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in detail the incentives cults provide those who join them, as well as the mo-
tives of converts and those of cult leaders. This theory of incentivi 1s based
on the premise that human beings respond to incentives others offer them only
if they provide them with satisfactions that are otherwise insufficient or lack-

ing in their lives (Levine, 1980).

Why Youth T~i» Mlts

Religlous cults attract members with several strongly appealing incentives.
First, cult leaders are individuals with authoritative, charismatic personali-
tles who exude, if for some with reserve and indirection, a determined and un-
shakable conviction in themselves and thelr religious views. They serve as
authority figures with whom thelr converts identify and thelr views and pro-
nt cements are presented as infallible. Next, each cult leader clal: that
only the religlous views hé espouses are true, as well as be! the ideal and
practical means of resolving the problems afflicting the world and those who
join cults. The doctrinaire character of thelr statements provides converts
with a ‘clear sense of meaning, direction, and purpose for thelr minds and lives,
thus dispelling the conf* “on, uncertainty, and self-doubt that are characteristic
of many of them prior to thelr conversion.

Third, cults impose specific, demanding, and often ascetic and puritannical
rules and regulations that govern most of the major aspects of converts' daily
lives (e.g., the observation of religlous rituals, diets, personal appearance,

sexual codes, prohibiting drug use, etc.). Cultists perceive the religious

role in it, and welcome the inflexible standards as concrete guldes for their

personal, inter-personal, and social behavior. Both provide them with an al-

ternative of substance to the anomic culture that so bewlilders them. Finally,
u ) .1 1 ongoli 1 . . with 1 oad

of thelr age--companionship and the feeling of being speclal, appreciated, and

worthy. Thelr new-found companions also give them a sense of elation by thelr
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having joined an elect _.w having a special mission to bring their religious
truth to otl! . Furthermore, these new friends assure the novitates of the
correctness and wisdom of thelr having converted.

The more telling significance of these incentives--an adult authority
figure with whom to identify and upon whom one becomes dependent; an absolute,
1¢ 1is'" > be”" :f that answers : " one's questions and thereby reassures and
comfc s him; a set of rules and regt” "lons explicitly stating what one must
and must not do and that are imposed on himj; and being with others who care
about and for one--are both appropriate for and needed by children because of
their limited psycho-social and physiologlical development. That is, such con-
ditions are indispensable i1n meeting thelr age-approrplate needs. However, |
they are © st of all appropriate for youth a ° young adults, espeecia" r' en
met by anonymous adults. Those most apt to respond to these incentives do so
because they have unresolved dependency needs stemming from thelr childhood.
Put otherwise, by responding to these incentives they substitute these depend-
ency needs for the dependency relationships which are characteristic of cult
life. While most cult converts appear to be ~ #n to these incentives, add
tional reasons for thelr converting suggest differentiating them into three
categories--the "Emotlonally Distressed,"” the "Idealists,” and the "Intellect-
uals.” Although the differences suggested by these categories may be more ap-

parent than real, they do éxist and may have heuristic value.
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converts. However, those undertaken by Galanter and Buckley (1978) and Galan-
ter, et al. (1979), produced interesting data that cast light on the psycho-

logical status of cult members. For example, Galanter and Buckley (1978) re-

ported that among the members of the Divine Light Mission (DIM) w 1 they
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cults neither provide this service for those of their members needing it nor
send them home. The fate of "burnouts," those who suffer emotional breakdowns,
remains unknown. Cult life, then, is a way station for those of the Emotionally
=*stre: d who leave it, and very likely intensifies and exacerbates thelr
emotional disturbances by placing them in passive-submissive roles and expos-
ing them to excessive demands to work and obey, as well as by denying them
adequate nutrition and rest. Such experiences throw into question the self-

acclaimed benevolence of cults.

Tha Tdealiectg

For reasons too complex to discuss here, individuals with emotional dis-
turbances seldom have good relationships with their parents. Lest it be
thought that all who join cults have emotional problems and are emotionally
distant from tt * » parents, it 1s important to realize that n  ™Mers of converts
have enjoyed satisfylng relationships with thelr parents and do not exhibit
symptoms of emotional distress prior to thelr conversion. This population of
cultists would appear to provide unequivocal evidence for those who contend
that thelr conversion is the result of reasoned, independent choice--and that
the First Amendment's guarantee of the individi “'s freed: +to choose and
worship the religlous falth of his swference is the cruclal issue to be
considered by those, such as myself, who view the proliferation of religious
cults and their still growing membership as ominous signs of our times.

These converts are bright, idealistic young people who have a compassion-

te concern r the w ~~ ‘belng of tr wn- mamnd ne ly. They s re a

genuine and deeply held interest in finding ways to help them and to improve
the quality of life throughout the world. Articulate inheritors of a liberal-
intellectual tradition who possess an admirable social conscience, they ap-
parently join cults because they believe them honestly to be committed to the

bette__.2ant of h___.in beli_ and society. The Idealists are more apt to join
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a new, Indian name, to become vegetarians, to observe daily religlous rituals
that are physically and emotionally demanding, to abstain from sex if unmarried,
and, for some, to wear non-Western clothing. Furthermore, both men and women
adopt largely traditional roles, with the latter caring for children, the home,
and preparing meals. In one such cult women are forbidden to read thelr re-
ligious scriptures but must learn them by listening to their husbands read them.
Certain religious emphases differ considerably from those assoclated with Ju-
daism and Christianity, further evidencing the change in perspective Eastern
cult converts undergo. Radha Soami-Beas states that "Meditation is, in fact,

's real work, for which our benign Creator has bestowed this preci: h n
body on us”; and the Health, Happiness, and Holiness Organization's brochure
appeals to prospective converts with the phrase, "The Encounter of T 3 and
Space Where the Spirit Meets With Grace."

To transform one's identity by accepting a new belief system, whether by
persuasion, indoctrination, or voluntarily, can only mean that one is ext: ely
dissatisfied with or lacks an adequately satisfylng identity--or : evalled
upon to believe this. It can be sald of such persons that they have inadequate
egos, © ideals, and superegos. The formation of a sound, satisfying personal
identity is largely dependent upon competent parenting and the inculcation of
basic values for the purpose of developing effective self controls and, partly
through thelr use, self-assurance. For those Intellect “s who  identities
are transformed upon conversion to Eastern cults, it is very likely that their

1
a pretext, 1f unconscious, for thelr wish to resolve other personality problems.
Put otherwise, it 1s conceivable that the Intellectuals might accept their
cults' religious views yet change nothing else about thelr lives, least of all

tt .r names and outward appearance, were their identiti: und.
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well-being and fulfillment of the individual, encouraging hls use of reason,
respecting and supporting his independence of thought and action, and a compan-
ion concern for the welfare of the family and soclety. Cult leaders' actions
belie thelir facade of spirituality, for they have drawn off and placed in sub-
servience some of the best and brightest of our young people the loss of whose
contributions to soclety is an enormous cost to all of us. And there is ample
evidence that many unscrupulously induce converts t; use devious and morally
reprehensible meai 1in their fund- Llsing, proselytizing, and other relation-
ships with the public. Moreover, it is scarcely a coincidence that cult leaders
have studiously avolded publicly addressing the issues of the day--the :=ter-
loration of moral standards, the pervasiveness of sex and violence in the mass
media, the collapse of the nuclear family, the growing rates of drug use and
delinquency and crime, the plight of the poor, racism, environmental pollution,
the needs of the elderly, and other pressing problems.

Cultists are "true bellevers" who are given a false sense of self-suffic-~
lency and whose identities and sense of well-belng are contingent upon thelr
accepting the status of passive-submissive followers of those who derive grati-
fication from thelr subservience. This may be the ultimate_moral degradation
for thelr conversion costs them théir individuality, thelr unique sense of
personal identity. As Hendin (1975) wrote, confusion about identity, about
who or what one is, 1s a phenomenon increasingly common to this age.

o+ « at root /At i§7 a confusion about what you feel about
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simply limiting one's options.
And Martin Marty's (1976) observation that " . . . the vast majority of human
belngs use religion as a means of establishing identity, connecting behavior

wl- belle to ov come the unsettling and corr .ve ¢ :cts of plur:_ism" is
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| r 17 3 r ¢ "“ists. The subordination or tence of s "~ in
their quest for identity = ; been pointed up by Cox (1977) in his comments
about members of Eastern cults which are equally applicable to those of
Christian cults. He sald that thelr remarks revealed that they longed for
"an authority so unquestionatle and total that they would not have to: e
hard decisions or chew through cholces of thelr own,” adding the followling
about the escaplst emphasis in their lives.

At first, converts to these movements often seem to find a
new kind of innocence. They are'blissed out' with their hassle-
free life. The emphasis many of these groups place on the inner
life, plus their relegation of secular soclety to an inferior
form of reality,  ns that adhering to thelr teachings will re-
move the uncomfortable tensions of school, work, and home. Since
money, power, and, in me cases, even the capacity to make
cholces are viewed as 1llusory or insignificant, the causes of
most politic al tussles disappear. . . « I am troubled by the
pursuit of an absolute religlous and moral authority that will
relieve the discomfort /and responsibility/ for m (ng such de-
cislions.

That such vast numbers of young people have jolned cults out of the be-
lief that thelr new religions will provide them with the belief, structure,
happiness, and identity that are lacking 1n their lives is disconcerti .
Many, certalnly those most deeply involved in cults, have at’” :ated the re-
sponsibility for managing their minds and lives rather than having searched
for more realistic and effective means of coping with thelr dissatisfactions
and problems. Signs such as these bring to mind Erich Fromm's (1941) insight-
ful comment on the human condition four decades ago.

Modern man . . . has become free from the external bonds that
TO anonymous autnoritiles ana adopts a sSellI Tnat 1S 0T nNis.

During the late 1960s and early 1970s, many young people joined rural

communes, consumed by a thirst for freedom so unqualified and unlimited that

it amounted to a den! | of alm¢ . every kind of straint. Religious cul
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a re .lve consensus, svails about what constltutes a mean-
inful life, and where, presumably, many people will have found
no answer to the question of meaning at all.

This question is belng answered for many young people by cult leaders in ways
that are manifestly deleterious to their well-being, a trend that should be
given high priority on our agenda of major >clal concerns.
In a soclety in which it has become increasingly difficult for middle

and upper-middle class adolescents and youth to attain healthy emotional de-
velopment (as is attested to by thelr rising rates of character d: >rders and
defects and acting-out behavior), it is more necessary than ever to ascertain
the ways in which an anomic culture, social fragmentation, the ert .on of the
family, and personality weaknesses and disturbances give rise to those condi-
tions in which authoritarian personalities prosper. Cult leaders have already
sacrificed the well-being of far too many young people by disguising thelr am-

bitlons in the cloak of religion.
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