure proselytizing,

which led to its popular condemnation. As it began to grow spectacu-

larly, to a great extent by the acquisition of members from other

Buddhist groups, several books were written against it. Aum Shinrikyo,

even before its commission of homicidal acts that turned it into a pariah

for everyone, had been viewed by the larger Buddhist community as

something very different and foreign, a group inspired by Tibetan

Vajrayana Buddhism rather than a variation on Japanese Mahayana

Buddhism.

From the perspective of the dominant religious community—and

most countries have a single religious tradition to which the majority

adheres—all of the representative groups of particular “other” traditions

may be defined as outsiders. Thus, in North America, almost all Western

Esoteric groups are defined as “cults.” In India, Hindu leaders increas-

ingly identify all Christian groups, even some of the older indigenous

ones such as the St. Thomas Churches, as unwanted outsiders, the prod-

ucts of foreign influence. In Greece, all religious groups but the Greek

Orthodox Church (including other Christian groups) have found their

way onto lists of destructive cults. At the same time, the more pluralistic

a culture becomes, the more open its leading religion(s) become,

broadening the definition of “legitimate” religious life.
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Thus, from the perspective of the various religious traditions oper-

ating in the West, we might begin to build a definition of “new religions”

as those religious groups that have been found, from the perspective of the domi-

nant religious community (and in the West that is almost always a form of

Christianity), to be not just different, but unacceptably different. In making this

observation, it is important to note that the list of groups considered

under the rubric of “new religions” would differ from country to coun-

try and always be under negotiation. For example, in the United States

the United Methodist Church is one of the dominant religious bodies.

In Greece, the government cited it as being a destructive cult. Also,

group status may change over time, on occasion changing quickly and

radically. Soka Gakkai, considered a “new religion” in Japan and widely

attacked through the last half of the twentieth century, is now part of the

religious establishment, the result of the political party it founded

becoming aligned at the end of the 1990s with the ruling coalition in the

Japanese parliament. In the United States, the Worldwide Church of

God changed its beliefs and practices, moving from “cult” status to

membership in the National Association of Evangelicals.

CHURCH-SECT-NEW RELIGION?

In the West it is helpful to see different religious groups as falling

into one of four major types, and at this point hopefully begin to tie

the discussion of religious traditions into the earlier discussion of

church-sect-NRM/cult. First, we make note of the churches—those

Christian denominations that form the religious establishment of the

several Western countries. This category would include the Roman

Catholic Church, the several Protestant state churches of Europe, the

larger denominations in North America, and other churches that have

affiliated with the World Council of Churches or increasingly the World

Evangelical Fellowship.

In the term “churches TM established religious bodies” might be a better

designation—we would also include those religious groups in non-

Western countries that dominate the landscape in their own countries—

Hanafi Islam in Egypt, Wahhabi Islam in Bahrain, Shafi’ite Islam in

Indonesia, Orthodox Judaism in Israel, Theravada Buddhism in Sri

Lanka, Shinto and Shin Buddhism in Japan. The dominant established

religion (through its accepted leadership voices) has the power to des-

ignate the boundaries of acceptable deviation in belief and practice

and identify those groups that fall outside those boundaries.

A second set of religious groups might best be termed ethnic religions.

Falling under this rubric in the West would be those groups that are not

Christian but which serve a particular minority ethnic constituency. The

most obvious examples are the large Jewish synagogue associations, but

now also Asian Buddhist and Hindu groups, Asian and Middle Eastern
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Muslim groups, and a variety of groups serving the smaller world

religions—Sikhs, Zoroastrians, Jains, etc. In like measure, in countries

where Islam predominates, many Christian minority groups assume a

position as a minority “ethnic religion,” for example the Coptic Christians

of Egypt or the Armenian Christians in Turkey. In these cases, unique

forms of Christianity and ethnicity are intimately interrelated.

Ethnic religions operate outside the religious establishment and will

not become churches, but they are seen by the establishment as some-

what analogous to churches, especially as long as they continue to limit

their activity to their own ethnic constituency. In many cases, ethnic reli-

gions are also linguistically separated from the dominant religious com-

munity. Other than the older Jewish community, in most instances in the

West these ethnic religions serve communities that have taken up resi-

dence in the West since the end of World War II. In the Middle East,

ethnic Christians have been around for centuries, even predating Islam.

A third set of groups includes the sects. These are primarily Christian

and Jewish groups seen as resembling the larger churches, synagogues,

and mosque associations, but perceived as being more strict on matters

of belief, more diligent in practice, and more fervent in worship. Often

sects will make central a particular belief or practice considered less

than essential by the majority. Sects are seen as existing along a spectrum

of movement toward becoming churches, with new sects continually

arising to protest the tendency of older sects to adopt church-like char-

acteristics (less strictness, less diligence, less fervor). In the West, many

of the more church-like sects are affiliated with the World Evangelical

Alliance (formerly the World Evangelical Fellowship) and its associated

national councils. Less church-like sects may be associated with one of

several fundamentalist associations or, in most cases, free from any ecu-

menical alignments at all. Churches view sects as different but at the

same time affirm a filial relationship. Leaders in the more secularized

churches, for example, often admire the sects for the depth of their

members’ commitment, spirited worship, and strength of their affirmation

ofa common tradition.

Throughout much of the Muslim world, many of the Sufi groups

could be seen as Islamic sects (remembering their history as a signifi-

cantly large part of the religious establishment in West Africa). In Japan,

many of the smaller and newer Buddhist groups not affiliated with the

Japan Buddhist Federation would be considered sect groups (as the

term is used in this essay). Within the Jewish community, the many

Hasidic groups would qualify as sects.

When one has set aside the established religions, the ethnic religious groups,

and the sects, those groups that remain are the new religions. While both eth-

nic religions and the sects have some recognized legitimacy in the eyes

of the religious establishment, the new religions have yet to prove them-

selves. While they may be granted the minimal guarantees provided by
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laws on religious freedom, in most ways their status is under constant

scrutiny and negotiation. While the legitimate religious life of ethnic

religions and sects is assumed, the “cults” are continually on the defen-

sive to demonstrate that they are pursuing a genuinely religious exis-

tence and must periodically defend the authenticity of their spiritual

practices.

New religions are thus primarily defined not by any characteristic(s) that they

share, but by the tension in their relationships with the other forms of religious life

represented by the dominant churches, the ethnic veligions, and the sects. They are

all those groups designated in some measure as unacceptable by the

dominant churches, with some level of concurrence by the ethnic

churches and sectarian groups. Secular organizations and government

agencies opposing new religions have initially sought the endorsement

of established religious leaders as allies in their efforts.!”

Within the ethnic traditions in the West, there may be some dis-

agreement over whether a particular group within their tradition is a

sect or a new religion. Thus, most Hindus seem quite accepting of the

International Society for Krishna Consciousness (defined as a cult by the

dominant churches), but would tend to disagree concerning the status

of the Ananda Marga Yoga Society. In the United States, the Satmar, a

Jewish Hasidic group, is considered a Jewish sect, while Belgian author-

ities placed it on a list of questionable new religions.

In pointing out the role of the dominant, more established religions

in the initial definition of those groups that could be considered new

religions, I call attention to a lacuna in our understanding of new reli-

gions. This lacuna has developed as focus was placed upon the relatively

small number of new religions that became the key targets of criticism

in the 1970s by the cult awareness movement. Because of the concen-

tration on the brainwashing theory (seen as an immediate threat to

religious and human rights), scholars of new religions have tended to

ignore the larger role assumed by the established religions and the sec-

tarian churches in the long-term mobilization of support for anticult

sentiments. Evangelical churches, for example, support literally hun-

dreds of countercult organizations, which annually publish a significant

amount of material deriding new religions. With almost no material

being published by church leaders defending the religious rights of

new religions, it is easy to assume that the countercult material repre-

sents the broad consensus of church leaders. The power of the

churches in affecting the status of new religions initially became evident

to me in the early 1980s when anticult initiatives were introduced into

state legislatures. It became quite evident that the death of the pro-

posed legislation was tied to the opposition of lobbyists (more informed

than the writers of the countercult literature about the religious free-

dom issues at stake), who formally represented the more established

churches.
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Those groups considered most unacceptable to the religious estab-

lishment, and by extension to a range of secular and government

agencies, have attained their status not because of any shared single

characteristic or set of characteristics. However, there are a number of

things a group may do that will cause it to be seen as unacceptable.

Acquiring one or two of these negative characteristics is often sufficient

to define any religious community as an outsider group; an increasing

number of questionable attributes makes it more likely a particular

group will be seen as unacceptable.

Topping the list of unacceptable attributes are differences on key

beliefs held by the religious establishment. In North America, the adop-

tion ofa Christian theology that dissents from traditional fundamental

affirmations (such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, Christian Science) or the

adoption of a non-Christian religious ideology (Scientology, Tenrikyo)

will quickly lead to a group being assigned outsider status. If that alter-

native belief system includes some unusual beliefs (e.g. scientifically

questionable or pseudoscientific) or practices (e.g. mummification,

channeling, magic) then the chances of being seen as different are

heightened. Theological systems are immensely important in spotting

outsider religions, as even the most secularized and established reli-

gions are still concerned with the promotion of a particular worldview

and jealously guard it against competitors.

By itself, adoption of a different belief system is, of course, not

sufficient for the assignment of outsider status. The ethnic churches

discussed above have very different worldviews from the religious estab-

lishment but also a high degree of acceptance. They are regularly

invited to participate in interfaith dialogue. At the same time, some

groups with a seemingly orthodox Christian theology (International

Churches of Christ, Alamo Christian Foundation) have found themselves

at the center of the cult controversy in the last generation.

Along with a different ideology, new religions invariably adopt dif-

ferent behavior patterns, logical extensions of their beliefs, which are

found to be unacceptable. In the West, few actions will get a group

assigned to “cult” status as quickly as engaging in high-pressure prose-

lytization, almost a prerequisite if a group is to have more than marginal

growth in its first generation, especially if proselytizing efforts target

older mainline religious groups (a practice known as “sheep stealingTM).!8

While most larger churches have gone through phases in which they

used such tactics (and may continue to use them outside the West),

when used by other groups these tactics are deemed unacceptable. The

door-to-door evangelism continued by the Latter-day Saints and

Jehovah’s Witnesses, although directly related to their persistent growth

through the twentieth century, has kept them in relatively high tension

with their neighbors, in spite of these groups having some acceptance

in other realms. The Jewish community, victimized by extreme evangelistic
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tactics from the Christian community in centuries past, is most sensitive

to any group attempting to proselytize within the Jewish community

and has been concerned about the relatively high percentage of Jewish

participation in new religions.!?

Other attributes leading to the “new religion” category include the

adoption ofa different sexual ethic (which might include arranged mar-

riages, polygamy, pedophilia, free love, or other minority sexual behav-

ior); violent (homicide, suicide, brutality) or otherwise illegal (fraud,

drug use) behavior; separatism; a communal life (which often includes

separatism); a distinctive diet (veganism, macrobiotics) or medical restric-

tions (no doctors, no blood transfusions);?” and/or the espousing of

apocalyptic beliefs about the end of the world. Complaints against new

religions may also relate to conservative approaches to the role of women,

a perceived foreignness, racial exclusiveness, or authoritarian leadership.

In different cultures, specific characteristics that will lead to assign-

ment as an outsider group will vary, of course. For example, some forms

of Asian medicine would be quite mainstream in parts of the world

while their efficacy is continually questioned in the West. That is, rela-

tive to religious practice, what is considered “cultic” in one culture will

have a quite different status in another. Also, especially in the West,

practices that continue in an ethnic church may be tolerated and even

lauded, while groups that advocate use of the same practices among

Western members (for example, Ayurveda medicine or acupuncture)

may find themselves condemned.

The religious scene through the last century to the present has been

in continual flux, and what constitutes acceptable and/or tolerated

belief and behavior in terms of dominant religions has shifted and

expanded. At the same time, it has been observed that the new religions

change rapidly, especially those still in their first generation of life.

Newly founded groups, which may adopt beliefs and practices that set

them in heightened tension vis-a-vis the establishment, can significantly

lower their tension by altering behaviors with only minor adjustments to

their belief systems. Thus, the Family, which became known in the 1980s

for creating a promiscuous sexual environment allowing pedophilia to

occur, lowered its tension level considerably in the 1990s by adopting a

more conventional sexual ethic that included strong denunciations of

such practices. The Unification Church lowered its tension level once it

adopted more conventional methods of financial support and reined in

members who were selling flowers on the streets.

CONCLUSION

This essay has offered a different way of defining the field of new reli-

gions by viewing the object of study not as a group of religions that share

particular attributes, but as a set of religions assigned an outsider status
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by the dominant religious culture and then by elements within the sec-

ular culture, hence a set of religions existing in a relatively contested

space within society as a whole. Further, I have suggested that in under-

standing any particular “new religion” it is helpful first to locate it within

its particular religious tradition, determine where it fits relative to the

mainstream of that tradition, then determine its relation to whatever tra-

dition is dominant in the particular country in which the group operates

(recognizing that in some countries such as France and China, a non-

religious ideology may have a significant role in the process of labeling

groups as religious outsiders).

Having placed the group on the religious landscape (relative to its

own religious tradition and its relationship to the dominant religious

community), we can begin to look for factors leading to its assignment

of outsider status, always keeping in mind that those factors will be

located both within the group (behavior/belief patterns) and in the

larger society (level of religious tolerance, presence of cult-monitoring

groups, etc.). From an overview of new religions operating in any loca-

tion at any moment, we can isolate for research purposes those new reli-

gions from different backgrounds that might share a particularly inter-

esting attribute (eating a vegetarian diet, home schooling their

children) or set of attributes. Recently, for example, scholars have iso-

lated several new religions with apocalyptic worldviews that have been

involved in violent incidents.?!

Such an approach should direct those of us who study new religions

to a greater concern for the relationships developed by new religions to

various interested parties within the larger cultural scene (other reli-

gious groups, legal authorities, cul-monitoring organizations, scholars,

etc.).?? It should also call attention to the unique complex of ideologi-

cal and behavioral attributes that any particular group we are observing

adopts that allows it to be assigned “cult” status, while some seemingly

similar groups are much more acceptable. Looking at such belief/

behavior-relationship complexes should also assist us in understanding

why some groups might adopt a particularly disastrous course of action

such as involvement in violence (homicide or suicide) or illegal activi-

ties (from polygamy to various financial schemes).

ENDNOTES

! This essay concerns an issue to which I have returned continually over the last twenty

years. It has also been the subject of many conversations with colleagues whose insight’s
have been integrated into my own thought over the years. To list those from whom I have

learned would be, at this point, to list almost all who have worked in this field during this

time, both those whose thought I have found stimulating and from whom I have borrowed
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insights and those who have forced me to sharpen my ideas through their disagreement.

[ am, however, especially grateful to Edward Irons, Catherine Wessinger, Massimo Intro-

vigne, and David G. Bromley, who read earlier versions of this essay and offered a variety

of helpful comments on it.

? The most recent version is |. Gordon Melton, Encyclopedia of American Religions, Tth ed.

(Detroit: Gale Group, 2002).

3 Secte in French, setta in Italian, sekte in German, secta in Spanish.

* For instance, see the French report entitled “Rapport annuel 1997 en application de I'arti-

cle 3 du décret n® 96-387 du 9 mai 1996” at <http://www.cesnur.org/testi/OBSERV.htm>.

° Itis beyond the scope of this essay to rehash the concept of brainwashing, which is, in

this author’s opinion, a distraction from, rather than an aid to, the study of NRMs. Like

most of my colleagues in the study of new religions, I do not believe that a case for the exis-

tence of brainwashing (also called mind control or thought reform) has been made.

Given the several failed attempts in the past generation, I remain skeptical that such a case

can be made. I have also found that “brainwashing” frequently serves as an attribute

assigned to particular religions solely as a means of seeking government involvement

(either through legislation or the courts) in the life of otherwise law-abiding religious

groups. It has been my experience that saying that a group brainwashes its members

most often reveals more about the individual stance of the person speaking than the

behavior of the group itself. While I favor government action against groups and their

leaders when they break the law (especially when they commit acts of violence against

members or others, engage in sexually coercive practices, or conduct fraudulent business

dealings), I do not favor the intervention of legal authorities simply because they have

adopted some behavior patterns (however intense) not commonly followed in the larger

society nor personally acceptable to myself.

For those unfamiliar with the discussions that have taken place, I suggest the overview

presented in J. Gordon Melton, “Einleitung: Gehirnwasche und Sekten-Aufstieg und Fall

einer Theorie” in Gehirnwdische und Sekten. Interdisziplinéire Annéiherungen, ed. J. Gordon

Melton and Massimo Introvigne (Marburg, Germany: Dialogonal-Verlag, 2000), 9-36.

The English text, “Brainwashing and the Cults: The Rise and Fall of a Theory,” is posted

at <http://www.cesnur.org/testi/melton.htm>.

Important additional works highlighting the controversy include Thomas Robbins

and Dick Anthony, “The Limits of *‘Coercive Persuasion’ as an Explanation for Conversion

to Authoritarian Sects,” Political Psychology 2, no. 22 (Summer 1980): 2287 James T.

Richardson and David G. Bromley, eds., The Brainwashing/Deprogramming Controversy

(Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press, 1983); Dick Anthony, “Religious Movements and

‘Brainwashing’ Litigation: Evaluating Key Testimony” in In Gods We Trust: New Patterns of

Religious Pluralism in America, ed. Thomas Robbins and Dick Anthony, 2d ed., (New

Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Press, 1989), 295-344; and James T. Richardson, “A Social Psy-

chological Critique of ‘Brainwashing’ Claims about Recruitment to New Religions,” in The

Handbook of Cults and Sects in America: Religion and the Social Order, ed. David G. Bromley and

Jeffrey K. Hadden (Greenwich, Conn.: JAI Press, 1993), 75-97. More recently the issue has

been discussed in a set of exchanges between Benjamin Zablocki, Dick Anthony, Stephen

Kent and Lorne Dawson in Misunderstanding Cults: Searching for Objectivity in a Controversial

Field, ed. Benjamin Zablocki and Thomas Robbins (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,

2001).

5 Milton Yinger, Religion, Society and the Individual (New York: Macmillan Company, 1957),

154-55.

7 Geoffrey K. Nelson, Spiritualism and Society (LLondon: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969).

8 See, for example,|. Gordon Melton, “When Prophets Die: The Succession Crisis in New

Religions,” in When Prophets Die: The Post-Charismatic Fate of New Religious Movements, ed.

Timothy Miller (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991), 1-12.
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J Rodney Stark and William Sims Bainbridge, A Theory of Religion (New York, Peter Lang,

1987). 124.

19" Yinger, Religion, Society and the Individual, 155.

' While unlikely, this radical change in religion is not entirely impossible, as was demon-

strated in the 1990s when the Worldwide Church of God abandoned the whole set of its

unique beliefs and adopted a mainline Evangelical Christian perspective and joined the

National Association of Evangelicals. In the 1980s, the Church of the Final Judgment aban-

doned most of its beliefs and moved toward a liberal Protestant stance.

12 The few NRMs that were not obviously derived from a single parent body were those

that self-consciously drew on two or more traditions in significant amounts, frequently in

an attempt to synthesize various religious traditions into a new global faith. The Unifica-

tion Church and Mandarom, a French-based new religion, are among the most notable

current examples.

13 In the long run, the acceptance of new religions as serious religious activity has proved

a major underlying disagreement between scholars studying new religions and anticult

critics. Critics have often tended to reduce new religions to centers of fraud, insincerity,

and/or pathological deviance. Such groups are not seen as valid objects of study, nor

would such groups be viewed as possibly making any contribution to society as a whole.

This basic difference can be seen, for example, in the various essays included in Michael

D. Langone, ed., Recovery from Cults: Help for Victims of Psychological and Spiritual Abuse

(New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1993).

Lt Among Christian NRMs. the Way International continues much from the old Evan-

gelical and Reformed Church (now part of the United Church of Christ) in which its

founder was ordained; the Family continues much that David Berg learned from the

Christian and Missionary Alliance; and the International Churches of Christ continue

almost all of the teachings and practices of the Church of Christ (non-instrumental).

LNEHE J. Stillson Judah, The History and Philosophy of the Metaphysical Movements in America

(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1967); Antoine Faivre, Theosophy, Imagination, Tradition:

Studies in Western Esotericism (Albany: State University of New York Press. 2000); and

Joscelyn Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment (Albany: State University of New York

Press, 1994). Possibly the most prominent sociological essay on the Esoteric community

is Colin Campbell’s “The Cult, the Cultic Milieu and Secularization,” in A Sociological Year-

book of Religion in Britain5 (1972): 119-36. Campbell’s essay is most illuminating about the

operation of the Esoteric world, but quickly loses its application when applied to the larger

world of new religions.

' On the development of the Esoteric tradition in the last generation, seeJ. Gordon

Melton, Finding Enlightenment: Ramtha’s School of Ancient Wisdom (Hillsboro, Oreg.: Beyond

Words Publishing, 1998), especially 31-44; and chapters 18-20 in Melton, Encyclopedia of

American Religions.

' Religious sanction of the secular cult awareness movement has been given by promi-

nent spokespersons such as Catholic priest James LeBar, Jewish Rabbi Maurice David, and

Liberal Jewish executive James Rudin, whose book attacking cults was published by a

major Lutheran publishing house. See James Rudin and Marcia Rudin, Prison or Paradise:

The New Religious Cults (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980). Among a number of Protes-

tant church leaders who have given their support to the cult awareness movement are Ron

Enroth, Paul R. Martin, and Richard L. Dowhower.

18 When they first appeared, both the International Churches of Christ and the Alamo

Foundation were condemned for “sheep stealing,” a practice that usually coincides with

the adoption of a separatist relationship relative to one’s own tradition. They were later

also accused of “brainwashing” their members.
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Hebrew Congregations, 1977), and Natalie Isser and Lita Linzer Schwartz, The Hisiory of

Conversion and Contemporary Cults (New York: Peter Lang, 1988).

20 Above and beyond medical restrictions, in the West a number of alternative medical
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Perspective: What Are We Studying?

A Sociological Case for Keeping the “Nova”

Eileen Barker

ABSTRACT: The objective of this article is to encourage scholars of

religion to retain an awareness of the significance of new religious

movements (NRMs) being new. It arises as a response to three propo-

sitions made by J. Gordon Melton in this issue. The first of these is that

NRMs have more in common with their religious traditions of origin

than with each other. The second is that NRM is a residual category—

itis not a church, a sect or an ethnic religion. Melton’s third proposal

is that NRMs might best be defined as religions that are greeted with

antagonism by significant elements of the wider society, including tra-

ditional religions. My response is, first, that however related or unre-

lated they are to their respective traditions, NRMs are likely to share

certain characteristics with each other merely because they are new.

Second, these characteristics are deserving of attention in their own

right and cannot be reduced to their not being various types of other

religions. Third, rather than being used as a defining characteristic,

the antagonism with which NRMs are met can be more usefully

thought of as a consequence of their newness.

ova Religio 1s, its name suggests, a journal that is written by and

for those who are interested in new religions. It is true that its

subtitle (The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions) and the

initial introduction to the journal make it clear that it has always been

intended that new religions should be broadly defined.! But this does

not detract from the contention of this article, which, basically, takes

issue with the implication in J. Gordon Melton’s article, “Toward a

Definition of ‘New Religion” (this issue), that the “new” of new religious

movements (NRMs) is irrelevant to our understanding of what it is that
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88-102, ISSN 1092-6690 (print), 1541-8480 (electronic). © 2004 by The Regents of

the University of California. All rights reserved. Send requests for permission to

reprint to: Rights and Permissions, University of California Press, Journals Division,

2000 Center Street, Suite 303, Berkeley, CA 94704-1223.
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we are studying. My argument is that it is the very fact that NRMs are new

that explains many of the key characteristics they display. If we ignore

their newness we are in danger not only of not recognizing the existence

of such characteristics, but also of not understanding the ways in which

the movements function (including how and why they undergo such

radical changes within a short period from their inception), and the

ways in which the wider society reacts to their existence.

[ would, however, like to stress from the start that although I am in

some ways contesting the position Melton adopts in his article, it is not

that I think he is ill informed or wrong in his approach. On the contrary,

few scholars know more about old and new religions than he does, and

I have long had the greatest respect for his scholarship. However, while

[ am a sociologist of religion, Melton describes himself as an American

religious historian, and he has both a Master of Divinity degree in

Church History and a Ph.D. in the History and Literature of Religion;

and although our interests certainly overlap, they draw us in somewhat

different directions—we ask somewhat different questions, use some-

what different approaches and are interested in somewhat different

aspects of religion. I believe (and I suspect Melton would share this

belief) that the differences between us can enrich rather than impov-

erish our knowledge. What follows is, thus, intended to complement

rather than contradict his position.

DEFINITIONS

Before proceeding with my argument, it might be helpful to make a

few points about the role of definitions in order to underline the fact

that those we use tend both to reflect and to promote our interests.

Definitions allow us to identify phenomena so that we can communicate

about them. They isolate a characteristic or cluster of characteristics

and, thereby, exclude other characteristics from the label we employ.

Furthermore, those characteristics we have selected enable us to dis-

cover what other characteristics are likely to be associated with the phe-

nomenon in question. The boundary that defines something (be it an

object, an act or a religion) i1s a human creation, not a Platonic truth.

The way that boundary is drawn can alert us to some features but, in so

doing, it can blind us to others. Although it can lead to confusion if we

are not explicit about what we are doing, there is no need to stick to one

definition—for some purposes a substantive definition but for other

purposes a functional definition of religion can be useful.?

One of the most important distinctions between definitions is that

between reportive and stipulative definitions.” When social scientists

present a reportive definition they are claiming that this is the way in

which the word is used by the population they are studying—thus: “By

‘cult’ the media mean ‘a bad religion.”” This statement is more or less true.
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When, however, social scientists produce a stipulative definition they are

clarifying what they themselves mean by the term—thus: “The term “cult’

will be used to refer to a religion with a charismatic leader.” This state-

ment is not making a claim that is true or false; the definition is, rather,

more or less useful as a descriptive and/or analytical tool.

Clearly a stipulative definition cannot by itself tell us what the world

is actually like; what the definition includes and what it excludes is the

result of nothing more than the stipulator’s decision. Itis a label that has

been placed on a phenomenon to identify it according to a particular

characteristic or variable (such as having a charismatic leader, or, alter-

natively, as having a firstgeneration membership), thereby enabling us

to see what other characteristics or variables are or are not as a matter of

Jact related in one way or another with that phenomenon. If “cult” is

defined as a religion with a charismatic leader, it would be impossible to

find a cult without a charismatic leader for it would not then be a cult.

If, on the other hand, “cult” had been stipulatively defined as “a religion

with an apocalyptic worldview,” it would then be possible to discover

that, say, the majority of cults (religions with apocalyptic worldviews)

have (or do not have) a charismatic leader.?

Obviously enough, the larger the number of characteristics included

in a definition, the less opportunity there is to make claims about what

is actually going on “out there.” For this reason, it is often useful to con-

centrate on one defining characteristic, and then investigate what, if

any, relationship phenomena with this characteristic have with other

variables. But it is important to be aware that the defining characteris-

tic(s) that are selected will influence the questions we ask and, perhaps

more importantly, the questions we do not ask. Thus, asking questions

about characteristics one might expect to find in religions that “have

been assigned an outsider status by the dominant religious culture and

then by elements within the secular culture,” as Melton recommends,

will produce a different, though possibly overlapping, set of answers

from asking questions about the characteristics of religions made up of

first-generation converts, as I shall recommend.

TRADITION AND/OR NOVELTY

An explanation that draws on the concept of tradition usually

involves a claim that the phenomenon in question now exists because it

has been handed down from the past. Just as reportive and stipulative

definitions are not the same thing, so explanations offered by practi-

tioners or believers are not necessarily the same as those offered by

scholars. Indeed, scholars may be skeptical about the extent to which a

particular belief or practice was practiced or believed in the past, and

they frequently note the selective nature in which some beliefs/practices

are taken up while others are forgotten. There are, furthermore, plenty
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of instances when, despite claims to the contrary, so-called religious tra-

ditions owe far more to a culture than to any original tenets. Not only

is change a more or less constant feature within any religious tradition,

there is also the tradition of inventing tradition.”

It would, of course, be ridiculous to deny that the beliefs and prac-

tices of NRMs will owe at least something to the religious traditions

from which they emerge—movements that have evolved from Eastern

traditions are, for example, likely to believe in reincarnation, while

those from Christian traditions are more likely to be preoccupied with

salvation involving the resurrection of the body. Melton, however, tells

us that the new religions he wanted to classify in his world-renowned

Encyclopedia of American Religions “tended to resemble their parent group

far more than each other.”

Maybe. Yet I know of no unit of measurement that would allow us to

make scientific comparisons for similarities and differences between

parent and peer religions without risking the selection of a question-

begging criterion of analysis. I suspect that by looking at an NRM

through the glasses of an historian of religions one might more readily

focus on the beliefs and, perhaps, the institutional claims of both old

and new religions, whereas employing the glasses of a social scientist

might encourage one to concentrate more on the actions of believers,

their life style, leadership patterns and organization.

To repeat, I do not wish to deny for one instant that locating an NRM

in its tradition is a useful, even an essential part of our understanding

of the movement. But there are, nonetheless, ways in which the move-

ments differ radically from their co-traditionalists, while sharing aspects

of their beliefs and (more obviously) their practices with each other and

with other NRMs from other traditions. First, there are the differences

within any one tradition and the large number of overlaps between tra-

ditions. The fact that many NRMs are syncretistic adds to the complex-

ity. We can, for example, find Theosophists embracing both reincarna-

tion and resurrection. The very fact that a new religion has emerged is

likely to mean that at least some beliefs differ (sometimes only in

emphasis, but often quite radically) from the mainstream tradition.

There are, furthermore, NRMs that it would be hard to fit into any rec-

ognizable tradition. Melton mentions the Church of Scientology, and

there are, for example, various assortments of contemporary UFO

groups that may or may not owe something to an esoteric tradition or

to Christianity—and while the growing number of “virtual religions”

may owe something to diverse traditions (religious and secular), inno-

vations related to the medium can render them weli-nigh unrecogniz-

able to mainstream traditionalists.

But my argument does not rest on the problems of relating NRMs to

a parent group; more positively, [ want to suggest that there is a signifi-

cant amount (although obviously not everything) that NRMs may hold
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in common, and that this can be traced to their newness. In other words,

the International Society of Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON), the

Brahma Kumaris and Ananda Marga certainly share Hindu roots, just as

the Twelve Tribes, the Jesus Army and The Family can claim Christian

roots, but the very fact that they can all be called new religious move-

ments should alert us to the fact that they might also share certain

characteristics with each other.

BEING NEW

It can be claimed that there is a sense in which nothing is new; noth-

ing is ever completely ex nihilo if only because it will be constructed by

socialized human beings and it will encompass, at least in part, some pre-

existing components. It can equally well be claimed that there is another

sense in which everything is new; social reality is an on-going process

that is mediated through individuals who bring new perspectives and

understandings as they continually recreate even the oldest of tradi-

tions.” However, while it may be necessary to be aware of these truisms

they will not by themselves get us very far in understanding the newness

of new religions. We need to ask: “In what ways are NRMs new and in

what ways are they traditional?”

New Combinations

Newness implies change—difference from what was “there” before—

but what makes the difference might have been somewhere betore. Most

obviously, an NRM may be new within a particular tradition, involving

some sort of innovation or novel interpretation of an ancient rite or

Scripture, such as the Children of God’s radical interpretation of the

“Law of Love.”” But this is by no means the only kind of innovation one

finds.

Sometimes, because it consists ofa new combination of pre-existing

beliefs from two or more ancient traditions (such as one finds in

Unification Church theology in the Divine Principle), a movement is

considered to be not “really” new. This, however, could be to commit the

fallacy of assuming that two olds make an old, which is not necessarily

true. Just as water (Hy0) has different properties from those of either

hydrogen (H) or oxygen (Oy) in gaseous form—and, indeed, from

hydrogen peroxide (HyOy), which is made up from a different combi-

nation of the same two elements—so,can syncretistic combinations of

religious traditions have unique, emergent properties. On the other

hand, a combination of two erstwhile separate religious groups does not

necessarily lead to radically new characteristics. Take, for example, the

creation of the United Reformed Church in 1972 through the union of

the Congregational Church in England and Wales and the Presbyterian
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Church of England. In this instance there were no radical changes in

beliefs or practices, and members of the congregations went on believ-

ing and practicing pretty well as they had done before. To extend my

analogy, it was as if the elements of oxygen and hydrogen had been

mixed together, rather than combined into a new compound.

New Locations and Structures

As Melton points out, religions may be new to a particular society

although they had thrived for centuries, even millennia, in another

society. This is clearly the case with many of the religions that have trav-

eled with immigrants or been introduced by missionaries from one part

of the world to another, whether it is Shinto in Brazil, Hinduism in

Pennsylvania, Zoroastrianism in England, or Christianity in parts of

nineteenth-century Africa. This might or might not give rise to antago-

nistic reactions from the host society (see below).

Alternatively (or concurrently) the institutional organization of a reli-

gion may be new. A movement such as ISKCON objects strongly to

being called an NRM, pointing out that when His Divine Grace A. C.

Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada (who, interestingly, is referred to as

the Founder-acharya [teacher] of ISKCON on the official website and

elsewhere) came to the West he brought with him a centuries-old tra-

dition that traces its lineage back through the sixteenth-century saint,

Chaitanya Mahaprabhu, to the teachings of the Bhagavad-Gita—in fact,

it has been claimed that ISKCON’s tradition has no beginning as Vedic

civilization existed from at least the start of recorded history.” Those who

classify ISKCON as an NRM will, however, argue that it took a funda-

mentally new form when it was established in 1966, and, as a result,

displayed fundamentally new features.”

A further complication arises when one looks at the membership of

ISKCON. In the early days of the movement the devotees were nearly all

young and white, and often drawn from the hippie culture. Today, the

vast majority of worshippers and attendees at festivals in the West are of

first, second or even third-generation Asian descent. In Britain, these

immigrants and their families (just like Indian disciples of Sathya Sai

Baba) are not considered by themselves or by most Britons to be mem-

bers of a new religion, while devotees from white families are.

New Members

Thus far it has been suggested that “newness” can apply to various

aspects of NRMs, such as their beliefs, practices, organization and/or

geographical or social location. This kind of complexity might lead

some to say the label of “new” is too messy to be of any use. However, one

might equally well argue that it is because we use the concept “new” that
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we are forced to unpack such important differences between pertinent

applications of newness.

But it is newness of membership that I want to concentrate on for

most of the remainder of this essay. What, I want to ask, are some of the

questions we could be encouraged to address when we start from a def-

inition of NRMs as religions consisting predominantly of first-generation

members? Or, to put it another way: What characteristics are more likely

to be associated with a religion comprised of first-generation converts,

than with a religion comprised of people born and raised within it?

Of course, few if any characteristics will always be present, and several

will not be exclusive to NRMs. Anyone who has studied them would

agree that to generalize about NRMs is a decidedly risky exercise; they

differ from each other in almost every conceivable way. There are,

nonetheless, some variables that do have a tendency to be associated

with first-generation religions wherever and whenever they have emerged,

be it early Christianity, Islam, Oomoto, Subud, Unarius or Scientology.

And, of course, to start with a first-generation orientation towards NRMs

does not mean that we cannot ask what happens when the second and

subsequent generations appear on the scene, or when there is a mixture

of both converts and members who were born into the movement. On

the contrary, these are some of the very questions promoted by such a

perspective.

Converts, Boundaries and Dichotomies

Converts, having decided to accept a new faith (be it an old or new

religion) rather than continuing in the one into which they were born

and/or which is the norm in their society or subculture, tend to be

considerably more enthusiastic about their new beliefs and practices

than those brought up in their religion.!” Furthermore, converts fre-

quently want to share their newly found Truths and will engage in zeal-

ous proselytism, especially with relatives and friends. In many respects

they exhibit the characteristics that Bryan Wilson lists under the general

heading of “voluntarinessTM;'! they have made a commitment, they take

their religion seriously—they care.

At the same time, converts tend to be more vulnerable than “born

into” members. They are unlikely to have internalized their new faith to

the extent those raised in their religion will have internalized it.

Conversion involves secondary socialization. Under such conditions,

information and arguments from non-members can challenge faith and

raise doubts—the more they learn, the greater the possibility they may

discover facets of the religion that do not fit the image to which they had

originally been attracted. This means that converts may need to be

protected from outside influences that could undermine their new

faith, and not infrequently NRMs will erect social and/or geographical

94



Barker: Perspective

boundaries to keep their members “separate.” Alternative ideas and

questioning may be discouraged, and the movement’s position will be

laid out unambiguously, free from qualifications or shades of grey that

could lead to confusion. Thus, while the content of beliefs may differ rad-

ically between NRMs, the ways in which they are portrayed and the

intensity with which they are held may display some resemblance.

A related tendency one finds in many NRMs (even in some of those

that promote holism) is a dichotomous worldview in which beliefs are

seen as true or false; people as good or bad; actions as right or wrong—

with all three (beliefs, people and actions) being defined as godly or

satanic. An individual’s identity is defined primarily according to

whether s/he is or is not a member of the NRM, with any other role or

status being of secondary importance. The sharp division between

“them” and “us” is not easily permeated, and to cross the boundary can

be seen as both treason and heresy—not only a betrayal of God, the

leader and one’s friends, but also a dangerous and possibly satanic act

that can result in severe and terrible repercussions.!? Tiine also can be

seen in terms of sharp divisions between the “now” and a “then” (which

can be past or future)—there was the time before conversion when, in

all likelihood, the converts now remember themselves as miserable sin-

ners; and the time after conversion when the converts were born again

and started to lead a “new life.” There may also be the expectation ofa

dramatic change in the future, which could be welcomed or feared as

the New Age or the battle of Armageddon.

Atypical Membership

NRMs do not appeal to converts equally across the demographic

spectrum. Each one is likely to attract certain types of people but to

repel, or at least hold little attraction, for others. There have been

times and places throughout history when new religions have appealed

to the poor and the oppressed.!® The wave of NRMs that hit the head-

lines in the West in the 1960s and 1970s attracted a membership that

consisted disproportionately of young, white adults from the better

educated classes, although there were exceptions, such as the Rasta-

farians that have attracted black unemployed youth, and some of

the human potential movements, which have drawn a slightly older,

fee-paying clientele.

This characteristic of disproportionate appeal can result in a variety

of related characteristics. If, for example, an NRM has a membership

consisting predominantly of young, well-educated converts, it is likely to

follow that the membership will be: (a) healthier than the general pop-

ulation; (b) unencumbered by dependents—be these young or old;

and (c) enthusiastic but inexperienced. These three characteristics

alone can explain a not inconsiderable amount of the potential and
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limitations of such a movement. Similarly, movements consisting ofa dis-

proportionate number of the dispossessed are likely to have little status,

money or power. In other words, recognition of the fact that the mem-

bership is unlikely to reflect the general population can alert us to look

for its peculiarities and thus be aware of some of the consequences of

these for the movement and its relations with the rest of society.

Charismatic Authority

Insofar as an NRM is new in the sense that it consists primarily of

converts, it is unlikely to have been formed by a committee or demo-

cratically organized group. There is likely to be a leader who is consid-

ered to have some new revelation or insight. This may well (though does

not always) result in his or her wielding charismatic authority in the

Weberian sense. The authority may be accorded to the leader by the fol-

lowers as much as it is a characteristic of the leader,'* but, for whatever

reason, the end result is that the leader is seen to embody what the fol-

lowers consider to be a legitimate right to tell them how to live all

aspects of their lives, and to change this at a moment’s notice. Such lead-

ership is not bound by tradition—the movement has no tradition

(although it may employ a rhetoric that appeals to the leader’s depiction

of a timeless tradition); and it has no rules—or, rather, no established

rules beyond those that the leader makes and breaks. To the degree that

authority in the NRM is charismatic, the leadership will demonstrate nei-

ther predictability nor accountability. As a point of comparison, move-

ments that are new because they have moved to a new location or

because they have come together (as with the United Reformed

Church) are unlikely to have a charismatic leadership and are more

likely to rely on traditional or rational-legal authority. Schisms, how-

ever, frequently do have some sort of charismatic leadership, as was the

case with the Branch Davidians or with several of the splinter groups that

have broken away from the Worldwide Church of God.

External Antagonism

Given that new religions are offering an alternative to the status quo,

itis not surprising that they are frequently greeted with ignorance, sus-

picion, fear, and hostility—even when they have not offended against

any law or, indeed, done anything that would be considered harmful

were it performed in a traditional religion.!® There is an abundance of

evidence that NRMs have been and continue to be discriminated against

disproportionately on account of their being new. “Ordinary people”

are prone to suspect that the new beliefs and practices pose a danger to

individuals and their families, and, perhaps, will undermine the very fab-

ric of society.'® Such an attitude is quite likely to reinforce and be
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reinforced by negative perceptions of several of the characteristics men-

tioned earlier—converts adopting “incredible” beliefs, indulging in

unusual “abnormal”/“unnatural” practices and lifestyles;!” cutting them-

selves off socially if not geographically from the rest of the world (apart

from procuring new members and money); unquestioningly following

a leader who ignores and/or denounces the rules and traditions of

“normal” society—and so on.

The extent to which hostlities are played out in the relationship

between the NRM and the host society varies from NRM to NRM and

from society to society, and antagonism toward the movements is by no

means evenly spread throughout society. It is certainly true that, as

Melton points out, some traditional religions oppose new religions quite

forcefully—sometimes with violence; but other traditional religions,

while not agreeing with the new beliefs, are prepared to tolerate or

even cautiously celebrate the diversity in their midst.'® Furthermore, it

should be stressed that not all NRMs are visible to the public—some

Gurdjieff groups, for example, are incredibly difficult to track down

and there are hundreds of other NRMs that few, apart from the mem-

bers, their relatives and friends, are likely to have heard of. It tends to

be the concept of a new religion that causes antagonism rather than the

thousands of NRMs that actually exist, with the media constantly rein-

forcing an association with the dozen or so atrocities that have hit the

headlines (such as Jonestown, the Solar Temple, Aum Shinriky6 and the

Movement for the Restoration of the Ten Commandments of God).

INFORM has over 3,000 different groups on file, yet in an average year

it receives enquiries about fewer than 150 different groups, the vast

majority being for information about either a score or so “favorites” or

general categories of movements (such as the New Age or Paganism).!?

Change

A final characteristic I would like to put forward as associated with

newreligions is that they undergo transformations and modifications far

more radically and rapidly than the vast majority of older religions

under normal circumstances.

Rodney Stark has estimated that

[a]lthough it is impossible to calculate the actual rate of success, proba-

bly no more than one religious movement out of 1,000 will attract more

than 100,000 followers and last for as long as a century. Even most move-

ments that achieve these modest results will become no more than a

footnote in the history of religions.?

Whether or not this is an accurate assessment, it is clear that Stark is

correct in pointing out that most NRMs have becn little more than one
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or two-generation movements. This is not the place to discuss the vari-

ables that determine why some survive and others do not;2! but survival

is clearly a legitimate issue for scholars of NRMs to investigate, and,

perhaps, one that is more likely to be evoked by a curiosity about

newness than about continuing traditions.

Assuming, however, that a first-generation movementis to survive, it

will, necessarily undergo a number of changes due to the fact that its

newness becomes less new than it was. These changes will originate

both internally and externally; some (such as demographic changes)

will be inevitable; others will be the result of more or less necessary, and

more or less conscious, decisions (such as how to educate children born

into the movement and how to deal with them if they rebel). Comparing

it to the first-generation movement, the arrival of the second generation

might result in what could be termed an “inverted disproportionality,”

with a high percentage of children, very few young adults and a “bulge”

of middle-aged members—the original converts having aged, and (as a

consequence of devoting resources of time and money to childrearing)

having had relatively little opportunity to attract new members.?

Generally speaking, however, the greater the number of generations a

movement is from its beginnings, the less significant the demographic

discrepancy between it and the general population is likely to be.

Nonetheless, minority religions are likely to continue to cater to a “spe-

cialist clientele,” and movements such as the Shakers that discourage

sexual relations are likely to acquire an ageing profile unless they are

successful in attracting a steady flow of new converts.

As I have discussed elsewhere,?” inevitable internal sources of change

also include the death of the founder, which, in all likelihood, will result

in greater accountability and predictability. Internal decisions will need

to be made on how to communicate with (and control) the membership

if it expands beyond a size where primary, face-to-face contact is possi-

ble. Externally, not only are attitudes towards the movement likely to

change (perhaps relaxing as the movement itself relaxes and the sharply

drawn “them” versus “us” boundary becomes permeable), but changes

throughout society in general may also have an effect on NRMs—the fall

of the Berlin Wail in 1989,** and the introduction of the Internet being

but two examples.?®

In short, other things being equal (which, of course, they rarely are),

first-generation movements have a tendency to become increasingly

similar to, and decreasingly in tension with, the host society with the

arrival of second and subsequent generations. Practices and lifestyles

may become more negotiable and beliefs may become more flexible as

they accommodate to successive generations and wider pools of poten-

tial converts, especially if they have had to deal with the passing of end-

time dates—all of which taken together adds up to a process Niebuhr

identified as denominationalization.2%
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Some religions, however, (such as the Amish, the Hutterites, the

Bruderhof, and the Exclusive Brethren) will feel the need to maintain

a sharp social and/or geographical boundary to preserve their sepa-

rateness from the rest of the world, and they may develop into “estab-

lished sects.” Interesting variations can be found in situations such as the

Former Soviet Union in the 1990s where there was a large influx of

converts to what were by then second-generation NRMs from the West.2’

The point being made here is that, although there may be important

overlaps between sects (and cults) and NRMs, there are also important

distinctions due in large part to NRMs—though not necessarily sects—

being comprised of first-generation converts. Although the NRM may

exhibit some sectarian characteristics, if it is to evolve into an established

sect it cannot stay unchanged: it kas to change (in certain respects) in

order to remain the same (in crucial respects).

CONCLUSION

Let me end as I began, by stressing that I am not advocating that first-

generation membership is the only useful way of defining NRMs.

Paradoxically, I believe that it is also useful to talk about second-

generation, third-generation and even fourth-generation NRMs—and,

indeed, to alert scholars to important differences that can be found in

movements that have a mixture of converts and “born intos.” Let me

also repeat that I do not take issue with most of what Melton has written

in his article—apart from his implication that newness may not be as

significant as I, possibly because I am a sociologist, believe it to be.

Of course there are problems with the term “new religious

movement’—far more than have been touched on in this essay. One of the

most obvious questions that remains (and perhaps has to remain) unan-

swered is: “When does a new religion stop being new?” Clearly this is not

merely a question of time—yet it is to some extent a question of socially

constructed time. Each generation (a similarly inexact but useful con-

cept related to time) will have a different vision of the new. In the first

century, Christianity was new, in the seventh century Islam was new, in

the eighteenth century Methodism was new, in the nineteenth century

the Seventh-day Adventists, Christadelphians and Jehovah’s Witnesses

were new; in the twenty-first century the Unification Church, ISKCON

and Scientology are beginning to look old. The confusion caused by the

various generations of Japan’s new religions is striking,?® but this very

fact has prompted scholars to examine how the movements have

responded to changing social circumstances in systematically different

ways.?

This essay has been written with a modest objective: to alert scholars

to the (surely indisputable) fact that there are some characteristics which

are liable (not certain) to be found in many (not all) first-generation
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movements because they are first-generation movements. If we wish to

understand better the enormous diversity of religions that have appeared

on this planet, we should not forget that there are some exceedingly

interesting questions raised by applying the very concept of nova religio.
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than the methods by which the convert arrives at those beliefs. See Eileen Barker The Mak-

ing ofa Moonie: Brainwashing or Choice? (Oxford: Blackwell, 1984).

1 Bryan Wilson, Religious Sects: A Sociological Study (London: Weidenfeld & Nicholson,

1970), 28.

12 Here social control is promoted by means of a strong “group” structure as defined by

Mary Douglas, Natural Symbols: Explorations in ( ‘osmology (London: Barrie & Rockliff, 1970).

It should, however, be pointed out that this does not apply to all NRMs, but is most com-

monly a feature in those that Wallis, following Weber, termed “world-rejecting move-

ments.” Roy Wallis, The Elementary Forms of the New Religious Life (London: Routledge &

Kegan Paul, 1984), 9ff.
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19 See, for example, Vittorio Lanternari, The Religions of the Oppressed: A Study of Modern

Messianic Cults (London: MacGibbon & Kee, 1963).

' Eileen Barker, “Charismatization: The Social Production of ‘an Ethos Propitious to the

Mobilization of Sentiments,’” in Secularization, Rationalism and Sectarianism, ed. Eileen

Barker, James Beckford and Karel Dobbelaere (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 81-202.

15 The chapters in David G. Bromley and J. Gordon Melton, eds., Cults, Religion and Vio-

lence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002) repeatedly point out that the vast

majority of NRMs do not indulge in criminal behavior. Clearly there are exceptions, Aum

Shinriky6 and the Solar Temple being two of the widely publicized examples. Of course,

members of traditional religions have frequently fallen afoul of the law, the thousands of

allegations of child abuse brought against clergy provide but one topical example.

1% T discuss some of the ways in which NRMs are discriminated against because they are

new in Eileen Barker, “Why the Cults? New Religions and Freedom of Religion and

Beliefs,” in Facilitating Freedom of Religion and Belief: Perspectives, Impulses and Recommenda-

tions from the Oslo Coalition, ed. Tore Lindholm, Bahiyyih Tahzib-Lie and Cole Durham

(Dordecht Netherlands: Kluwer, 2004), forthcoming.

17 This may be particularly upsetting for middle-class parents who see their “children”

abandoning the lifestyle that they (the parents) had fought for them to enjoy.

18 Although individual members of the Anglican communion have expressed antagonism,

some even leading anticult and countercult groups, the Church of England as an institu-

tion has not expressed antagonism but has supported the dissemination of an academic

approach to understanding NRMs. See Eileen Barker “INFORM: Bringing the Sociology

of Religion to the Public Space,” in Frontier Religions in Public Space, ed. Pauline Coté

(Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 2001), 21-34. For an example of further Anglican sup-

port for other faiths, see James Beckford and Sophie Gilliat, Religion in Prison: Equal Rites

in a Multi-Faith Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).

It might, however, be noted en passant that the Church of England was responsible for

the bloody persecution of other faiths, most notably Catholicism, when it was relatively

new, having been established, disestablished and re-established by kings and queens

during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

19 INFORM is a registered charity that I founded in 1988 with the objective of providing

information which is as balanced and up-to-date as possible about NRMs. It is based at the

London School of Economics and receives support from the British government and

mainstream Churches. See <http://www.inform.ac/>.

20 Rodney Stark, “Why Religious Movements Succeed or Fail,” Journal of Contemporary Reli-

gion 11, no. 2 (1996): 133.

21 See, however, Phillip Lucas, “Social Factors in the Failure of New Religious Move-

ments: A Case Study Using Stark’s Success Model,” Svzygy 1, no. 1 (1992): 39-54; Rodney

Stark, “The Rise and Fall of Christian Science,” Journal of Contemporary Religion 13, no. 2

(1998): 189-214; Laurence lannaccone and Rodney Stark, “Why the Jehovah’s Witnesses

Grow so Rapidly,” Journal of Contemporary Religion 12, no. 2 (1997): 133-57.

22 Thisiis a pattern I have observed with changes in The Family. See Eileen Barker, “Plus

Ca Change . . .” Social Compass 42, no. 2 (1995): 168-70.

23 Barker, “Plus Ca Change . . .” 165-80.

2+ Eileen Barker, “But Who's Going to Win? National and Minority Religions in Post-

Communist Society,” in New Religious Phenomena in Central and Eastern Europe, ed. Irena

Borowik and Grzegorz Babinski (Krakow: Nomos, 1997), 25-62.

25 Eileen Barker, “Crossing the Boundary: New Challenges to Authority and Control as a

Consequence of Access to the Internet,” in Religion and Cyberspace, ed. Morten Hgjsgaard

and Margit Warburg (Aarhus: University of Aarhus Press, 2004), forthcoming.

101



Nova Religio

26 H. Richard Niebhur, The Social Sources of Denominationalism (New York: Holt, Rinehart

& Winston, 1929).

27 Barker, “But Who's Going to Win?”

28 Some have dated Japan’s new religions from 1729; others place the starting point a cen-

tury later with the emergence of Kurozumi-kyé (1814) and Tenriky6 (1838). Sometimes

new religions that emerged after the Meiji Restoration (1868), such as Oomoto (1892).

or between the World Wars, such as Reiytkai (1925), S6ka Gakkai (1930) and Rissho Kosei

Kai (1938) are referred to as the old new religions (these movements, which were sup-

pressed during World War II, have also been labeled sectarian Shinto or quasi-religious

movements); but others prefer to refer to those that emerged after World War II, such as

Shinnyoen (1951) and Mahikari (1959) as new religions, and those founded after 1970,

such as GLA (God Light Association, founded 1970), Agonshta (1978) and Aum Shinrikyo

(1989) being referred to as new new religions. It was around 1960 that the actual term new

religion (shin shikyo) came into popular usage. See Nobutaka Inoue, Recent Trends in the

Study of Japanese New Religions (Tokyo: Kokugakuin University, 1997).

29 See, for example, Susumu Shimazono, “New New Religions and This World: Religious

Movements in Japan after the 1970s and their Beliefs about Salvation,” in 20 Years On:

Changes in New Religious Movements, ed. Eileen Barker and Jean-Francois Mayer, Special Edi-

tion of Social Compass, 42 (1995): 193-205.
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Compiled by John Bozeman

Association for the Sociology of Religion (ASR): 13-15 August 2004,

San Francisco, California, U.S.A. The theme for this year’s meeting will

be “The Causes and Consequences of Contemporary Moralities.” Many

believe today that there is no longer a moral consensus in America.

Why is this so? What are the consequences? Is the United States experi-

encing a moral decline? Does morality play only a minor role in the

political-economic area? What are the consequences of this influence?

Papers will deal with a broad range of themes in the social scientific

study of religion, and may include the following: globalization and

global ethics, post-Communist transitions and morality, competing

moralities in the world system, moral education and the schools, human-

ism and morality, new technologies and morality, morality, gender, and

“family values,” environmental issues and morality, the war on terrorism

and morality, personal consequences of the absence of moral consensus,

the political failure of liberal morality, religion and morality in non-

Western societies, and the role of non-Western religious groups in moral

discussions. For more information and the preliminary program for

the conference, see the ASR website at <http://www.sociologyofreli-

gion.com>, or contact the program chair, Fenggang Yang, Department

of Sociology and Anthropology, Purdue University, Stone Hall, 700 W.

State Street, West Lafayette, Indiana 47907-2059, U.S.A., or via email at

ASR2004@soc.purdue.edu. The subsequent conference of the ASR has

been provisionally scheduled for 11-13 August 2005 in Philadelphia,

Pennsylvania.

Millennialism and Contemporary Fundamentalism: 14-16 September

2004, Trinity College Dublin, Republic of Ireland. International collo-

quium organized by Dr. Crawford Gribben (Trinity College Dublin)

and the Revd. Professor Kenneth Newport (Liverpool Hope University

Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions, Volume 8, Issue 1, pages

103-107, ISSN 1092-6690 (print), 1541-8480 (electronic). © 2004 by The Regents of

the University of California. All rights reserved. Send requests for permission to

reprint to: Rights and Permissions, University of California Press, Journals Division,

2000 Center Street, Suite 303, Berkeley, CA 94704-1223.
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College). For more information contact: Dr. Crawford Gribben, Centre

for Irish-Scottish Studies, School of English, Trinity College Dublin,

DUBLIN 2, Republic of Ireland; email: gribbenc@tcd.ie. Or contact:

The Revd. Professor Kenneth G. C. Newport, Theology and Religious

Studies, Liverpool Hope University College, Liverpool, L16 9]D,

England; email: KNEWPORT@hope.ac.uk.

Communal Studies Association {CSA): 30 September to 2 October

2004, Hancock Shaker Village, Pittsfield, Massachusetts, U.S.A. CSA

meetings include papers about historic and contemporary communal

societies, as well as tours of nearby historical communal settlements. The

society welcomes participation of scholars, undergraduates, and inde-

pendent researchers from all disciplines, as well as museum curators and

historic site managers, members of current communities, and descen-

dents of communal members. This year’s conference theme will be

“Travels and Journeys”; topics may include papers about individuals and

collectives engaging in physical, spiritual, and/or philosophical travels,

as well as other more general aspects of communal studies. The con-

ference will be held at the Hancock Shaker Village, located in the

Berkshire Hills of Western Massachusetts. Participation by undergradu-

ate students, independent researchers, and members of current com-

munities is welcome and encouraged. For more information contact the

Communal Studies Association, P.O. Box 122, Amana, IA 52203. Voice

mail and Fax: 319-622-6446; email: csa@netins.net. Website: <http://

www.communalstudies.info/conference.shtml>. This year’s program

chair, Elizabeth De Wolfe, may be contacted at edewolfe@une.edu. The

next conference, to take place in autumn 2005, is expected to be held

at Old Economy Village in Ambridge, Pennsylvania, and at Historic

Harmony in Harmony, Pennsylvania.

Society for'Utopian Studies: 7-10 October 2004, Marriott Bloor

Yorkville, Toronto, Ontario, Canada. The Society is an international,

interdisciplinary association dedicated to the study of utopianism in ali

of its forms, with a particular emphasis on literary and experimental

utopias. Scholars representing a wide variety of disciplines are active in

the association, and approach utopian studies from such diverse back-

grounds as American Studies, architecture, the arts, classics, cultural

studies, economics, engineering, environmental studies, gender studies,

history, languages and literatures, philosophy, political science, psy-

chology, sociology, and urban planning. For registration and travel infor-

mation, contact conference coordinator Peter Fitting, University of

Toronto, 73 Delaware Avenue, Toronto, M6H 289, Canada. Phone: 416-

531-8593. Fax: 416-531-4157. Email: p.fitting@utoronto.ca. Website:

<http://www.utoronto.ca/utopia/meetings.html>.
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North American Labor History Conference: 21-23 October 2004 at

Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan, U.S.A. The theme of the

Twenty-Sixth Annual North American Labor History Conference will be

“Class, Work, and Revolution.” This year’s conference will explore these

themes in a range of international and national contexts, such as the

American Revolution, the French Revolution, revolutionary movements

in Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin America in the nineteenth and twen-

tieth centuries, the Mexican Revolution, the Russian Revolution, the

Chinese Revolution, and twentieth-century national liberation strug-

gles. Sessions are interdisciplinary and may address topics from per-

spectives of gender, race, ethnicity, and sexuality. For more information

contact Professor Janine Lanza, Coordinator, North American Labor

“History Conference, Department of History, 3094 Faculty Admini-

stration Building, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI 48202. Phone:

313-577-2525. Fax: 313-577-6987. Email: a01605@wayne.edu. Website:

<http://www.cla.wayne.edu/History/conferences/call04.htm>.

Society for the Scientific Study of Religion/Religious Research

Association (SSSR/RRA) joint meeting: 22-24 October 2004, Marriott

Country Club Plaza, Kansas City, Missouri, U.S.A. The SSSR program’s

guiding theme this year will be “Overcoming Boundaries in the Scientific

Study of Religion.” Unfortunate accidents of history separated the study

of social behavior into an archipelago of fields and departments; this has

hampered efforts to create general theories of human behavior. This

year’s meeting will seek to address some of these barriers, including

Ameri- and Eurocentrism in research topics, boundaries of methods,

boundaries between religions, and boundaries between ideological and

organizational groups that resemble religions. Papers addressing other

aspects of the scientific study of religion will also be presented as well.

For more information contact William H. Swatos, Jr., Program Chair,

3529 Wiltshire Drive, Holiday, Florida 34691-1239, U.S.A. Email:

swatos@microd.com. Website: <http://las.alfred.edu/~soc/SSSR>. As is

customary, the Religious Research Association’s annual meeting will take

place concurrently with the SSSR. This year’s RRA conference will focus

on “Linking Social Action and Religious Research” and will examine

questions such as how religious research is vital to the pursuit ofa more

just and humane world. How can careful scholarship on religion illu-

minate debates about faith, morality, and the good society? Can research

bring about social change and, if so, what are the moral obligations?

What responsibilities do researchers have to the communities and

organizations that they study? Other topics may include religion, social

justice, and the good society; the role of religious institutions in a global

civil society, transformation of race and gender through religious

activism, links and tensions between faith-based and secular social
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action, social activism and mainstream and marginal religious groups,

and the links between religious movements, politics, and public policy.

For more information contact John P. Bartkowski, Department of

Sociology, Anthropology, and Social Work, P.O. Box C, Mississippi State

University, Mississippi State, MS 39762. Email: Bartkowski@soc.msstate.

edu. Website: <http://rra.hartsem.edu/annual. htm>. The next SSSR/RRA

joint conference will take place in the autumn of 2005 in Rochester,

New York.

American Academy of Religion (AAR): 20-23 November 2004, San

Antonio, Texas, U.S.A. The AAR is one of the largest organizations in

the world dedicated to the academic study of religion. The group’s

annual meeting brings together over 7,500 scholars in some 70 program

areas. General questions can be sent to the Annual Meeting Director,

825 Houston Mill Road NE, Suite 300, Atlanta, GA 30329-4211. Phone:

404-727-3049. Fax: 404-727-7959. Email: annualmeeting@aarweb.org.

More information can also be found at the AAR website at

<http://www.aarweb.org>. Upcoming annual meetings well be held in

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (2005), Washington, D.C. (2006), San Diego,

California (2007), and Chicago, Illinois (2008).

Evangelical Ministries to New Religions Conference: February 2005

(exact date to be announced) at Midwestern Baptist Theological

Seminary, Kansas City, Missouri, U.S.A. Founded in 1982, EMNR is a

coalition of Christian ministries that seeks to “help people distinguish

authentic from inauthentic Christianity and strengthen evangelical

Christian ministries to new religionists and cultists.” The 2005 confer-

ence will include presentations on Islamic soteriology and self-martyrdom,

open theism, Harry Potter, and many other topics. For more informa-

tion contact EMNR, 913 Huffman Road, Birmingham, AL 35215. Phone:

205-833-2858. Fax: 205-833-8699. Email: EMNR@aol.com. Website:

<http://www.emnr.org/conference.html>.

Nineteenth World Congress of the International Association of the

History of Religions (IAHR): 24-30 March 2005 at Takanawa Prince

Hotel, Shinagawa, Tokyo, Japan. Theme: “Religion: Conflict and Peace.”

Hosted by the Japanese Association for Religious Studies in cooperation

with the IAHR, Tokyo, Japan. The period for formal registration is 1

April 2004 to 30 September 2004. Those who did not propose papers

before the deadline of 31 March 2004 will be able to do so during the

formal registration period, but they should contact the Congress

Secretariat as soon as possible. Congress Chair: TAMARU Noriyoshi;

World Congress Advisory Committee: Peter ANTES; International

Congress Committee: Armin W. GEERTZ; Congress Secretariat, President

of the Japanese Association for Religious Studies: SHIMAZONO
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Susumu; Congress Academic Program Committee: Gerrie ter HAAR.
For more information, contact: Prof. Susumu SHIMAZONO, President
of the JARS Congress Secretariat of the 19th World Congress of IAHR,
Department of Religious Studies, Faculty of Letters, University of Tokyo,
7-3-1, Hongo, Bunkyo-ku, Tokyo, Japan 113-0033. Phone: (81)3-5841-
3765. Fax: (81)3-5841-3888. Email: iahr@l.u-tokyo.acjp. Congress web-
site: <http://www.l.u-tokyo.ac.jp/iahr2005/>.
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Life in The Family: An Oral History of the Children of God. By James D.

Chancellor. Syracuse University Press, 2000. xiii + 291 pp. $29.95 cloth.

Although parts of James D. Chancellor’s study of the Children of

God/The Family need independent verification for important claims,

this book will interest scholars. A theologian, Chancellor’s personal

faith perspective probably helped him gain unprecedented access to

current Family members. He “interacted with over one thousand disci-

ples, formally interviewing at length over two hundred” (p. xix) as he vis-

ited homes in North America, Europe, and Asia (p. xviii). “About three

thousand [people] remain as full-time disciplesTM (p. 19), and the author

estimated that he interviewed “approximately 15 percent of the adult

disciples” (p. 159, n. 2). Moreover, he “immersed” himself in the schol-

arly literature on the Family, as well as hostile accounts by opponents

and former members. (I regret finding myself in the awkward position

of having to point out that his listing of scholarly articles failed to

include several of my own.) Chancellor had “wide access to their litera-

ture,” some of which “has been repudiated and withdrawn from all

homes” (p. 95). He was careful to lay out for readers his financial inde-

pendence from the group, and indicated that Family representatives

read portions of the manuscript in an effort to attain historical accuracy

without having editorial control over the content (p. xix, n. 5).

Chancellor fully realized that his methodological decisions meant that

he could not tell “the whole story” about the group, and he was cog-

nizant of the difficulties of writing a corporate biography (p. xxii).

Within these boundaries, Chancellor presents his findings by inter-

weaving primary Children of God documents with interviews of current

members who lived through particular periods of the group’s develop-

ments. (As an aside, I always get slightly nervous when I read interviews

whose informants talk smoothly in complete sentences. People do not talk

that way, yet all of Chancellor’s quoted excerpts are neat and tidy.) The

presentation of information through the voices of current members has

its strengths, even if it often is difficult to ascertain the universality or even

accuracy of their claims. All told, the author has produced an important

book, even if some may have good reason to criticize parts of it.

The first chapter provides an overview of the Children of God’s his-

tory, mentioning in passing many of the issues that the book takes up

later in greater depth. Necessarily, new religion scholars will recognize
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the broad dimensions of the group’s history, abuses and all. The second

chapter discusses how people converted to the faith, and in doing so the

author rejects any “deliberate deception” or “coercive persuasion” to

explain why people initially joined (pp. 43-44). Many of the converts,

however, had painful life experiences, which may have been factors in

their decisions to join (p. 49). As the theology evolved, founder David

Berg (a.k.a. Father David or Dad) “clarified his status as God’s unique

Prophet for the End Time” and “called upon” his followers to “submit

fully to his absolute spiritual authority” (p. 65). Alas, some of the his-

torical details provided in this chapter and others are debatable, but

more about that later.

Chapter 3 focuses on doctrinal issues, including members’ recogni-

tion that Berg was “fully human” even as many members fused their love

for him with their love for God (p. 71). Rather than seeing members’

continued involvement in the context of their feelings toward Berg,

“[f]or most disciples, primary devotion and loyalty is to The Family itself,

to the community of people with whom they share their lives” (p. 76).

Despite apparent failures of Berg’s apocalyptic predictions for 1993,

beliefin the imminence of the End Time remains strong (p. 85). Strong,

too, is the presence of Satan (they believe), onto whom the group assigns

“[o]pposition and persecution, physical illness, community discord, lack

of disciplined behavior on the part of children, and personal failures of

all types . ..” (p. 80). At the same time, however, members believe that

they receive messages from spiritual entities, including tragically killed

teenage members and the deceased Berg himself (pp. 76-79, 175).

Chapter 4 enters into some of the most controversial aspects of the

Family’s history and theology: “sexual relationships among adult mem-

bers, the Flirty Fishing ministry, and the sexuality of children.” It con-

cludes with a discussion about “sexuality as spiritual metaphor and heav-

enly reward” (p. 96). Although Chancellor indicated that “[w]ith the

exception of extensive interviews with Peter Amsterdam [one of the two

current leaders], this study avoids top-level leadership and concentrates

on disciples at work in the field” (p. xix), this chapter necessarily mentions

Berg’s own sexual practices and their impact upon group theology and

activities. “By 1971, he was engaging in sexual intercourse with female dis-

ciples within his personal household” (p. 97), and around 1978 “Father

David’s explicit edicts regarding sexual practices became directly available

to all disciples” (p. 105). These edicts addressed “the positive value of

nudity and frequent sexual sharing,” at the same time they “provided the

disciples insight into sexual practices in his own home” (p. 105). Through

these edicts “[h]e was elevating open sexuality to a near sacramental sta-

tus” (pp. 105-6). Within the community, adult sexual sharing strained,

and often broke, marriages and shattered emotions (p. 107), yet many

disciples portrayed it as “the highest expression of the ideal of mutual

love and mutual sacrifice for the good of the community” (p. 109). Its
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translation, however, into “flirty-fishingTM—*“a tool of evangelism, recruit-

ment, and [financial/material] support” (p. 112)—caused many people

to leave the movement (p. 117) even as some members recalled that era

as “the high point of their lives” (p. 115). Prohibitions on birth control led

to an explosion of children, and many young persons born out of these

unions did not know their fathers (see pp. 117-18, 225, 228). Even cur-

rent co-leader Peter Amsterdam had to admit to Chancellor that the

involvement of some Family women in escort services “was what could be

labeled prostitution” (quoted on p. 125).

On the hotly debated issue of child sexual abuse, Chancellor is “con-

fident that child sexual abuse is less frequent in The Family than in soci-

ety at large,” immediately adding, “[h]owever, this has not always been

the case” (p. 133). After pages of discussions about the dates of various

publications and sexual activities that stemmed from them, Chancellor

was unequivocal that “throughout the late 1970s and the early 1980s,

sexual activity between adults and children was an accepted practice in

a number of communities” (p. 223). While this conclusion should

silence some academics who have attempted to downplay the occur-

rences of adult/child sex in this group, Chancellor still neglects to dis-

cuss the issue of restitution to these victims. Indeed, the sexual assaults

experienced by the first wave of children born into the Children of

God, combined with the physical, emotional, and sexual abuses that

many of them endured in Teen Training Camps and the extremely

punitive Victor Programs, almost certainly explains Chancellor’s con-

clusion that “[r]elatively few of the first wave of children born in the

early 1970s have remained” (p. 242). In fact, among the “scores of older

teenagers” who left the Family, “some bore the scars of emotional and

physical abuse as well as evidence [of] very serious sexual exploitation”

(p. 195). This is a remarkable, but accurate, conclusion.

Chapter 5 discusses current aspects of members’ lives: how they wor-

ship (pp. 151-53); how and where they witness (pp. 154-64); how they

finance their activities (pp. 164-69); and how they educate their young

(pp. 170-76). Then, for reasons beyond the author’s own intentions,

chapter 6 caught my attention. Amidst discussions about “the cost of dis-

cipleship,” the group’s paranoia came through very clearly about its

opponents, particularly those it assigns to the anticult movement.

Certainly Children of God members were the targets of deprogram-

ming attempts (pp. 180-86) and hostile scrutiny from critics and gov-

ernments across much of the globe. Together these reactions to the

group led Chancellor to conclude about members that, “[t] heir hostil-

ity toward the anticult industry appears to be well earned” (p. 186). Yet,

in chapter 7 and elsewhere, Chancellor’s own study documented wide-

spread child sexual abuse, prostitution, infections from sexually trans-

mitted diseases (p. 117), illegitimate children, financial abuse of disci-

ples by Family leaders (pp. 91, 164), corporal punishment of children,
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often administered with paddles (p. 238, see 233, 239), exorcisms

(p- 220), extended “silence restrictions” imposed upon teens (pp. 219,

237, 238-39, 240), and group misrepresentation in order to access and

appropriate the resources of society (p. 89). No wonder the group gen-

erated so many opponents! No wonder some parents were desperate

enough to attempt to kidnap their adult children cut of the group, and

no wonder state authorifies around the world raided Family colonies!

For much of its history, as Chancellor presents, the group was violent

against its own members (through such actions as heavy corporal pun-

ishment, harsh work regimes [pp. 239, 241, see 235], and various forms

of sexual assault), yet Chancellor was sufficiently blinded to his own evi-

dence that he wrote, “[v]iolence of any kind on the part ofthe Children

[of God] was not part of God’s plan and would not be countenanced in

God’s End Time Army” (p. 177).

Accepting the group’s belief in an anticult conspiracy against it,

Chancellor let the Family’s own bias creep into some details when

describing a particularly dramatic attack against it—the theft of docu-

ments by former members Edward Priebe and Daniel Welsh (pp. 28-29).

As Chancellor stated, Priebe and Welsh used deception to gain entry into

the Family home in the Philippines and removed trunks of old (and

often sensitive and damning) Children of God documents and videos.

These documents and videos became the basis of several raids against

Family homes around the world, none of which led to criminal child

abuse convictions. Chancellor wrote his account of their actions

“[a]ccording to Family sources,” and asserted as fact that “Mr. Priebe and

Mr. Welsh were aided and financed by anticult groups in the United

States and assisted by persons with the Manila office of the evangelical

group, Youth With a Mission (YWAM)” (p. 28). This assertion about

American and Filipino anticult aide and finance was news to me, so I con-

tacted Priebe and queried him about it. Priebe categorically denied any

such sponsorship (while agreeing with some parts of Chancellor’s

account and qualifying others). Until I see definitive evidence to support

the assertion, therefore, I must conclude that Chancellor’s sole reliance

on Family sources served him poorly on this issue.

Details like these will keep many people debating with Chancellor for

a long time. Certainly, for example, former members will dispute the

conditions under which Family leadeiship backed away from counte-

nancing adult/child sex. Already on the Internet, for example, one

former high-ranking member (who goes by the name James Penn)

reported his memories of the “child sex” debate within the Family’s inner

circle, and backed them up with quotes from documents (<http://www.

geocities.com/magicgreenshirt/>, accessed 8 March 2004). Others

(including me) would emphasize more the transformative role played

by the 1992-1995 British custody case, called the British Isles or simply

the BI case.
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In his epilogue, Chancellor implies that various Family-sponsored

aide and missionary programs around the world seem to be providing

young members with inspirational projects that likely will keep most of

them as members (pp. 247-48). I am not so sure. Despite a Family char-

ter alleged to have eliminated most abuses and excesses, leadership still

pressures teens to fantasize that they are making love to Jesus when

they masturbate, a point that extends Chancellor’s discussion of the

“Loving Jesus Revolution” (pp. 146-49). Moreover, at twenty-one years

of age, apparently young adult women now are feeling pressure from

group doctrines to share sexually with men of their parents’ generation.

I predict that these kinds of intrusions will continue to drive away peo-

ple from the group, as members realize they can perform acts of charity

outside of the group’s often meddling directives.

And so the debate about the Family will continue. Amidst that

debate, Chancellor’s significant study sits as the best academic overview

of the group to date. Social scientists, feminists, and some former mem-

bers may tell the same story very differently, and certainly they will pro-

vide less kind interpretations of many facts. Likewise, other studies will

focus more on the Family’s leaders, whom Chancellor chose not to

explore, for the most part (p. xix), but who play a crucial role in its over-

all story. A wave of scholarship is about to begin on the crises faced by

the aging baby-boomers of this group and others, as they enter their

declining years without “pensions, retirement plans, [or plans about]

how or where we will live when we all get old” (quoted on p. 86, see also

164). All things considered, Chancellor’s prodigious research efforts

have produced a volume that scholars will benefit from reading, and he

1s to be commended for his achievement.

Stephen A. Kent, University of Alberta

Prostitution, Polygamy, and Power: Salt Lake City, 1847-1918. By Jeffrey

Nichols. University of Illinois Press, 2002. 247 pages. $34.95 cloth.

Nichols investigates “prostitutes and the responses to them in Salt

Lake City from its founding to the end of World War I” (p. 4). It s likely

that readers of Nova Religiowill find the “responses” the most instructive:

how the Mormons and Gentiles (non-Mormons, both evangelical and

pragmatist) played out their struggle for control of the city on the bod-

ies of women. In this struggle against the religious “other,” each side

makes use ofa time honored ad hominem: accuse your opponent of sex-

ual immorality. As in Euripides’ Bacchae, where the Bacchantes are

branded as orgiastic—the charge itself luring the palace into disastrous

engagement—or as with the Branch Davidians of Waco, Texas, accused

of child abuse by federal agents during the 1993 Mount Carmel siege,

such accusations prove potent weapons. Such weapons, however, can
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produce unintended consequences for those who wield them, as

Mormon history shows.

The first chapter, “‘Celestial Marriage’ vs. ‘Polygamic Lascivious

Cohabitation,’” gives a fine point to this tension. The Latter-day Saints

had escaped from “Babyion” where sexual sins flourished—something

“plural marriage could prevent,” suggested Apostle Orson Pratt (p. 13).

In outraged reply, non-Mormon anti-polygamists claimed the institution

“hurt the family, caused physical harm, and enslaved or prostituted

women” (p. 14). Polygamy and prostitution were “entirely similar, the

only point of difference being that one is practiced under the cloak of

religion . ..” (p. 31). For Mormon opponents, women in plural mar-

riages become procuresses for their husbands; Mormon men were “lust-

ful Turks.” The image of the harem further indicted Mormon men as

un-Christian and un-American.

As a wedge issue, Gentiles profitably used polygamy in their cam-

paign for a share of political (and economic) power. The foremost

opponent, Cornelia Paddock, “reached for a national audience” with

her anti-Mormon novels, e.g., In the Toils; or, Martyrs of the Latter Days

(1879). She relied on “stereotypical depictions of the Mormons’ ‘wily,

insincere leaders, and the rabble of ignorant, fanatical followersTM”

(p. 19). But her work had a ready model. The “anti”TM-genre had reached

full flower among eighteenth- and nineteenth-century anti-Catholic and

anti-Masonic writers. The national anti-polygainy crusades led not only

to the delay of Utah statehood, but also to the culminating Edmunds Act

of 1882. The latter made it unlawful for any male to “cohabit with more

than one woman.” The consequent federal judicial crusade brought a

thousand convictions and pushed some Latter-day Saint leaders into

hiding (pp. 31-32).

What is wonderfully ironic, in Nichols” account, is the reversal of

“polygamy as a political tool” in the late 1880s and beyond: “Mormons

used accusations of immorality to help defeat anti-Mormonism” (p. 166).

The pragmatists in city government had sought to regulate (but not

eliminate) prostitution, sanctioning a consolidated brothel called the

Stockade. Mormon women were able to make common cause with the

Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, accusing the politicians and

police of immoral tolerance, bringing down the city government, and

ultimately reconfiguring the political landscape.

Nichols’ enormous documentation, though mostly relegated to end-

notes, sometimes makes reading a bit of a slog. Despite this, the book

sustains interest well, providing the occasional map of brothel locations

and photographs of the era’s major players. Anyone interested in the

history of sexuality, especially the interconnections of religion and

sexuality, will find this book a helpful case study.

David Tabb Stewart, Southwestern University
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Luye of the Sinister: The Unnatural History of Satanism. By GarethJ. Medway.

New York University Press, 2001. 463 pages. $35.00 cloth.

This is a scholarly and provocative study of Satanism yesterday and

today. Rather, one should say it is a study of the idea of Satanism from the

time of the medieval witch hunts to the “Satanic Panic” of the 1980s and

1990s, with stops along the way to revisit the Satanist vogues of belle

époque France, Aleister Crowley and his scandals, and the British media’s

discovery of alleged devil-worship in the 1950s. In all these eras, Medway

argues, stories of Satanic goings-on, from black candles to sacrificed

babies, can be traced back to inconsistent, unsubstantiated, or delu-

sional testimony—even if by supposed “experts’—or to narratives that

originally were fiction, shameless plagiarism, or simply drawn out of

the air. He does that backtracking meticulously, with good documenta-
tion and an appropriately sardonic style.

The main witchfinders, occult “experts” and “survivors” of satanic

abuse, today are Evangelical Protestants, and Medway has little trouble

showing how time and again any concern for accuracy or basic human

rights on their part rides far behind demonological fervor. Unfortu-

nately, as the book advances the author tends himself to become more

and more preoccupied with the nefarious activities of this party. As he

illustrates its reach into areas as diverse as censoring public library hold-

ings and harassing occult shops, organization sags and the central focus

of the book becomes swamped by too much material. Worse, one gets

an uneasy feeling the Evangelicals are being demonized about as much

as they demonize the Satanists.

Nonetheless, the anti-Satanists’ victims are real, in the form of per-

sons like parents and preschool teachers unjustly accused of terrible

things, whereas the Satanists’ victims are, Medway is convinced, fantasy.

Satanism past and present is virtually all a construction of the over-

heated imaginations of witchfinders and their modern equivalents, who

have projected onto likely suspects what their fears or theology or thirst

for sensationalism needs to see. In the process they extract the required

confessions by means of torture or, again, its modern equivalents in

high-pressure courtroom scenes or the therapeutic “recovered memory”

specialist’s clinic. Medway is at his best in showing just how close the par-

allels are between the earlier witch-hunting craze and the Satanism

“scare” of the late-twentieth century.

To be sure, there are a few “real” Satanists, probably numbered only

in the hundreds in either the United States or Medway’s native Britain,

whether “loners” (who may occasionally be sociopathic or criminal) or

members of generally law-abiding groups like the Church of Satan or

the Temple of Set. Medway touches on them. But he obviously puts lit-

tle stock in rumors of other, more secretive and criminal Satanic

orders out there; he has tried tracking them down over many years and
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come up empty-handed, finding that such reports inevitably lead no

further than the “friend ofa friend,” well known to pursuers of urban

legend.

Despite its occasional unwieldiness, Lure of the Sinisteris a tascinating

and important contribution to the study of marginal religion and pop-

ular culture. It is highly recommended.

Robert Ellwood, University of Southern California

The Sikh Diaspora: The Search for Statehood. By Darshan Singh Tatla. Uni-

versity of Washington Press, 1999. 327 pages. $22.00 paper.

Darshan Singh Tatla’s work (not to be confused with the recently

published and similarly titled The Stk Diaspora: Tradition and Change in

an Immigrant Community by Michael Angelo) provides a detailed account

of the complex relationships among Sikhs in the Punjab, the Indian gov-

ernment, Sikhs residing in countries other than India, and the govern-

ments of those countries to which the majority of Sikhs (over one mil-

lion, residing primarily in the United States, Canada, and Great Britain)

have emigrated.

Much of Tatla’s work focuses on the challenges encountered by dias-

pora Sikhs who advocate establishment of an autonomous Sikh home-

land in the Punjab. Tatla provides historical background for under-

standing the current plight of the Sikhs, focusing on the 1947 partition

of the Punjab, and, even more significantly, the 1984 massacre of Sikhs

by Indian government troops at the Golden Temple in Amritsar.

Extremely detailed accounts are provided of the economic, social, cul-

tural, political, and religious aspects of the relationship between dias-

pora Sikhs and those remaining in India. Tatla’s sympathies for the Sikh

cause are not disguised, and he offers a harsh critique of not only the

massacre at Amritsar but also other aspects of the Indian government’s

manipulation and mistreatment of the Sikh population.

This is primarily a socio-political analysis rather than a work that

focuses directly on the Sikh religion. Indeed, little background on Sikh

religious beliefs and history is provided. This is clearly a specialized

work intended for readers familiar with Sikh studies.

George Adams, Susquehanna University

The Cultic Miliew: Oppositional Subcultures in an Age of Globalization. Edited

by Jeffrey Kaplan and Heléne Loow. Altamira, 2002. 351 pages. $26.95

paper.

This is a truly fascinating volume. It may not entirely live up to its

theoretical potential but it will greatly reward the scholarly reader with
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a background or interest in new religious movements, millenarian

groups, or political extremism.

The papers included in this volume were originally presented at

Stockholm University in 1997 at a conference on “Rejected and

Suppressed Knowledge: The Racist Right and the Cultic Milieu.” The

contributors drew upon a seminal paper published in 1972 by sociolo-

gist Colin Campbell, “The Cult, the Cultic Milieu and Secularization,”

which is reprinted in this volume. Campbell’s article sought to revise the

study of sectarianism by, as Mattias Gardell puts it, shifting the “focus

from the individual organizations that emerged and declined, trans-

formed and mutated to the milieu in which they operated” (p. 184). The

cultic milieu, note the editors, is a kind of oppositional counterculture,

“a zone in which proscribed and/or forbidden knowledge is the coin of

the realm, a place in which ideas, theories and speculations are to be

found, exchanged, modified, and eventually adopted or rejected by

adherents of countless, primarily ephemeral groups whose leaders come

and go and whose membership constitutes a permanent class of seekers

whose adherence to any particular leader or organization tends to be

fleeting at best” (p. 3). Within the milieu symbolic meanings are con-

tinually combined, recombined and amalgamated through processes of

syncretism and, to use Bron Taylor’s apt term, bricolage. Groups which

share certain meanings may be highly antithetical in other respects,

and fundamentally antagonistic groups may converge on key themes,

e.g., right-wing racist movements share environmental and animal rights

concerns with progressive movements.

All the contributions are interesting and useful but they vary in the

degree to which they articulate a provocative theoretical statement. In

my view the most stimulating piece is by Mattias Gardell, “Black and

White United in Fight?” which explores the “series of overt and covert

contacts [that] link together America’s white and black racialist organ-

izations” (p. 152). These developments are analyzed in terms ofa theo-

retical framework that emphasizes race as “an integral foundation of

Americanism.” Both white and black racialism have interacted with the

traditional creed of the United States as “an instrument of God’s work

in the world” and with the received mystiques of the Chosen People

Jjourneying to the Promised Land. Both white and black racialism cele-

brate a timeless, corporate, racial community opposed to globalist and

multicultural trends. Similar separatist goals, shared antagonism toward

Jews, and the grudging respect on the part of white extremists for the

organizing power of the Nation of Islam are creating the basis for an

enhanced mutual sympathy between white and black racial separatists.

Bron Taylor contributes a provocative paper, “Diggers, Wolves, Ents,

Elves and Expanding Universes.” Taylor explores the interaction of rad-

ical environmentalism with other partly convergent subcultures such as

Neopaganism, New Age, American Indian Movement, Animal Rights,
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and even white separatism within the American oppositional cultic

milieu of “antiglobalization resistance.” There is a special focus on the

rise of “green anarchism” and the recent debates within the milieu over

the use of violence. Taylor sees hardly any mutual solidarity and inter-

action between racialist and environmentalist movements, notwith-

standing some partial thematic convergence. However, in “The Idea of

Purity: Swedish Racist Counterculture, Animal Rights and Environ-

mental Protection,” co-editor Heléne Loow sees a close and harmo-

nious relationship developing between racist-anti-Semitic themes and

ecological-animal rights themes cohabiting within a Swedish movement

that seeks to purify the environment. The idea of purity interrelates

environmentalism and racialism.

Students of new religious movements may be particularly interested

in J. Gordon Melton’s essay, “The Modern Anti-Cult Movement in

Historical Perspective.” Melton’s chapter is informative and insightful

and covers European as well as American developments, but it is marred

by what may turn out to be an unwarranted optimism concerning the

likelihood that “the present anti-cult sentiment will diminish as the

weaknesses of the brainwashing theories are brought to the forefront”

(p- 283). Alternatively, horrendous “cult violence” by Aum Shinrikyo,

Heaven’s Gate, and others, coupled with terrorist traumas may make

“mind control” notions appear more superficially plausible. Melton may

also miss a trick in not pointing out the obvious negative implications of

cultic milieu theory for the brainwashing model. The latter envisions

strong organizations regimenting and transforming passive participants;

however, cultic milieus are said to be filled with weak and/or ephemeral

organizations with weak group boundaries. Research by Jeffrey Kaplan

and others has confirmed this image with regard to right-wing extrem-

ists: a subculture ofvolatile renegades exists within which cantankerous

and difficult-to-regiment individuals move in and out of various unstable

organizations.

Melton’s essay is one of two chapters dealing with “watchdogs” that

keep extremist groups under surveillance and mobilize opposition to

them. Laird Wilcox asks “Who Watches the Watchdog?” He argues that

professional watchdogs are not only professionally alarmist and often

ruthless and manipulative in their tactics, but often have their own

extremist associations, e.g., anti-fascist and anti-racist activists often have

leftist connections.

The additional papers are all fascinating. They include studies of

Neoshamanism and psychic phenomena in Hungary (Laszlo Kirti), the

Gothic milieu (Massimo Introvigne) and the influence of communal

Mormon and fringe Mormon groups in the American right-wing cultic

milieu (Timothy Miller). Frederick Simonelli, the definitive biographer

of American Nazi leader George Lincoln Rockwell, discusses the devel-

opment of Rockwell’s international movement, the World Union of
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National Socialists. Finally, co-editor Jeffrey Kaplan discusses more

recent Neo-Nazi developments and the interaction of contemporary

National Socialism with other elements in the cultic milieu, such as

Satanism, Neopaganism, radical environmentalism, and the growing

apocalyptic mystique of Charles Manson.

The volume could have benefited from a concluding chapter, which

might have drawn together the implications of all the various chapters

for the further development, extrapolation, and revision of Colin

Campbell’s original formulation. The editors’ introduction is useful but

rather short. Campbell’s piece was written three decades ago and can-

not fully integrate the volume. Finally, Campbell and some of the other

authors see cultic milieu theory as an alternative to the traditional study

of sectarianism. No one seems to have picked up on the work of the late

Roy Wallis, a British sociologist who strove to synthesize cultic milieu

theory and the received conception of the sect.

The papers in this volume were written a half-decade ago. Some of

them do not appear to have been subsequently revised and updated,

e.g., some works, which have since been published, are cited as forth-

coming. There is occasional carelessness as when Melton takes note of

an important insight of James Beckford but does not provide a citation.

But this collection is theoretically significant and will hopefully (though

probably not) find a wide readership that might even include college

courses in American Studies.

Thomas Robbins, Rochester, Minnesota

A Magic Still Dwells: Comparative Religion in the Postmodern Age. Edited by

Kimberley C. Patton and Benjamin C. Ray. University of California Press,

2000. ix + 245 pages. $17.95 paper.

This collection of essays had its beginning in two panels that con-

vened to reflect on “The Comparative Study of Religion: Contemporary

Challenges and Responses” at the Annual Meetings of the American

Academy of Religion in 1995 and 1996. The challenges being responded

to derive primarily from postmodern and postcolonial critics who argue

that comparative religion is inherently totalizing, incorrectly essential-

izing, and insufficiently differentiating. In the wake of this critique,

none of the contributors to this volume wants to return to the kind of

encyclopedic or morphological comparativism of previous generations

of religious studies scholars like van der Leew, Wach, and Eliade. Rather

than emphasizing synchronic analyses, deductive rationality, and non-

dialogical approaches to category formation that emphasize similarities

to what is already familiar, the “new comparativists,” as they may be

called, recognize the need to focus on similarities-in-difference. This

objective requires diachronic, inductive, and dialogical approaches to
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the historical, socio-cultural, economic, and political dimensions of the

religious data under comparison.

The development of these methodological strategies throughout

this book shows the clear influence of the work of Jonathan Z. Smith,

arguably the doyen of scholars of religious comparativism. Smith’s influ-

ential 1982 essay, “In Comparison a Magic Dwells” (/magining Religion:

From Babylon to Jonestown, 1982), did indeed set the stage for the discus-

sion that has ensued over the past twenty years. Its re-publication here

as a prologue serves as a convenient touchstone for this set of essays.

Smith also contributes a brief epilogue suggesting the activity of com-

parison to include four moments: description, comparison (of similarity-

in-difference), re-description, and rectification.

Between the two pieces by Smith are thirteen essays in three parts.

Part One, “The State of the Field,” includes specific responses to post-

modern criticisms (David Gordon White), to those concerned with

issues of totalism and essentialism (M. David Eckel), and to postcolo-

nialism and poststructuralism (Wendy Doniger). Part Two comprises

case studies that illuminate the “Critical Issues in the History of

Religions.” A critical approach to comparative scriptural analysis is devel-

oped through juxtapositioning Veda and Torah (Barbara Holdrege).

The difficult and hotly contested category of mysticism is discussed

through Buber’s commentary on the Chuang Tzu (Jonathan Herman).

A diachronic analysis of African ritual is provided through two succes-

sive generations of ethnographic research that demonstrates the self-

critical movement by scholars of religion to take into account post-

modern concerns with researcher subjectivity, participation, and

multiple locatedness (Benjamin Ray). The attempt is made to rescue

the discipline of American religion from that of the history of

Protestantism, and to return it to the domain ofreligious studies—i.e.,

Native American spirituality, Spanish conquistadors, Jesuit priests,

English dissenters, “melting pot” religiosity (Winnifred Sullivan). The

emphasis on dialogue is lifted up as essential in today’s global religious

village (Diana Eck).

Part Three presents “A Revised Comparison: New Justifications for

Comparative Study.” The comparative enterprise is defended on various

fronts: that to jettison it would be to succumb to an isolationist mental-

ity (Kimberly Patton); that it is essential to taking the particularistic

claims of religionists seriously (Huston Smith); that it can and should

avoid the liabilities of previous comparative methodologies insofar as

the “reconstructed sense of comparativism” emphasizes both similarities

and differences, is understood to function heuristically, includes an

increasingly expanding idea of patterns or categories of comparison,

enables controlled focus, and does not ignore the distinction of mean-

ings between the comparativist and the believers themselves (William

Paden); that the kind of etymological investigation and reconstruction
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utilized by scholars of comparative religion is also found to be operative

in the work of deconstructionists like Foucault, Derrida, and Mark

Taylor (Laurie Patton); and, finally, that there is neurophysiological evi-

dence that comparative activity is inherent to the processes of sense

perception and cognitive pattern formation (Lawrence Sullivan).

My sense is that while the contributors are all trained comparativists

in the scholarly study of religion, the interdisciplinary awareness and

multi-dimensional patterns of thinking that pervade the volume are

characteristic of the direction in which NRM research needs to proceed.

This is actually already taking place since, increasingly, NRM analysis

combines cultural-anthropological, psychological, sociological, and reli-

gious studies approaches. Perhaps the one point this volume makes

that needs to be taken with greater seriousness by those doing work in

new religious movements is the notion of comparison as trading across

similarities-in-differences. On the one hand, it is arguable as a general

rule of thumb that while apologetic and anticult literature err on the

side of difference, NRM treatments do so on the side of similarities in

the sense of emphasizing basic features of human religiosity in the phe-

nomena studied; after all, only in such a way could Scientology, for

example, be treated as a bona fide religious movement. On the other

hand, however, focused NRM research on specific groups that tends to

eschew explicitly comparative work in order to highlight particularity

and otherness inevitably operates upon unstated and implicitly com-

parative assessments. If there is a middle way that is more desirable, per-

haps this volume will better equip scholars of NRMs to discern the path

to take.

Amos Yong, Bethel College

Living Santeria: Rituals and Experiences in an Afro-Cuban Religion. By

Michael Atwood Mason. Smithsonian Institution, 2002. 165 pages.

$35.00 cloth; $18.95 paper.

Living Santeria could be an important addition to the small but grow-

ing scholarly literature of this flourishing religious tradition. The author

is both an anthropologist and a practicing Santeria priest. Based on

Mason’s graduate research for a folklore degree from Indiana

University, the book purports to explore “the lived experience of various

human subjects at different levels of involvement in the tradition” (pAlLy.

The book is divided into six chapters that describe experiences com-

mon to those involved in Santeria and attempt to explore how practi-

tioners’ subjectivity is changed by these experiences. The first two chap-

ters, which are the strongest, focus on a divination session and the

preliminary initiation known as Los Guerreros (The Warriors). Later chap-

ters discuss ways in which practitioners negotiate their various social
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roles and relationships, how the orishas are constructed and connected

to new priests as part of the asiento or crowning ritual, and how individ-

uals” understandings of ashé (power) and their ita (personalized div-

ination) are used to create a successful, moral, individualized person.

This book betrays its heritage as a dissertation in that the author tries

to do both too much and too little. Too much in that he can’t refrain

from presenting his fine grasp of a wide range of theoretical material;

too little in that he could have used that theoretical material to provide

a more nuanced understanding of the experiences presented. A single

example will have to suffice. In Chapter 3, subtitled “Negotiating

Identity in American Santeria,” Mason describes the ways José, a Santeria

priest, must negotiate his various roles as “a man, an oriate, a lover, a son,

a father, a husband and a Cuban American” as well as an employee of a gov-

ernment facility. Although Mason’s analysis of José as an “experiencing

subject” shows his familiarity with the literature of subjectivity and iden-

tity, he fails to acknowledge that josé’s experiences are not unique to

Santeria practitioners—many people must negotiate a similar list of

roles and responsibilities. In the same chapter, however, a mere two pages

are used to describe and analyze a possession event in which another

“experiencing subject” is taken over and controlled by a non-material

being. Rather than analyzing the negotiation required by this specifically

Santeria experience, Mason glosses over it and focuses instead on his

own response to the event and the negotiations he makes as ethnogra-

pher and “inquisitive gringo” (p. 51).

While he acknowledges his responsibilities to Santeria practitioners

who comprise one of the audiences of his book, his extended analysis of

the asiento or priestly initiation provides more detail of this most

sacred/secret ceremony than many Santeria initiates would support.

Although this book disappointed me as the promise shown in the

early chapters went unfulfilled, as a member of the next generation of

Santeria scholars/practitioners, Mason has written an engaging book. I

would expect other scholars of African-based religions to be especially

interested in the ritual details provided.

Mary Ann Clark, Rice University

Free Love in Utopia: John Humphrey Noyes and the Origins of the Oneida Com-

munity. Compiled by George Wallingford Noyes; edited with an intro-

duction by Lawrence Foster. University of Illinois Press, 2001. $39.95

cloth.

Communitarian scholar Lawrence Foster, well known for his work on

sexuality among nineteenth-century Oneidans, Shakers, and Mormons,

has done scholars an important service by editing and publishing

George Wallingford Noyes’ documentary history of the early years
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(1847-1852) of the Oneida community. Because the Oneida Community,

Ltd. destroyed most of the community documents in 1947 out of con-

cern for the descendants’ embarrassment, G. W. Noyes’ manuscript—

based on Oneidans’ letters, diaries, and other documents as well as

excerpts from community newspapers—is a crucial key to understand-

ing the development of his uncle John Humphrey Noyes’ religious and

social experimentation with “complex marriage.”

Foster’s primary concern, shared by many scholars of new religious

movements, is with howJ. H. Noyes and his followers “made the difficult

transition to such an unorthodox system of communal and sexual rela-

tions” and with “the process of transition and institutionalization” of this

system during Oneida’s formative years (p. x). The Noyes manuscript

sheds considerable light on the practical day-to-day difficulties attending

the establishment of a communitarian experiment based on complex

marriage: turbulent personal relationships, struggles over authority,

relations among the several communities under Noyes’ spiritual lead-

ership, instances of insubordination and desertion, socialization of chil-

dren, deaths of key figures, and relations with often disapproving out-

siders and the “world.” Foster suggests that early history of the Oneida

community—the most successful of the communitarian ventures begun

in antebellum America—was in fact in a continual state of tension and

“crisis” (p. xil) most strongly manifest in a temporary abandonment of

complex marriage from March to August of 1852.

Foster also attempts to guide the reader by identifying ten major

themes: personal loyalty to Noyes, Noyes’ perfectionist beliefs, Noyes’

sexual control over the community, early legal challenges, daily life at

Oneida, Noyes’ relationship with Mary Cragin, lawsuits brought against

the community by the Hubbard family (regarding the use of corporal

discipline), internal tensions, the supervision of complex marriage, and

the crucial administrative role of John R. Miller, whose death in 1854

prompted a contraction of Noyes’ experiment to two communities and

marks the end of the manuscript.

In examining the inner life of the Oneida community, Foster (and

Noyes) adds to a growing body of recent literature that explores other

new religious and communitarian movements of the nineteenth cen-

tury. Foster further enhances the book’s value by appending or insert-

ing short biographies of the major figures in Oneida’s early history, a

collection of photos and illustrations, the complete text of the mani-

festos announcing the suspension and resumption of complex mar-

riage (G. W. Noyes had included capsule or incomplete versions), and,

above all, the entire First Annual Report of the Oneida Association (1849).

Foster’s emphasis on “transition” and “process” points the way for

scholars interested in the challenges facing religious innovators. One

might either welcome or regret the absence of a more extended inter-

pretive commentary, but Noyes’ text with Foster’s suggestive signposts
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will undoubtedly prove highly useful to anyone seeking to understand

new religious and communitarian movements.

Bret E. Carroll, California State University, Stanislaus

Star Trek and Sacred Ground: Explorations of Star Trek, Religion, and Ameri-

can Culture. Edited by Jennifer E. Porter and Darcee L. McLaren. State

University of New York Press. Paper, 1999. 316 Pages. Paper $20.95.

“Who is Captain Picard?” I asked my students some years back, not

expecting the firestorm of incredulity that roared my way. “How can you

live on this planet and not know,” the best and brightest remarked.

“Besides,” she said, “it’s stuff you'll like.” She was right. I began to duti-

fully watch (and to habitually split my infinitives after hearing Captain

Picard intone hundreds of times that it was his mission to boldly go

where no one had gone before) the whole set of Star Trek: The Next

Generation (TNG to the faithful) programs. To me, the most memorable

moment in all these stories was when Captain Picard found himself in

a showdown with an alien demanding the captain’s surrender. Picard,

played with comic gravitas by British actor Patrick Stewart, stared into

the alien’s pitiless eyes and intoned: “That’ll be the day.” It was a jarring

remark, inconsistent with Stewart’s sagely persona but absolutely right

for the collective personality with which the various 7Treks have experi-

mented. “Where,” I thought, “have I heard that line before, delivered in

an unmistakably American way?” The answer came a few months ago

when I reviewed John Ford’s film, The Searchers. John Wayne, as the

indomitable Ethan Edwards, relentlessly searching for a white girl

abducted by Indians, though Hell itself should devour him, used the

phrase as his signature line. The Star Trek writer(s), I'm convinced,

intended for us to connect the virtuous Picard with the pathologically

dutiful Wayne, exposing, at the very heart of the Star Trek religion, that

inimitably disciplined and self-reliant outsider who relies on his wits

and good old American know-how to make things right. It became clear

to me at that moment that Star Trek, for all its dealings with extraterres-

trial beings and their myriad religions, is at base a secular myth, deeply

skeptical of powers that seek to usurp individual reason and common

sense.

It was with great pleasure, therefore, that I read the collection of

essays entitled Star Trek and Sacred Ground: Explorations of Star Trek,

Religion and American Culture. The dozen essays reprinted here largely

confirm my suspicion that the Star Trek religion is essentially secular and

peculiarly American. The first essay by Anne Mackenzie Pearson shows

how the early 7Trek shows were micro-managed by creator Gene

Roddenberry, who condemned organized religion for “offering its

adherents ready-made answers and claims to exclusive truth bolstered by
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a religious hierarchy wrapped in symbols of its own authority.” The best

essay in the collection, “Biblical Interpretation in the Star Trek Universe,”

by Jeffrey Scott Lamp, lists a series of tenets, that underlie the Star Trek

series. The tenets, in effect, argue that Star Trek: (a) is secular and mate-

rialistic; (b) is optimistic; (¢) understands deity to be a matter of relative

superiority; (d) views the supernatural as natural; and (e) is religiously

pluralistic. While other essays argue that Star Tiek is basically Christian

in its emphasis on themes of suffering, sacrifice, and redemption, their

cases are simply not as compelling as those who side with Lamp in think-

ing that religion in Star Trek is at heart anti-religious, or to putit less con-

tradictorily, religion in the future must be secular, in the sense, say, that

Zen Buddhism is secular.

The editors divide the essays into three parts: (I) Religion in Star Trek;

(IT) Religious and Mythic Themes; and (III) Religion and Ritual in

Fandom. Overall, this is a fascinating and helpful collection of essays for

those who are drawn to the religious implications of the Star Trek series.

Michael Sexson, Montana State University

Children of the New Age: A History of Spiritual Practices. By Steven Sutcliffe.

Routledge. 2003. 267 Pages. Paper $19.95.

New Age and Globalization. Edited by Mikael Rothstein. Aarhus University

Press. 2002. 180 Pages. Paper $23.00.

The growth of “New Age studies” was recently marked by the first

United Kingdom conference devoted to mapping out the field’s dimen-

sions, definitions, and subject matter. Held at the Open University in

Milton Keynes, England, in May 2003, the conference underlined the

field’s paradoxical nature: on the one hand, the term “New Age” has

come to stand for such a diverse variety of phenomena its meaning has

lost any coherence; on the other, many of those practitioners who self-

identified with the term in the 1970s and 1980s have gone on to reject

or simply drop it in favor of other identifiers. From being a largely emic

term, “New Age” has thus become, for the most part, an etic one, with

emic usages continuing more among critics and observers than among

supposed “New Agers” themselves.

This paradox is given a critical examination in Steven Sutcliffe’s

impressive and ambitious Children of the New Age: A History of Spiritual

Practices. Presenting itself as “an historical ethnography of ‘New Age’

spirituality in Anglo-American culture between the 1930s and the

1990s,” the book’s historical depth marks it as different from most work

written on the topic. Through a deft combination of archival research,

rigorous sociological theorizing, and self-reflexive ethnography with a

keen eye for everyday cultural detail, Children of the New Age sets out what

124



Book Reviews

amounts to a Foucauldian-style genealogy of “New Age” aiming to

‘reconfigure ‘New Age’ studies from the ground up,” a task which it

accomplishes surprisingly successfully.

Sutcliffe’s argument, in a nutshell, is that “New Age” cannot properly

be called a “movement” or a “network,” as it lacks some of the key char-

acteristics proper to either. Rather, the term has denoted a series of con-

tingent collectivities, serving initially as a discursive “emblem” for an

array of supernaturalistic millennial movements and later as an “idiom”

of a this-worldly spiritual humanism. Sutcliffe locates the transitional

watershed for the hermeneutical shift from “emblem” to “idiom” in the

late 1960s and early 1970s, as the more puritanical and otherworldly

pursuits of the Alice Bailey groups, the early Findhorn colony, and oth-

ers, gave way to a more diffuse orientation emphasizing emotional

expressivity, hedonism, and self-realization in the here and now. The

book’s early chapters provide a fascinating and much needed “exhu-

mation” of key early episodes in New Age discourse, including socio-

logically contextualized overviews of the early Alice Bailey groups (the

Arcane School, Lucis Trust, World Goodwill, Triangles), and of a loose

network of post-Theosophical, nuclear-age “seekers” and “small groups”

centered around such personalities as Sheena Govan, Peter Caddy,

Liebie Pugh, Anthony Brooke, Wellesley Tudor Pole, and Sir George

Trevelyan. With its dominant image of an impending “New Age,”

Bailey’s eschatological Theosophy provided the other groups and later

seekers with “an esotericism that was both satisfyingly modern (demon-

strating a sophisticated secular awareness) and yet existentially compre-

hensive: subjectively rich, and simultaneously vast, bureaucratic and

‘planned’ down to the last detail” (pp. 53-54, italics in original).

Interestingly, where scholarly presentations of New Age have frequently

de-emphasized the Theosophical and Baileyan roots of New Age dis-

course (e.g., Paul Heelas, The New Age Movement, 1996, and Wouter J.

Hanegraaff, New Age Religion and Western. Culture, 1996), and non-schol-

arly perspectives, notably Christian apologetic critiques of the “New Age

Movement,” have overemphasized these for their own purposes,

Sutcliffe’s “reconfiguration” manages to locate them as historically

central and, yet, as since superseded in latter-day New Age discourse.

The second half of the book takes up what happened once “the

‘New Age’ emblem was passed—Ilike a relay baton—from subcultural

pioneers to countercultural baby boomers” (p. 112). The countercul-

ture, Sutcliffe argues, was not the “incubus” of the New Age movement,

as some would have it. Rather, it “serendipitously incorporated the

expression ‘New Age’ into an already variegated agenda” (p. 107). And

since the 1970s, with the selective diffusion of countercultural values and

ideas, New Age discourse has become more and more a part of main-

stream or popular culture. Chapters 6 through 8 feature participant-

observer ethnographies of an early 1990s Alice Bailey meditation group,

12b



Nova Religio

“Experience Week” at Findhorn, and various workshops and fairs in

holistic health networks in England and Scotland, with Sutcliffe’s role as

participant unexpectedly deepening at certain moments, though with-

out ever fully “going native.” The Findhorn chapter is especially useful

in making Sutcliffe’s case for a hermeneutic shift of the term “New Age”

“from circumscribed emblem to promiscuous idiom” (p. 173). The

ethnographic vignettes of chapter 8, on the other hand, add little to the

overall argument, but provide enough ofa flavor of the sample-and-mix

style of “spiritual bricolage” that had become “the staple strategy of

spiritual seekers” by the 1980s and 1990s (p. 111).

In the end, Sutcliffe succeeds at undermining, as he sees it, the

“unity and homogeneity of what has been passed off as the ‘New Age

movement,’” and at recovering a dynamic and “overlapping series” of

social milieus (p. 4) which have animated New Age discourse. At this

point in time, of course, “New Age” has become a catch-all label whose

value “may rise and fall in the spiritual stock market,” its recent decline

not necessarily indicative of its futures (p. 123). The book’s achievement

is therefore to take the focus away from questions of identifying “New

Age,” its boundaries and differences from related movements (chan-

neling, Neopaganism, and so on), and to re-situate it within a larger,

growing and vibrant culture of “spiritual seekership” within which the

term itselfis simply one among many possible identifiers. Itis ironic that

where other accounts may construct a unified “New Age movement,”

Sutcliffe’s deconstructive genealogy manages to give the non-movement

a historical specificity, continuity, and ethnographic continuity other

scholarly accounts have lacked. One could argue, however—and Sutcliffe

admits as much—that this is only one possible history, an Anglo-Scottish

one, and that a reading focused on other places (such as California or

France) could equally single out the centrality of other key figures (e.g.,

Fritz Perls and Esalen, Gurdjieff, Steiner, Jung, and others). Its conclu-

sions should therefore be only cautiously extended to New Age religion/

spirituality as a more global phenomenon.

What remains in the background of Sutcliffe’s study—the parallel

growth in other countries and the international dissemination of New

Age ideas and practices—comes into greater focus in New Age and

Globalization, a collection of papers from a 1999 conference in

Copenhagen sponsored by the Danish-based Research Network on New

Religions (RENNER). Of the nine authors represented here, seven hail

from northern Europe (two each from Denmark, Norway, and the

Netherlands, and one from Sweden), with one each from Italy and the

United States. The book’s “globality” thus remains limited, but, for

North American scholars, it represents a welcome window on the

European reception of New Age ideas and on at least some of the cross-

border and trans-continental flows making up the international New

Age “movement” (if that is what it is).
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The book is divided into two parts, with the latter, “Particular Cases,”

fleshing out and complementing the “General Perspectives” of the for-

mer. Both, however, present a patchy set of offerings, and the collection

would have benefited from a more global overview of the growing lit-

eratures on globalization and religion, on the one hand, and on the

sociology and anthropology of New Age culture on the other. In its

absence, the book is best read as a set of interwoven themes, of which

the most prominent is the nature of the relationship between the

transnationalizing “West” and “the rest”—a theme introduced in the

book’s opening chapter by influential historian Wouter Hanegraaff,

who sets the stage with a series of warnings for scholars setting out to

study the global dimensions of New Age religion. The first of these is

that scholars must begin with a clear definition of what they mean by the

term “New Age,” and the rest of thein follow from his own somewhat

original definition. For Hanegraaff, New Age religion is essentially a

Western phenomenon that appropriates from the non-West for its own

form of “culture criticism.” Rejecting dualism and materialist-reduc-

tionism, New Age religion expresses this criticism “in terms of a secu-

larized esotericism” (p. 21). Hanegraaff sees the globalist agenda under-

lying New Age thought—its vision of the “globalization of spirituality”

and a global transformation of consciousness—as representing a form

of “spiritual imperialism” no different from the forms of Western

thought it critiques (p. 23). He therefore urges scholars to be particu-

larly sensitive to the dynamics of ethnocentrism, not only among the

New Age subjects of their studies, but in their own choice of categories

and frameworks. This means avoiding “ethnocentric theories of ‘magic,’

‘the occult,” ‘animism’ etc.”” as well as universalist presumptions about

human nature and “beliefs about human unity.” Rather, scholars should

opt for a cultural relativism that, even if its truth cannot be proven, is

preferable for pragmatic reasons to any theory that presumes a meta-

physical authority for itself. Sounding rather like a sermonizing post-

structuralist, Hanegraaff cautions that “the call for unity cannot but

lead to totalitarianism; world unity according to Western models will

take the form of imperialism; and the beliefin a global unity that hon-

ors diversity is a pious dream incompatible with the basic idea itself.”

And yet, one wonders if this may not be an ethnocentric perspective

itself, one derived from a Westerner’s aversion to the products of his own

culture, but which may or may not accurately reflect non-Western ver-

sions of New Age religion.

Several contributions fruitfully engage with extant sociological the-

ories of globalization. Liselotte Frisk draws on sociologist Peter Beyer to

argue that New Age is one of a series of possible responses to the rela-

tivization that accompanies globalization processes—specifically, a liberal

response, one that leads not to the death of God (as does atheistic mod-

ernism), nor to the reassertion of the devil (as does conservative religion,
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with its reassertion of traditional categories of good/evil and inclu-

sion/exclusion), but simply to the death of the devil. Following from

Irving Hexham and Karla Poewe (New Religions as Global Cultures, 1997),

Frisk questions the extent to which New Age in fact practices the inclu-

siveness and tolerance it preaches, but she provides little evidence either

way. Applying Anthony Giddens’ notion of “disembedding,” Olav

Hammer argues that New Age practices constitute a “structurally radi-

cal” form of disembedding, in which bits and pieces of an increasingly

global array of traditions are taken out of their original contexts and

fln‘ough an “incessant bricolage” are “re-embedded in a modern,
Western esoteric religious setting” (p. 56). Terms from wildly divergent

traditions are “synonimized,” and “emic historiographies” are created in

which exotic terminology gives an air of authenticity, the provenance of

which the reader or student has little ability to judge.

Invoking the notion of “globalization,” Massimo Introvigne examines

the situation that followed in the wake ofa perception, in early- to mid-

1990s Italy, that the New Age had failed in its utopian goals. In response,

some New Agers (his term) adopted the English term “Next Age” as a

way of distancing themselves from the millennialist expectation of “New

Age,” and the former term came to stand for a privatized and individu-

alized concern for enlightenment, that is, precisely the kind of “self-

spirituality” that other commentators have ascribed to the whole New

Age movement (see Heelas, The New Age Movement, 1996), and a shift

that seems analogous to Sutclitfe’s hermeneutic change of the early

1970s. Introvigne suggests that while catastrophic millennialists have

shown difficulty in coping with the empirical disconfirmation of their

expectations “when prophecy fails,” empirical disconfirmation for pro-

gressive millenarians (i.e., New Agers) seems simply to lead to the priva-

tization of their values.

The chapters by Lisbeth Mikaelsson and Karen Lisa Goldschmidt

Salamon place this kind of shift into the context of transnational capi-

talism. Mikaelsson describes the growth of “prosperity consciousness”TM—

the “cosmic vision of abundance” within corporate managerial dis-

course, in which New Age values combine with capitalism to legitimize

individual consumption and desire, and in which money takes on the

aura of a “cosmic-personal symbol for a global, post-industrial world”

(p- 107). Salamon similarly examines the application of spiritual values

in corporate business contexts. Both of these developments have

occurred in the midst of what Salamon argues is the emergence of a

postmodern “global-ism,” the ideological position of transnational elites

who see the global situation as presenting “opportunities for the indi-

vidual to gain self-knowledge, greater consciousness of existence and

greater opportunities for living out dreams and potentials” (p. 162).

Globality, in this sense, is “a condition of removed obstacles” (p.- 162)

and differs from modernist universalism in its lack of a social program.
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These chapters demonstrate not only that New Age spirituality has, in

some of its forms, become what Heelas (1996) termed “self-spirituality,”

but that, in fact, it has become part of the ideology of neoliberal global

capitalism, a global “instant identity” (p. 168) for the privileged.

In the book’s most fully fleshed case study,J]. Gordon Melton charts

the slow spread of Reiki healing from 1920s Japan to Hawaii and North

America, followed by its much more explosive global dissemination,

hybridization, and transformation since 1989. A single decision by

American Reiki instructor William Rand—the decision to offer the mas-

ter’s training for $600 in place of the several thousand it required

previously—apparently altered the history of Reiki. In its wake, “the

New Age supplied a ready-made community of believers who already

accepted the basic teaching upon which Reiki was built”TM—the belief in

life energy, healing through touch, and so on—"and hence a network

from which an initial clientele could be recruited” (p. 91) and which

could subsequently facilitate its transfer to other countries. (Melton’s

account would seem ripe for an actor-network analysis.) In contrast to

such a multi-leveled approach, Mikael Rothstein’s examination of the

UFO myth as a collective cognitive representation appears rather one-

dimensional, if suggestive. Rothstein argues the UFO image has spread

far and wide due to its flexibility and openness to interpretation, and to

its combination of ordinary intuitive ontologies (e.g., the possibility of

life on other worlds) with attention-demanding, counter-intuitive elements

(the unexplainable movements and effects of UFOs). Globalization, in

this account, becomes the process by which potent cultural representa-

tions are communicated and distributed (and, in the process, trans-

formed) across the world.

In these as in other chapters, “globalization” remains no better

defined than “New Age,” though a series of overlapping definitions is

hazarded at different points, only to dissipate by the next chapter.

Hanegraaff’s definition is useful in its precision, but the case studies in

this volume, no less than Steven Sutcliffe’s more exhaustive study,

demonstrate, if anything, that an etic definition of “New Age” will always

remain elusive as long as the term’s usages and currencies continue to

fluctuate and evolve. Sutcliffe provides an excellent example of the kind

of theoretically sophisticated and ethnographically rich study of a par-

ticular “New Age culture” that would be worth emulating in other con-

texts. As such, it is worthy of the highest recommendation to budding

scholars of “New Age studies.”

Adrian Ivakhiv, University of Vermont

129



Article Contributors

EILEEN BARKER, Department of Sociology, London School of Economics,

Houghton Street, London WC2A 2AE, England. Email: E.Barker@Ilse.

ac.uk

Lort G. BEAMAN, Department of Sociology and Anthropology,

Concordia University, LB 681, 1455 de Maisonneuve Boulevard W.,

Montreal, Quebec, H3G 1M8, Canada. Email: beaman@alcor.concor-

dia.ca

MARTHA BRADLEY, Graduate School of Architecture, University of Utah,

375 South 1530 East, Room 235, Salt Lake City, Utah 84112-0370. Email:

bradley@arch.utah.edu

DANIEL METRAUX, Department of Asian Studies, Mary Baldwin College,

Staunton Virginia 24401. Email: dmetraux@mbc.edu

J. GorpoN MELTON, Institute for the Study of American Religion, Box

90709, Santa Barbara, CA 93190-0709. Email: jgordon@linkline.com

SARAH MCFARLAND TAYLOR, Department of Religion, 1860 Campus

Drive, Northwestern University, Evanston, IL 60208. Email:

Sarah@northwestern.edu

130


