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Despite claims to the contrary on RateMyProfessors.com this class is not the easiest class at the University at Albany. Nor is it—despite claims to the contrary again at RateMyProfessors.com—the most difficult class at the University. It is a class—here critics at RateMyProfessor.com do have it right— that requires a great deal of writing.

There are two parts to this class—the online component and the inclass component. The two are related though sometimes more subtly than you may be used to. You need to explore the online material carefully.

I do not give tests multiple choice or essay. I don’t like them and frankly I don’t think they measure much in the way of what I would regard as useful knowledge. I prefer to assign journals if for no other reason than I get to know each of you better through your journals. Writing journals, of course, requires a good deal of writing. I recommend that you write a journal after every class meeting, after you read anything for this class, and after you view or listen to anything for this class. I am looking for quality in these journal entries not a particular number of pages. Since many students are uncomfortable with ambiguity let me give you a few numbers. Journal length has historically varied from around 30 to over 100 pages for the term. Have I ever given A’s to the 30 page journal? On very rare occasions. Have 100 plus page journals ever gotten below a B? Not that I am aware of. You do the math. I would suggest you stop the preemptive bitching and moaning, look at the criteria you have to meet, and write. 

Journals should not simply be full of “I think” or “I feel statements” They should be analytical, systematic, and empirical. Thinking and feeling, in other words, are fine if they are grounded in systematic empirical analysis.

Now for potential upsides. If you make an effort to write four pages or so per class—something I don’t think, by the way, that is that hard to do—you will likely get a good grade in this class. 

Again let me reiterate that you should do these journals after reading the online text lectures, after reading our books, after watching or listening to our viewings and listenings, and after each class. On the basis of past history in my classes I can predict that few of you will actually do this, however. Most of you will wait to the last minute (a few days before the journals are due to write them). I can also predict that you will bitch and moan about this. I can finally predict what my response will be to your bitching and moaning—you should have taken my advice.

Here is what I don’t want you to do in your journals. I prefer that you not regurgitate information from the books, lectures, or discussions, though you can do this if it is easier for you. I want you to use them to debate aspects of this class.  I want you to use them to debate things we talk about or read about in class. I want you to use them to argue with me if you think my interpretations of history are wrong. I want you to use them to let me know that you are doing the reading and reading the three links you are required to read for this class.

The only other assignment for this class is a presentation or paper. You will need to decide within two weeks of when class begins what you are going to present to the class or write about for this class You can find more information about both of these by going to the syllabus.

Let me close this discussion by saying that if you prefer passive lectures to critical thinking and discussion, this class is not for you. If you prefer to sweep historiographical and theoretical issues under the rug or prefer not to engage them at all, this class is not for you. If you think there is no such thing as culture history, this class is not for you. If you do not want to engage primary source materials and try to place them in their historical contexts, this class is not for you. If you think that college is an extension of high school with its theoretical naivete and lack of critical engagement, this class is not for you. If you think that you shouldn't have to read or write in college, this class is not for you. If any of these things are not for you I advise you to drop this class. There are probably alternatives out there that would better meet your “needs”.
Moving on to more of the substance of this class let me note that History, Media Studies, and Journalism are not, in my perhaps not so humble opinion, hard or positivistic sciences (though we can get them closer to or further away from “hard science”). That doesn’t mean that there aren’t facts, however. John F. Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas, Texas on 22 November 1963. Not every analyst agrees on why Kennedy was assassinated—did a lone gunman do it? Were there several shooters? Was Lee Harvey Oswald a patsy? Nor do all analysts agree on the reasons for the assassination of Kennedy—was Castro paying back Kennedy for the CIA attempts to assassinate him? Was it the mafia who assassinated JFK? Was the CIA behind the assassination attempt? Is there any unquestionably right answer here?

History, Media Studies, and Journalism then are interpretive disciplines, perhaps even art forms. Historians have long disagreed with each other about the stuff of history. And historians have long been impacted by their own social and cultural contexts both of which influence how they read or interpret history. I tend to read history through the prism of my cynicism and anti-utopianism. If you are looking for the Pollyanna, everything is going to be alright, we are heading toward a bright future, I am not your man. I am not a neo-liberal or neo-capitalist or a Leninist utopian. I tend to see history in negative hues emphasizing human depravity, to use a religiously tinged term that is somewhat out of fashion these days. If I wanted to phrase this in more secular terms I would say, I see humans as fallible. When I look at history I see wars, abuse, patriarchalisms, misogynies, rapes, brutalities, destructions, inhumanities, and, well you get the point. One of my critics at RateMyProfessors recognized this and was apparently appalled by it. To each his or her own. I do see some of the good things humans have done as well. A human gave us one of the great artistic achievements in media history, Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Humans are, after all, angels and demons to use that religiously tinged terminology again.

You don’t have to agree with my perspective. Feel free to believe that capitalism is slowly but surely bringing about heaven on earth. If you are going to argue against my perspectives, however, I expect you to ground your criticisms on the best available evidence and to debate with me not ignore what I said or wrote. 

One more thing about doing history, history always involves selectivity. Neither I nor anyone else can tell you everything—and history is about everything from sports to fashion to the everyday lives of human beings to the TV programmes we watch—about everything. Neither I nor anyone else can tell you everything that happened during every single minute of every single day during every single year. 

Finally, there are two issues that my “reviewers” on RateMyProfessors bring up that I want to address because I find them, to put it bluntly, rather “bizarre”. Let me explain why.

One of my “reviewers” claims that I will insult you if I don’t agree with you. Not true. One of these individual who I “insulted” had the audacity to claim that he hated Buffy the Vampire Slayer though he had never seen it (this reminds me of a young woman who I once met and had a discussion with who claimed to hate Coen Brothers films but had never seen one). Another “reviewer” claimed I wasn’t sensitive to his/her views. There might be some truth to this latter since I do not take fully seriously feelings that aren’t backed up with empirical data. I suspect that this student is upset about my reaction to his/her take on college towns, specifically that they are any town (Albany, New York City, LA, Boston, Louisville, Iowa City, Bloomington, Indiana, Ithaca) that has a college in it. Such a position is, of course, meaningless. (and meaningless categorizations are not what the humanities and social sciences are all about). Anyone who has ever been in Ithaca knows that there is a difference between Ithaca and Albany. Ithaca is a college town. Cornell University dominates the city economically (Cornell employes one out of every three persons in Tompkins County), culturally (Cornell’s concerts, talks, exhibits dominate the city’s cultural life), demographically (those who go to Cornell and work there comprise a significant segment of the population of Ithaca and Tompkins County), geographically (Cornell constitutes a significant proportion of the geography of Ithaca), and politically (Cornell plays an important role in Ithaca politics). Albany, of course, is not a college town. Albany is not dominated geographically, demographically, politically, economically, or culturally by the University at Albany, Saint Rose, or the professional schools near Albany Med. It is a political town (the state is the city’s largest employer), a regional medical centre (Albany Med is the hospital for this region of upstate New York), and a regional shopping centre (people come from all around to shop at Crossgates Mall and Colonie Center). This is a class in which history is important. History is grounded in an empirical analysis of the empirical evidence. History (and Anthropology, Sociology, and the Humanities) focuses on factors intellectuals and academics have long regarded as of causal importance in human life—geography, demography, economics, politics, and culture—the very factors I utilized to explore whether Ithaca or Albany are college towns or not. Fundamental to all university subjects is the fact that if you haven’t seen something you simply cannot validly analyse it. If you haven’t seen and closely analysed all of Buffy or all of any TV show (or works by a particular director or author) you cannot truly analyse them. 

Now despite the total lack of validity in what this young man said about Buffy what he said is historically and culturally important though not in the way he thought when he said it. Humanities scholars and social scientists not only need to explore how and in what contexts TV (film, literature, and so on) are produced but also how they are consumed. The fact that this individual hates Buffy without ever having seen it tells us something about him (and about humans in general). The young woman who hated Coen Brothers films who hated the Coen Brothers actually hated Coen Brothers films because they did not fit into her definition of “independent film”. This is, of course, ideological rather empirical analysis. It is “analysis” guided by normative prejudices rather than by descriptive analysis. In the final analysis these reactions tell us more about the consumer (the person making the statement) than the product (the object the consumer is making the statement about). 

While I find it important to analyse how humans consume products in this class I want us to closely analyse products before we make normative (whether ideological, theological, metaphysical, or aesthetic) claims about them. In order to analyse Buffy as a product of specific historical, social, cultural, and economic moments and longer historical, social, cultural, and economic factors we have to explore the institutional and economic contexts in which Buffy was made, what those people who made Buffy thought they were doing, whether there were conflicts or consensus or both between these two groups, and whether there was conflicts or consensus within these two groups. Saying “I don’t like it…because” simply will not do in an academic class. Personally I don’t think such statements should play in intellectual culture in general.
Let me repeat something, I am not one of those people who thinks that anything any student says is worthy of compliment. I expect every student in this class to be analytical and systematic in their comments and writings. I expect you, in other words, to be academics and intellectuals. I expect you to look at all of human history through those prisms through which all social scientists and teachers of the humanities use to explore human life—economics, politics, culture, demographics, and geography. An expression of feelings or thoughts without empirical backup is not acceptable in this class.
Now for the second matter. Another of my “reviewers” claims that a Canadian (like myself…it should be noted, however, that I have lived in the US for most of my life) should not be teaching American history. The assumption here, I guess, is that only Americans can and should teach American history because only they can fully comprehend it. Let’s take this statement at face value for the moment. If it is correct this means that only Europeans can write European history, that only Spanish can write Spanish history and that only Catalonians can write Catalonian history. But let’s push this further. If my “reviewer” is accurate can we say that only women can write women’s history? That only Spanish women can write Spanish women’s history? That only Spanish bourgeois women can write Spanish bourgeois women’s history. That only bourgeois Catalonian women can write bourgeois Catalonian women’s history. Well, you get my drift. Pushed to its furthest extent I suppose this means that only a single individual can write a single individuals history. But let’s pull back from this nihilistic edge for a moment and pose some questions to my (not so) anonymous “reviewer”. Would my “reviewer” assert that only Europeans can study and teach European history? Would he urge any American engaged in the study of Europe in colleges all across the nation to find something else to do, something that is consistent with their “nationality”? 

We can critique such a “position” from a number of perspectives—my “reviewer” fetishises nationality (a phenomenon that is a social and cultural construct and which has only “existed” for a relatively short period of time in human history) and my “reviewer” assumes that all Americans think the same way (patently false). But let’s get real here. My “reviewer” is not upset because I am a Canadian. He is upset because my empirically grounded approach to US history is not congruent with his ideologically determined myth of US history. Such a reaction is common among those whose notion of history is guided by ideology rather than empiricism. Nationalism, and my “reviewer” is grounding his idea of how history should be done in nationalism, is, like religion (another ideologically grounded phenomenon), a meaning system. Meanings systems are fundamentally ideological (metaphysical, aesthetic, ethical). The question you have to ask and answer is whether you prefer a meaning system grounded in empirical evidence or whether you prefer one grounded in ideological myth, whether you prefer a nationalist myth or an analysis grounded in the facts. Take your pick. By the way, for those of you with a healthy sense of irony you might recognize that it is here in this assertion of the need for indigenous analysis of indigenous history that the “left” and the “right” meet in their own version of (a postmodernist) heaven.
A few words about some of my pet peeves about some common forms of “criticism”
--Films and TV programmes are not “realistic” (and I include documentaries here though for a different reason). I don't find the criticism that say “EMT's wouldn't really act like that” particularly interesting or particularly telling. These are non-fiction TV programmes. They do things for dramatic or comedic purpose. Disney's Pocahontas is not a historical documentary.

--Black and white. This aversion to black and white is, in my not so humble opinion, ludicrous. Some auteurs paint in black and white. Black and white is arguably more appropriate for films and TV programmes with darker subjects, for films and TV programmes with a grittier environments. Some of the technological and cinematic achievements associated with black and white are historically and aesthtically important (Wyler, Welles, Toland, and deep focus, the use of shadow and light). It is worth remembering that some recent shows though they are filmed in colour are actually more black and white in form (X-Files, Buffy, Angel to name a few).

--“Corny”. This is not, as far as I know, a term commonly used in critical analysis. If you want to try and define it in a systematic way and tell me why it is a useful term of critical analysis please feel free to do so. If you can’t do this please don’t use the term in this class.

--Cheesy”. Like “corny” this term is not as far as I know a term commonly used in critical analysis. If you can define it in an scholarly and intellectual way, fine. If you can’t please don’t use it.

--“Boring”. Like “corny” this is not, as far as I know, a term commonly used in critical analysis.  Again, if you want to try and define it in a systematic way and tell me why it is a useful term of critical analysis please feel free to do so. I would caution you, however, that, in my not so humble opinion, “boring” is not something specific to an object of analysis (history, Dragnet) but is in the social and cultural eye of the beholder (the reader, the viewer).

These terms—corny, cheesy, boring—are symbolic of how many contemporary readers or viewers simply cannot think their way historically into the past. Since this course is in part a history course avoid these terms like the plague and please try to historically and critically think your way into the past.

--Analogical thinking. Thinking in analogies—Firefly seems like The Matrix to me, the Clash remind me of the Rolling Stones, Canada AM seems like Good Morning America—is a common if problematic way of approaching literature, music, film, and television texts. From a consumer (reader, listener, viewer) point of view, yes perhaps Firefly does seem like The Matrix in some ways to you. But that doesn’t answer the historical question of whether Firefly was indeed influenced directly or indirectly by The Matrix. Do research—writings about Firefly and especially statements from the creators and creative personnel behind Firefly to explore whether it was indeed influenced by The Matrix. Of course, any one who knows a bit about historical and ethnographic research knows that the statements of creative personnel aren’t always accurate. So try to do some historical detective work to get at these issues. And try to steer clear on relying on historically problematic analogies.

By the way, I don’t see any direct or indirect influence of The Matrix on Firefly. John Ford? Yes. Especially Stagecoach Howard Hawks? Yes. Especially his themes of professionalism and created families. Anthony Mann? Yes. Especially his theme of damaged men. Star Trek? Yes. Especially as something to work against. Firefly with its third world vibe and anti-utopianism seems the anti-Trek. But The Matrix. No.

--Don't be so literal in your “reading” of the readings. Virtually all of the material we will be reading for this class can be read literally, as explorations of specific TV news programmes or documentaries, and  various national histories of TV. These same materials, however, can also provide theoretical perspectives and methodologies via which you can analyse any TV show. Here's an example: We will be reading one paper which explores the soap opera aspects of Buffy. You should not only think about whether Buffy has soap opera characteristics but in addition to whether other shows have soap opera characteristics. Or, of course, you could think generally about what genre or genres any given show you are reading about or watching is.

Should you seek out interviews with show personnel? Yes.

Of course, there is also critical non-academic writing on TV programmes out there in hyperspace and traditional bookstore and library space. Some of this—episiode guides on TV shows, for instance--is quite good.

--This class is not about aesthetics, intellectual or popular...What you like or dislike be this literary, cinematic, television, or nations,  is immaterial...history is about facts...it is about discerning and describing those facts...how you feel about them (a normative “explanation”) is again immaterial...

I would caution about drawing historical conclusions exclusively from the text without any exploration of how that text is actually produced. An example: The notion, solely derived from textual inferences, that the Torah/Five Books of Moses is made up of a number of "documents" (J,E,P,D) is interesting and does make some textual "sense". The problem with this hypothesis is that there is no extra-textual empirical evidence to back up the assertion. One could argue equally well that the Torah is made up of a variety of oral traditions drawn from sacred hero sites (we could use what we have learned about the composition of the Iliad and the Odyssey over the years to back up this assertion—they seem to have originated as oral compositions and there are devices empbeded within the text that help to remember the lines of the text). Again, however, we have limited extra-textual evidence for this assertion. These claims thus remain to me at best interesting unproved and unfalsified hypothesis and at worst the ideologically driven readings of academics.

This is not to say that there aren't the beginnings of a historically sensitive critisism out there. The introduction to The French Cinema Book lays out some of the theoretical issues (Michael Temple and Michael Witt (eds.): The French Cinema Book, London: BFI, 2004). There is some decent stuff on the economic and political contexts of Hollywood (Douglas Gomery's work on Hollywood and Michelle Hilmes's work on the history of broadcasting and NBC). 

Here is an example of my problem with crystal ball textualism: In her book Sex and the Slayer: A Gender Studies Primer for the Buffy Fan (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2005) Lorna Jewett writes on page 37 that Anya’s death is due to the fact that she is a “minor” (disposable) female character” and hence "powerless". In his commentary on “Chosen”, however, Joss Whedon (Commentary: “Chosen” (722), Buffy the Vampire Slayer: Complete Seventh Season on DVD) claims that he killed Anya for narrative reasons (someone had to die) and that he chose Anya because Emma Caulfield had decided that five years of playing Anya was enough. It seems to me that anyone analysing the Buffy text should pay attention to this extra-textual information.

Now I know we don't have time in this class to do this type of historical research. But I want you to think about these issues and, when you do your projects, explore some of the primary source materials. Speaking of your projects, do something you are interested in, explore it empirically and descriptively, and tell me what its historical significance is. How does it contribute to our understanding of history, especially human history?

--For those of you who want to know how TV works from the inside, for how “natives” think TV works, take a look at the Oral Histories I have linked to. I have only posted a few of these. There are around 600 recorded oral history interviews that can be accessed through the Archive of American Television (http://emmytvlegendsinterviews.blogspot.com/). 

For brief historical and analytical essays on television see the Encyclopedia of Television (http://www.museum.tv/archives/etv/index.html). The essays here can help you with context and production history.

So away we go…

Chapter One: 
What is Religion?
What is religion? Social Scientists, as you might expect, have been trying to answer that question for some time.

The very terms religion, religions, and religious, of course, have a history, a history that is embedded in time and space. The term religion itself has an uncertain etymology. It may stem from the root *leig meaning “to bind”. In both Roman and early Latin Christian usage the noun forms religio/religiones and especially the adjective form religose referred to the regularly repeated cultic performance of religious obligations. In the fifth century CE/AD Christians took this term over and began to use it to refer to the lives monks led in total devotion to the faith.

These terms then are western terms and reflect their origins in Western Christian society. After the 1450s as Westerners began to come into contact with cultures very different from their own—they had, of course, had contact with other cultures before but it was in the mid-15th century that Western European contact with cultures even more unlike them than the Islamic culture with which they were in cultural and trade contact, to take one example, began to exert a broader impact on Western European intellectual life. For many Westerners those they came into contact did not have “religion” as they defined it. Richard Eden’s A Treatyse of Newe India from 1553, for instance—the second oldest account of the New World in English—asserted that the natives of the Canary Islands—islands in the Atlantic relatively near the Iberian peninsula and colonized by Portugal and later Spain—“went naked, without shame, religion, or knowledge of God”. The Cronica del Peru of the same year written by the conquistador Pedro Cieza de Leon wrote that the natives of the Andes “observed no religion at all as we understand it”

Religion, then, as it was used in the West in the sixteenth century was defined largely in reference to Christianity—Catholic or Protestant Christianity—and, though in a normative and ethnocentric way, Judaism and “Mohametan”, Islam.

It is always worth remembering that the category “religion” and the “religions” we fill that category with are social constructs. The boundaries of what is religion and what constitutes religion have been constructed by human beings and as such say something about the historical and ideological conditions under which such boundaries have been constructed. By the way, the discipline of “religion” or “religious studies” has also been impacted by historical and ideological contexts. All boundaries, of course, are defined against what they are not whether in positive or negative terms.

Defining Religion “Scientifically”

Over time the term religion began to be increasingly used to describe cultural practices of particular groups or individuals that weren’t Christian, Jewish, or Muslim. Edward Brerewood in his Enquiries Touching on the Diversity of Languages and Religions through the Chief Parts of the World of 1614, for instance, added a fourth category of religion to the earlier three—“Idolatry”. Richard Baxter’s The Reasons of the Christian Religion of 1667 called the latter “Supernatural Religions”. 

It was in the seventeenth century that the phrase “natural religion” began to be increasingly used by Western intellectuals to describe a Christianity that all could potentially discover through the application of ones rational faculties—John Locke’s The Reasonableness of Christianity is just one example. By the 18th century the Enlightenment philosophe David Hume (The Natural History of Religion) was using the phrase more broadly to describe his attempt to discover what original religion in “human nature”. For Hume religion, if one defined natural religion as “the belief of invisible, intelligent power” natural religion was, although widely found across the globe, not universal. Religion therefore couldn’t be innate in human nature. 

Instead, claimed Hume, natural religion had evolved. “Polytheism”, the belief in many gods, or “idolatry”, he claimed, was the earliest form of natural human created religion. The “scientific” study of religion had begun. Between the 17th and 19th centuries it would be the categories of “idolatry” and “supernatural” religions that would expand exponentially in Western intellectual discourse. Westerner Pierre Martin, for instance, referred to the “gross” and “horrid” practices of the Indians as “idoloatry”. The Reverend Henry Martyn wrote of the hellish “ugly black idols” Indians worshipped. By the nineteenth and twentieth centuries anthropologists—armchair and ethnographic—were delineating various types of “primitive religion”—animism, animatism, tabu—distinguishing between magic, religion, and science as stages in human social evolution, while social scientists and historians were enumerating the “great” “civilized” religions” of the world—Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Zoroastrianism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, Shikhism,  Confucianism, Taoism, and Shinto. 

All of these distinctions, it must be remembered, arose in a historical context. They arose in a Europe that categorized the other, whoever that other was— Jew, Muslim, heretic, and so on—in exotic and sometimes demonic terms. During the Middle Ages Christians accused Jews of kidnapping and drinking the blood of Christian children, sought to cleanse “infidel” Muslims from the Holy Land, and sought to purify the church itself through the inquisition of heretics within. In the fifteenth century “orthodox” Catholics burned Jan Hus at the stake as a “heretic” and fought wars with his followers. In the sixteenth century both Catholics and Lutherans (who, like the Catholics, held to a belief that church and the state should be one) tortured, mutilated, and killed thousands of Anabaptist “heretics” while Catholic Frenchmen fought and massacred Protestant Frenchmen (Huguenots), Frenchwomen, and French children in a pogrom in Paris that. It was also at this time that the “heretic” Father Miguel Serveto de Villanova (1511-1553) was burned at the stake in Jean Calvin's Protestant theocratic kingdom on the shores of Lake Geneva for his unorthodox views on God and original sin. In the seventeenth century Protestants who themselves sought religious freedom persecuted, tortured, and executed “unorthodox” Quakers in both the Old World and the New.

This demonisation of the “other” can also be found in European settler societies. In nineteenth century America, for instance, anti-Catholicism, anti-Masonry, anti-Mormon, Anti-Oneida, and anti-Shaker attitudes were rampant and sometimes brutal even deadly. Catholic monasteries were burned by anti-Catholic crowds in several American cities while a substantial literature accusing Catholics of all sorts of sexual perversions was not uncommon. Shakers were accused of being a dangerous group that deceptively lured the naïve into a dangerous and unhealthful faith. They were accused of breaking up families, of holding members against their will, of duping converts out of their financial resources, and of elevating Mother Ann Lee to Christhood. Their leaders were said to have abused their authority and to have gained personally from their use of the community’s assets. Critics filed lawsuits against them. Mobs occasionally beat them. Many attribute Shaker leader “Mother” Ann Lee's early death to the beatings and stonings she endured at the hands of anti-Shaker mobs. The Oneida Community was harassed by opponents throughout their existence. In Putney, New Hampshire, where the movement began, Noyes and his followers faced protests and possible arrest for “adultery”. Before he could be arrested, Noyes fled to New York. When he and his Putney followers took up residence in the Mansion House at Oneida, New York they faced harassment from their broader and, to a lesser extent, their immediate community. Oneida’s sexual practices were the target of the law that now carries Anthony Comstock's name. The Comstock Law was aimed at the “immoral works” of the Oneidans. The Oneida Community was also the target of an obscenity bill the crusading Comstock convinced the federal government to pass and which, among other things, forbade the dissemination of literature dealing with birth control, something widely practiced at Oneida and something which the group evangelized about through their newspapers and books many of which passed through the mail. Finally, Oneida was the target of Professor John Mears of Hamilton College who wrote and preached against the “systematic concubinage” taking place at the community’s Mansion House which he classed with the polygamy of the Mormons which he saw as both evil and uncivilized. Eventually, Methodists, Baptists, and Congregationalists joined Mears adding their voices to his calls for an end to Oneida “debaucheries”. Mormons were accused of group think, self-righteousness, abuse, incest, biological devolution, and deviant sexual practices. Members and leaders were attacked, beaten, and tarred and feathered. This Anti-Mormon violence eventually resulted in the assassination of the Mormon prophet Joseph Smith by an angry mob in Carthage, Illinois in 1844. But this wasn’t the end of it. Even after the Saints immigrated to the valleys of what would become Utah they were hounded by opponents and the American state for their practice of polygamy and their mixing of Church and State. In the twentieth century Jehovah's Witnesses (JWs) were persecuted and attacked on a number of occasions for their “anti-Americanism” during a nativist campaign led by the American Legion. Their were 3000 acts of mob violence against JW men, women, and children in forty-five US states, sometimes while law enforcement stood by and watched, doing nothing. In Canada the group was banned by Parliament. Witnesses were beaten, mobbed, and persecuted by the police while JW children were expelled from school for refusing to salute the flag and sing the national anthem. In Nazi Germany Witnesses’ faced persecution from the state for their anti-nationalist activities. Many ended up in concentration camps.  In the 1990s Branch Davidians were immolated by the American federal government at their compound near Waco, Texas because they were a “cult”. In the twenty first century Scientologists in Germany and France and a number of Christian and non-Christian groups in Russia are second class citizens with little right to religious freedom. This fear of new Christian religious movements like the Mormons, Shakers, Oneida, and the Witnesses continues today in the fear and loathing evoked in human hearts and minds by the term “cult” and the images such a word evokes in human minds.

Since World War II two broad and ostensibly dispassionate conceptualizations of religion have emerged and dominated sociological thinking on religion—substantivist and functionalist perspectives of religion. Substantive approaches have largely focused on what religion is. They tend to emphasise the institutional—churches, synagogues, mosques, shrines, pilgrimage routes, statutes, paintings, icons, religious books and legal codes—and the cultural—religion as beliefs, patterns of action, value systems, a belief in supernatural beings. Functional approaches have tended to focus on what religion does. They tend to focus on religion as a meaning system, as a system of symbols, a creator of moods and motivations in humans, a creator of a community of memory. For Clifford Geertz, one of the foremost purveyors of a functionalist approach to religion, religion is a cultural system which creates, for those on the inside, a shared community of meanings, a shared ethos, a shared value system, a shared worldview. Trying to escape the limitations of both substantive and functionalist approached sociologist Ninian Smart casts his net more broadly. He argues that that religion consists of seven dimensions—the practical and ritual, the experiential and emotional, the narrative and mythic, the doctrinal and philosophical, the ethical and legal, the social and legal, and the material. 

Chapter Two: 
Studying Religion

So when we are engaged in the study of religion how do we study it and what types of issues do we need to pay attention to?

Sociologists have generally used a variety of strategies to study religion. Historically sociologists have relied on “objective” quantitative measures like attendance at mass, the taking of communion, the sending of one’s children to parochial school, one’s participation in parish activities, one’s interaction with the priest, for instance, as measures of one’s commitment to one’s—in this case Catholic—faith. They have used surveys, questionnaires, interviews, ritual analysis, and participant-observation to get at a persons religious beliefs and practises. Historians have used archival records, census data, and membership lists to get at religiosity in the past.

One large scale survey that explores issues relating to religious opinions, values, attitudes, and self-reported behaviour, the General Social Survey, can be found here (http://www.norc.org/projects/General+Social+Survey.htm).

There are problems associated with our methods for studying religion. Does one’s attendance at a religious service translate into religiosity? Just because one attends church is one religious? Can one assume that when one says he or she is attending a religious service that he or she really is? Can one trust that the oral histories one takes from an individual are unvarnished truth or haven’t been transformed in the fogs of memory? As for ethnography or participant observation: When observers go into the field are they able to describe everything that is going on in their arena of study? Does the cultural background and the biases of observers impact or determine what they “see” going on in front of them? Is ethnographic writing itself is a species of western discourse does it tell us more about the observer or the observed? Is it rent through with Western discursive power relations? Are the measures we use biased toward official institutional forms of religion?

I want to return to the issue of religiosity. How have social scientists operationalised religiosity? Many sociologists have seen attendance of some religious institutional function as a measure of religion. Historians have attempted to estimate religious attendance in the past from the number of pews that exist in historic churches. Sociologists Charles Glock and Rodney Stark have defined religiosity along five dimensions: 

1. the experiential dimension—interactions with the “divine”, however those are defined.

2. the ritualistic dimension—participation in worship, prayer, and sacraments.

3. the dimension of belief, whether an individual subscribes to commonly or traditionally endorsed beliefs;
4. the intellectual dimension—knowledge about religious traditions, teachings, and so on

5. the consequential dimension—the impact of one’s religious beliefs on one’s behaviour in religious institutional settings.

Note how all of these definitions rely on official institutional religion for their meaning. This may be their very problem. They are also rather static in their conception of religion, spirituality, religious meanings systems, symbols, and rituals.

One more caveat, given their lack of organizational form some “religions” take it is hard to study these less institutional forms.

Chapter Three: 
The Origins of Religious Groups

Historians, sociologists, anthropologists, and political scientists of every theoretical stripe have offered a variety of explanations as to why new social groups—religious groups are social groups—arise. Some assert that religion originated in the experience of the divine—however that is defined. Sociological and anthropological explanations for the rise of religious groups include magic, deprivation, relative deprivation, status anxiety, resource mobilization, the frontier and beyond. Whether any of these are useful to explain the origin of religion or whether they are useful for understanding the development of  specific religions remains an important question. 
For believers in monotheistic or polytheistic religions, of course, their religion comes from god or the gods. For Sir James George Frazier religion evolved out of magic—both were, he claims, attempts to manipulate ones environment for advantage. For Emile Durkheim totemism was the earliest form of religion and symbolized society’s worship of itself. Max Weber saw religion and religious authority as evolving from the charismatic to the traditional to the bureaucratic with the process then starting all over again as sectarianisation took place. For Karl Marx religion is a contradictory force—a source of liberatory ideology and a prop used by elites to justify their positions of power at the same time (the opium of the masses). For deprivation theorists James Mooney and Peter Worley the apocalyptic Ghost Dance of America’s First Peoples and the apocalyptic Cargo Cults of the Melanesians was a response to the realities of economic and power deprivation and disparity between indigenous groups and Europeans in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. For Norman Cohn Northern and Central European Middle Age millenarian movements—and modern day counterparts such as twentieth century revolutionary movements—are the means by which the social anxieties of the powerless are allayed or eliminated. For social mobilization theorists John McCarthy and Meyer Zald social movements are led and directed by rational strategizers who are able to logically determine what would be the most rational use of available political and economic resources in order to mobilize the un-mobilized. For social mobility theorist Richard Hofstadter social groups arise to mobilize those who are anxious over their declining social statuses.

Vignette: The Burned Over District and Social Theory
Deprivation and relative deprivation theories have, of course, have been widely applied to social phenomena including American Christianity. I want to explore now how these theories have been applied to several radical groups in the Burned Over District of upstate New York in the early part of the nineteenth century.

The Burned Over District was just one of the regions experiencing revivals in the early part of the 19th century in the United States. Nineteenth century “awakenings” set revival fires alight in many regions of the new nation. Revivals in Kentucky and Tennessee between 1795 and 1810 were dominated by emotional “excess”, the falling to the ground, barkings, moanings, dying for Christ emotionalism that many have come to regard as the very essence of revivalism. Presbyterianism and grew as a result of these camp meeting revivals. Sectarian groups such as the Stoneites and Campellites arose and prospered as a result of the camp meetings. A common thread amongst these sectarian groups was their claim that they had restored Christ’s true church to earth. Alexander Campbell, one of the charismatic leaders of the “Christian” or “Christianite Movement”, claimed to have restored the New Testament Church through the application of Scottish Enlightenment common sense to the New Testament text and looked forward to a day when all Christians would be members of his church. 

In the deeper South, Methodist and Baptist circuit riders planted churches where there were none before. Both experienced tremendous growth and by the mid part of the nineteenth century had come to dominated this region of the US--they continue to dominate religious life in the South today.

In New England between 1810 and 1825 some of that region’s best and brightest debated the merits of revival activity. Some thought that revivals brought conversion. Others, including many church leaders, thought it brought nothing but emotional excess. Those sympathetic to revivalism tended to move from more Calvinist deterministic ideologies to more arminian or free will ideologies.

In the Burned-Over District between the 1820s and the 1840s, arminian evangelicalism utopian communes, reformers, and new religious movements were the order of the day. The “mainstream” Christian revivalist Charles Finney spread the gospel of God's moral government, the need for repentance, the possibility of perfectibility, and the benevolent role Christians could play in bringing about the kingdom of God on earth. William Miller predicted the day on which the world would end after an exhaustive study of the Bible. Spiritualists claimed to be able to communicate with spirits of the dead. The most “radical” of the groups that either arose in or immigrated to the Burned were the Mormons, the Shakers, and the Oneida Community.

Early Mormon history is Joseph Smith's history. According to Church doctrine Smith founded the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (originally the Church of Christ) in 1830 after learning from God via an angel that no church on earth was God's true church. He was its prophet, seer, translator, and revelator. He was given the gift of translation so that he could reveal to the world the book of sacred scripture that told the story of several lost tribes of Israel who came to the New World and who were visited and taught by the resurrected Christ. He was given “revelations”. Most importantly he was given the “keys to the kingdom” so that he could restore God's church to the world in its proper form, what Mormons called “the restoration of all things”. He would attempt to build the “new Zion” in America complete with broad avenues and a centrally placed temple to which God's people would flock. This church was also growing: in 1836 there were 3,000 Latter-day Saints in Kirtland. 10,000 Saints “gathered” at Far West in Missouri between 1837 and 1838. By 1845, according to Illinois census takers, there were 11,057 residents in Nauvoo. Some 5000 immigrant converts from Britain boosted the population of Nauvoo to around 15,000 later that year.

Shakers, on the other hand, were not an American religion. They arose in England in the eighteenth century under the influence of the French Prophets and immigrated to the New World arriving in 1774. Eventually they settled in Watervliet, New York near Albany. They brought with them their “prophet” and many of their beliefs. In England Shaker leader and prophet “Mother” Ann Lee had a vision in which she was shown that human misery was the result of the lust inherent in sexual intercourse. To avoid this sin of lust and to separate themselves from a fallen world Shakers eventually built communes. Soon these Shaker communities would stretch from New York and New England to Ohio, Kentucky, and Indiana. In 1830 there were 2316 Shakers. By 1840 there were 3608. By 1860 there were 3409. During this period over 50% of Shakers were women.

The Oneida Community was the child of its founder and theologian-patriarch the Dartmouth, Andover and Yale educated John Humphrey Noyes. After an extensive study of the Bible, Noyes concluded that there had been two resurrections and judgments—the first one in 70 AD/CE, and a second in his own time. Believing that the New Testament Book of Acts showed that inner perfection was possible, and influenced by Shaker and Brook Farm communal practices, Noyes founded a community in Putney, Vermont in which Christians could perfect themselves. Tensions over the group’s novel sexual practices eventually led the community of 35-45 members, including many children, to migrate to Oneida, New York to rebuild their community. To populate this perfect community Noyes carefully chose those individuals he would draw out of the fallen individualistically oriented world into a community of “love” in which all things were in common. Only those who had achieved “holiness” were allowed to become members of the community. In this community of love members shared sex (which they called “free love” and which later analysts call complex marriage), work (“association in labor”), and meals as they strove to achieve the “fulness” of the godly life in “immortality”. At its height in 1878 Oneida numbered 306 members. The Oneida experiment would last until the demise of complex marriage in 1879 and the community itself two years later.

In the rest of this discussion I want to focus our attention on Mormonism. Academics, of course, have not agreed as to the factors that gave rise to Mormonism. Nathan Hatch, for instance, argues that popular groups like the Mormons, Methodists, “Christians”, and Adventists, influenced by the questioning of traditional authority explicit and implicit in the American Revolution, were democratic revolts of the poor. Just as many relative deprivation theorists and Marxists found poverty and marginality at the heart of apocalyptic or millennial movements Hatch finds condemnations of the rich, the wealthy, and the educated at the heart of Mormonism.  Hatch points out that The Book of Mormon is full of apocalyptic condemnations of the rich, the wealthy, and the educated. 

Whitney Cross and Newell Bringhurst argue that Mormonism was a product of nineteenth century status anxietes. Cross and Bringhurst argue that while Smith's family experienced rising social status after they migrated from Vermont to New York their social status began falling soon afterwards. Mormonism thus arose in the context of the falling social status of the Smith family. Some drawing on historian Frederick Jackson Turner have argued that Mormonism was the product of the frontier. Others like Paul Johnson, Mary Ryan, and Carroll Smith-Rosenberg see Mormonism as the product the Erie Canal and the economic, social, and political changes that canal brought to the regions. Finally some like Timothy Smith and Jan Shipps see Mormonism as the product of a biblical Christianity, as, in other words, a cultural phenomenon.

Chapter Four: 
Religion as a Meaning System

In the first week of this class we talked about various definitions of religion. We noted at that time that two broad notions of religion dominated contemporary sociological thought—the substantive definition of religion and the functionalist definition of religion. Each of these notions have their plusses and minuses. Substantive definitions usually assert that religions have some notion of god or the supernatural. Primitive Buddhism and Confucianism would not qualify as religions under the substantive definition. Functionalist definitions of religion don’t have this problem. Both Primitive Buddhism and Confucianism would qualify as religions under the functionalist definition. Under functionalist definitions of religion—which emphasise meaning—communism, socialism, conservativism, high school cliques, and so on would qualify as religions. For some analysts the very broad nature of functionalist definitions are a problem. I, as I noted earlier am more sympathetic toward the functionalist definition.

At the centre of functionalist definitions of religion is the assertion that religion is a meaning system. Meanings are cultural. They exist beyond individual human beings—a point Durkheim made, of course, when he claimed that religion was society worshipping itself. I would argue that society’s meanings are universalized, transcendentalised, or fetishised human forms (recall Marx’s exploration about how commodities are fetishesed in Das Kapital). In “pluralistic” modern societies with divisions of labour and divisions of culture there are multiple meaning systems from which individuals can pick and choose. In complex meaning systems individuals live in multiple social and cultural worlds some of which are countercultural and subcultural. There are fewer and sometimes only one competing meaning systems in traditional and less fractured societies. 

One of the things meaning systems do is to create or manufacture or recreate identities in human beings and create or recreate communities—including families, cliques, enclaves, regions, nations, and even a sense of global community—through shared meanings, shared cultural interactions, and shared perspectives. Meaning systems explain to groups of individuals why the things are the way that they are—they are, in other words explanatory—and they tell us the way things should be—they have, in other words, a normative dimension. Meaning systems help us make sense of the world in all its forms around us. Meaning systems thus justify and legitimize via oral tales, sacred scriptures, folktales, myths, legends, or even scientific discourse a number of things about our society—why our society is unequal, why our society has a private property system, how god relates to human beings, how one should live one’s life, what things that happen to us mean, what the purpose of the roles we perform is, why our society has a capitalist system, why there is evil in the world (theodicies), why disasters happen in the world and in our lives (theodicies)—theodicies allow us to name that which opposes us, Satan, communism, selfishness, perceptual misapprehension—why humans die, what will happen to us after death, how we can gain nirvana, how good will triumph against evil in a cataclysmic war (millennialism) and so on—recall our discussion of civil religion. Meaning systems shape thought, shape action, and shape behaviour on both the group and individual level. Meaning systems help define who we are, who we think we are, and what group or groups we feel like we belong to. Meaning systems create a sense of usness and themness and we usually look down in some way, shape, or form or them; this, of course, reinforces group identity and the sense of group superiority. The notion that one’s group fighting evil in the world and that ones group is being persecuted for it often plays a major role in strengthening one’s group identity and in providing the group with the sense that they are in the vanguard of world change—think many Christian groups, many socialist groups, and many proponents of global capitalism.

Meaning systems can take several forms. Some are more intellectual and systematic than others. The meanings systems of the world’s so-called great religions—Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism, Confucianism, Taoism, and Shintoism—have comprehensive and systematic meaning systems. Many so-called New Age religions who are quite pluralistic in ideology have meaning systems which are much less comprehensive and systematic. They also have little sense of “heresy” and little history of “excommunication”, ostracism, and exile. Meaning systems can be more or less totalistic. Meaning systems can be more or less authoritarian and totalitarian. Meaning systems can have more or less rituals—some of these rituals can be linked to the life cycle of members, for example bar and bat mitzvah. Meaning systems can contain more or fewer symbols. Meaning systems can have more or less contradictions.

Meaning systems connect a society and culture to individuals. Societal meaning systems are mediated to individuals via education, peer interaction, culture—via books, CD’s, DVD’s, magazines, and so on—and through family interaction. Meanings are learned. The faithful would argue that they are sometimes revealed to the faithful.

Meaning systems can make individuals “see” or perceive the presence or “reality” of miracles, revelations, supernatural influence, and so on, in the world. They construct plausibility and common sense. Meaning systems usually embody social norms—they tell us, as I mentioned earlier, why we should behave the way that we do and justify why we should act that way. Durkheim saw deviance and suicide as violations of cultural norms and as warnings to the faithful why they should hoe the societal line. When there is a break down in societal or community order whether through economic collapse, disaster, revolution within, military, economic, social, or cultural attack from without, cognitive dissonance—when one’s society is under attack whether actually or is simply perceived as such one can, for instance, more or less nationalistic, when one perceives contradictions in one’s religion one can become more or less a devotee—and so on anomie—another Durkheimian term—a crisis in the moral order, can result.

Vignette: The Branch Davidians

Though the Branch Davidians became well known to many in the 1990s the group actually has roots stretching back to 1844. The Branch Davidians are a sect that arose within the Seventh Day Adventist community, a religious group that has its origins in the “great disappointment “of 1844.

Before there was the “great disappointment” there was William Miller. Miller, born in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, became convinced in 1831 after a study of Bible prophecy—the prophecies in the books of Ezekiel, Daniel, and Revelation—that the second coming of Christ would occur sometime in 1843. In 1833 Miller began to warn listeners of the second coming of Christ in his lectures—he had a license to preach from the Vermont Baptist Church of which he was a member—and in his publications. Between October 1839 and April 1841 Miller traveled more than 4,500 miles and gave 627 lectures in dozens of churches throughout the Northeast and the province of Quebec. While many mocked Miller and his calculations this didn’t keep many from coming to hear Miller’s message and being convinced by it. By 1842 the numbers who were coming to hear Miller had grown so large that he purchased a tent in which to hold his lectures—the tent could seat 3,000. 

During the next couple of years Miller held dozens of camp meetings in his tent to overflowing audiences. Many were convinced by Miller’s calculations and prepared for the Day of Judgment in 1843. Others, including many ministers and many members of the press continued to refute and make fun of Miller’s calculations and those who had come to believe them. Despite the criticism Miller remained steadfast in his end times prophecies. In a letter to a follower Miller wrote on 4 February 1844 that “Jesus Christ will come again to the earth, cleanse, purify, and take possession of the same, with all his saints, some time between March 21, 1843 and March 21, 1844”. 

When 21 March 1844 passed without the second coming of Christ Miller admitted to making an error in his calculations—“I confess my error, and acknowledge my disappointment; yet I still believe that the day of the Lord is near, even at the door.”

He continued to travel and preach his message of the second coming across North America—between July September of 1844 he traveled to Canada, Western New York, and Ohio spreading the word that Jesus was about to come again. While Miller was traveling and evangelizing, many of his followers were coming to embrace the fall of 1844 as the period when Christ would come again. One of Miller’s followers Samuel Snow, drawing on the same passage in Daniel Miller had—Daniel 8:14, the 2300 days passage—and the Karaite calander—the Karaites were a Jewish sect—came to the conclusion that something important had happened between March of 1843 and 1844. Snow maintained that Jesus had actually “cleansed the sanctuary” during the Jewish Day of Atonement between March of 1843 and March of 1844 and that Jesus would make his second coming to earth during the fall of 1844. Miller and his closest followers at first did not at first accept these calculations. As 22 October 1844—the day specified by Snow and others as the day of the Second Coming approached, however, Miller too came to believe that Jesus would come again to earth on 22 October 1844 as the day Jesus would come again. On that day many of the faithful gathered to await the Christ’s coming. Once again, however, they were disappointed.

In the wake of the “great disappointment”—as it came to be called—many of the around 50,000 who had followed Miller became disenchanted and left the movement. Others, including Miller himself, remained steadfast in the faith and founded the Adventist Church. Miller for awhile would even continue to maintain that Jesus would come by the spring of 1845. Soon afterward Miller, convinced that his work of warning had concluded, retired to his home in Low Hampton, New York and engaged in preaching only on rare occasions.

Today there are several Adventist groups which trace their origins to Miller—the racially diverse Seventh Day Adventists—formally organized in 1863—and Jehovah’s Witnesses—formally organized in 1881 as the Watchtower and Bible Tract Society of Pennsylvania—are the best known. 

The Branch Davidian movement is a sectarian movement within the Seventh Day Adventist Church—recall our discussion of Weber’s concept of sectarianisation. It was started by a disgruntled Seventh Day Adventist named Victor Houteff—he claimed that the Seventh Day Adventist Church while still the authentic church of the remnant had become to materialistic and worldly. Houteff claimed that he had been divinely called to purify the church, return it to its original ways, and to unlock the secrets of the end times to members—the remnant—the 144,000 mentioned in the Bible (Revelation 7:3-8)—would be elevated by God at the Second Coming and that the Kingdom of God would be established in Palestine under Davidic leadership both very soon.

The Seventh Day Adventist Church didn’t take Houteff’s criticisms kindly. In 1934 he was disfellowshipped. In 1935 he and his followers—there were only a handful—established a transitional community in Waco, Texas—transitional because Houteff told his followers that he and his followers would be among the remnant of 144.000 that would soon found a Davidic Kingdom in Palestine within a year. When the Kingdom didn’t materialize the Davidians established a more permanent community in Central Texas, Mount Carmel, a community that practiced vegetarianism—Seventh Day Adventism mandates vegetarianism—and evangelical—they began to do mission work among fellow Seventh Day Adventists. By the late 1930s the Branch Davidian community had grown to around 100 members.

By 1942 Houteff’s group broke with the Seventh Day Adventist Church and began calling themselves Davidian Seventh Day Adventists (DSDA). They continued to evangelise in Seventh Day Adventist communities across the globe. Houteff’s DSDA was theocratic and authoritarian. Houteff maintained that DSDA members would be among the remnant that would rule the revived Kingdom of David. Houteff regarded himself as God’s divine emissary on earth. He hence had veto power over all decisions in the community. There was an executive committee that helped run the community but even this was kept all in the family—Houteff’s wife and mother-in-law were the secretary and treasurer respectively of this executive committee. Doctrinally Houteff began to break somewhat with Seventh Day Adventist practice. He maintained that in order to keep their spiritual commitment high members should abandon marriages with spouses who were not members of the faith. Between the 1940s and 1950s membership at the Davidian community in Waco remained small. A larger group of fellow travellers, however, grew up around the community and offered varying levels of spiritual and material support to it.

In 1953 Houteff died creating a crisis at Mt. Carmel. Many of those who believed that Houteff would be alive at the creation of a revived Davidic Kingdom in Israel were shocked and confused by his death. And then there was the power vacuum that his death left. After a brief power struggle Victor’s wife Florence Houteff assumed control of the Davidians. Soon afterwards she sold the original Mount Carmel and used the monies from the sale to buy a larger tract of land outside Waco. Under her leadership Davidian membership reached 1000 to 1500. In 1955 Florence announced to the community that she had had a revelation while reading the Bible—she claimed that she had been able to unlock the code contained in the Book of Revelation concerning the Second Coming of Christ. She proclaimed that the Kingdom Davidians had been waiting for would be established on 22 April 1959 after a war in the Middle East in which only God’s chosen would survive. With the Kingdom established Victor would rise again and assume leadership of the city of God. Many of the faithful sold their homes and possessions in anticipation of the coming of the Kingdom.

22 April came and went without establishment of the Davidic Kingdom of God. The Davidian community faced another crisis. Many members were disillusioned and left leaving only around 50 of the faithful at Mount Carmel—cognitive dissonance? In 1962 Florence announced that there had been errors in her calculations. She closed the new community, sold the property, and gave up her leadership of the community. Once again a struggle over leadership in the Davidian community arose. David Roden, who had been amongst those struggling for power in 1955, claimed to have had a revelation commanding him to assume leadership of the Davidians and predicted the destruction of the community should he not be made leader of the Davidians. Eventually Roden managed to gain the loyalty of most of the remaining Davidians. He urged the rod—the remaining members—to become the living branch by building a community at Mount Carmel in which members could live the Christ like life. He renamed the group the General Association of Davidian Seventh Day Adventists and announced that the Kingdom would come only after the living branch had achieved a pure moral life.

Roden continued to have visions after he assumed leadership of the Davidians. In 1970 he announced a vision in which he was proclaimed the successor to King David. He established a commune in Israel and urged Davidians to move there to help build the Kingdom. On a more mundane level Roden attempted to provide the Davidian community with stability after his death—he vested the power to name a successor in the chairman of the executive council of the community, a position he, of course, held. Almost immediately he named his son his successor.

David Roden was not the only person at the revived Mount Carmel receiving revelations. His wife Lois was also getting them too. In 1977 Lois announced that she had had visions indicating that God was both male and female and that the Holy Spirit was female. She proclaimed that at the Second Coming the Messiah would return to earth in female form.

When David Roden died on 22 October 1978 the succession crisis he hoped to avoid broke out. Both George, David’s and Lois’s son, and Lois claimed the mantle of leadership at Mount Carmel. Some members followed Lois. Others followed George. The crisis even spilled over into the courts as Lois sought and got a court order barring George from Mount Carmel. In 1983 Lois named a new Davidian convert, the former Seventh Day Adventist Vernon Howell as her successor. In 1984 Vernon married the 14 year old daughter of one of the leading senior members of the community and so had ties with the Davidian elite. Howell and his wife would give their children symbolic names—Cyrus and Star. It was George, however, who would be elected to the presidency of the community in 1985.

Upon assuming the presidency George ousted Howell and his followers at gunpoint. After being ousted from Mount Carmel Howell and his followers established a temporary community nearby. In 1986 Lois died at Mount Carmel. By this time Howell had gained the loyalty of most of the remaining members of the community. A gun battle between the followers of Roden and Koresh followed. Roden was arrested and jailed while Howell assumed leadership of the Davidians. In 1990 Vernon Howell changed his name to David Koresh. David because in the Jewish tradition it would be from the Davidic line that the messiah would come. Koresh because it was the Hebrew word for Cyrus, the Persian king who was regarded as anointed by Yahweh to allow the Jews to return to Judea from their Babylonian captivity. Both, of course, are rent through with messianic connotations. 

Koresh began to expand the Davidian community at Mount Carmel. Members—by 1993 there were around 100 living at Mount Carmel—were told to take jobs at local industrial and health care facilities around Waco to bring in money to the community. Members, by the way—they were mostly former Seventh Day Adventists—hailed from the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Great Britain, Israel, Jamaica, and the Philippines. There were equal numbers of men and women in the community. One third of the community consisted of children. The community’s adults ranged largely between the ages of 20-40. Most of the adults said they joined the community because of Koresh, particularly his knowledge of the Bible.

During the Koresh years life at Mount Carmel was organized communally. On a normal day members rose at 6 am and ate breakfast in a communal dining room. After breakfast children attended local schools or were home schooled while adults built up the community, cared for the children, or worked. Following dinner members attended Bible Study—Bible Study was central to life at Mount Carmel—which sometimes lasted well into the evening. The community attempted to be self-sufficient—it grew most of its food and made most of its own clothes, buildings lacked central heat and central air conditioning, and most indoor plumbing.  To bring in income the community repaired, restored, and sold cars and purchased guns by mail and resold them at gun shoes or via the post. Over time the community began to take on a survivalist quality as Koresh came to believe that the end times would occur in the US—Davidians were preparing for this time of tribulation by stocking up on food, weapons, and ammunition. Increasingly most Davidian members came to believe that they were living in the end times and that divine revelation was flourishing at Mount Carmel.

For the most part Davidian ideology was not that different from Seventh Day Adventist ideology. Davidians were bible centred. They regarded themselves as the remnant church. They believe Christ was soon to come again. While the Houteff’s and the Roden’s would add new wrinkle’s to Davidian ideology it would be Koresh, in particular, who would increase the distance between “mainstream” Seventh Day Adventist doctrine and Davidian doctrine. 

Sin and sinfulness was at the heart of Koresh’s ideology. Over time Koresh came to believe—as a result of his study of the Bible and the revelations he was receiving—that the sinless Jesus Christ had died for the sins of those who had lived before his crucifixion. Koresh came to believe that he was the “sinful messiah” and that it was his sinfulness that allowed him to judge the sins of sinners more equitably. Koresh held that sinfulness did not preclude one from being saved. Koresh, in fact, came to believe that salvation was possible for those who followed him as he opened the Seven Seals mentioned in the Book of Revelation—an action that was a prelude to the end of the world and the destruction of Babylon—the antithesis of Zion in the Bible. 

Speaking of the apocalypse, the end times, as one would expect from an Adventist group, was also central to Davidian ideology. According to Koresh the world had entered the period of tribulation that was to precede the final apocalyptic cleansing of the earth of evil. At first Koresh in tried and true Davidian fashion urged Davidians to migrate to Israel to evangelise and convert the Jews—this, he claimed, would lead to a global conflagration after the US invaded the Middle East bringing about Armageddon, the great battle between the forces of good and the forces of evil. Later Koresh said Armageddon would begin in the United States with an American attack on the Davidians themselves. Throughout all of this the Davidians regarded themselves as the holy elite—the 144,000—who would ascend to heaven and rule with the messiah during the millennium that would succeed Armageddon.

One of the most controversial changes that occurred in Davidian ideology during Koresh’s reign—both within and outside of the community—revolved around marriage and sex. Koresh, drawing on the Book of Revelation, began to assert that in his role as the messiah he was the perfect mate for all female Davidians and that the children produced from his relationships with Davidian females would produce a lineage of divine children who would eventually reestablish the House of David and rule the new world. As a result of this teaching all females at Mount Carmel came to be regarded as spiritual wives of Koresh. In most cases Koresh got the blessings of parents before he took spiritual wives. Given Koresh’s status and power, however, one can certainly question whether these blessings were freely given. Shades of primitive Mormonism.

Life at Mount Carmel changed abruptly on 28 February 1993 when the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (BATF), a police arm of the US federal government, arrived at the compound in full siege gear to “investigate” the community’s failure to properly register firearms. An armed battle ensued. Six Davidians and four BATF agents died. 24 BATF agents were wounded. Afterwards the FBI moved in for a 51 day siege and tried to “negotiate” an end to the siege. During negotiations Koresh agreed to surrender if his sermon—he wanted to warn the world of the coming end times and of his role in it—was broadcast—it was on 2 March. He changed his mind, however, after receiving a revelation from God on 14 April in which he was instructed to write a description of the seven seals and then surrender. The FBI, which did not take Koresh’s “Bible babble” as one agent called it, seriously did not give Koresh time to surrender—they attacked the compound with tanks and tear gas five days later that ended in a conflagration that killed 75 Davidians including 21 children. One can’t help but notice that the FBIs timetable seemed to have been determined more by a lack of fresh replacements than by a failure to communicate. 
The tragedy, of course, was rent through with misunderstanding and prejudice. The FBI consulted psychiatrists, and anti-cult and cult “experts” who, in the wake of Jonestown, viewed every cult as potentially suicidal. Rumours—rumours typically and usually inaccurately leveled at new religious movements—circulated that child abuse was rampant in Mount Carmel. In the end the tragedy shows that prejudice, caricature, and stereotype can be hazardous to the health of the caricatured and stereotyped. Welcome to the land of the free.

Here is a link to the PBS website on the siege and the Davidians… http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/waco/primary.html 
Note that it elides some of the books and studies most critical of the federal government, the BATF, and the FBI.

Here is an extensive link to Davidian information… http://www.ambs.edu/LJohns/waco.htm
Chapter Six: 
Religion and the Individual

The religion of individuals is historical, social, and cultural. Though some might argue differently, infants are not born with a sense of their religion. Humans learn religion through social interactions. Even if we begin with faith we have to admit that we learn about our religion from our holy books, our parents, our brothers and sisters, our peers, or even from some divine source.

Given that our knowledge and experience of religion is social we can explore the social aspects of an individual’s faith. Anthropologists and Sociologists have long noted that religion is linked to the individual life cycle—the human path from birth to death and, for the faithful, the life beyond whether in heaven, in nirvana, or back to earth as a result of bad karma. Needless to say, stages in human life cycles and the rituals and symbols associated with them, vary cross culturally. In childhood children are socialized into a variety of group norms and values including religious norms and values. The family—especially the family—the community, and a variety of peer groups and institutions, including religious and educational institutions, are important in this process. Some religious forms even have rituals associated with childhood—Anglicans and Catholics, for instance, provide a form of baptism for infants that signify the child’s entrance into the religious community.

There are also rituals and symbols associated with the transition to adolescence. Usually these rites of passage as they are referred to by anthropologists involve a state of separation from the old status, followed by a betwixt-between marginal status, and aggregation into the new status with all of its associated roles. In the transition from childhood to adulthood in Jewish communities boys go through that rite of passage called bar mitzvah at age 13—Reform Jewish girls traverse through bat mitzvah at 12—moving from the previous status as a child to a status between child and young adulthood and finally to one to whom the commandments—all 613 of them—apply. During rites of passage the taken for granted quality of previous roles and relationships are called into question during the betwixt and between state as new knowledges of new roles and forms of relationships are provided for the individual undergoing initiation.

As the initiate transitions from adolescence to young adulthood and adulthood rituals and symbols mark his or her transition into marriage—think of the rites and symbols associated with marriage in various cultures—into middle age—a stage often rent through with identity crises as a result of biological changes in the female body—menopause—and into old age. Needless to say, different cultures see the transition to old age differently. In the US it often seems that the aged are warehoused in facilities and forgotten by their children—think of Abraham Simpson warehoused in one of Springfield’s most notorious nursing homes. In many traditional cultures the old are considered to be bearers of religious knowledges and charisma.

Religion, of course, has an enormous impact on how individuals view the world and how they perceive the interactions with persons, places, and things in the world. Religion impacts human marriage rates, divorce rates, family size, perceptions of the family itself, violence in the family, gender roles in the family, the role of children in the family, one’s sense of self, one’s sense of others, one’s views on abortion, homosexuality, the media, politics, economics, sex and sexual relations, one’s perception of the environment, one’s self-esteem, one’s feelings of being happy, being sad, being fatalistic, one’s perception of public and private, and even one’s health—or so sociologists sometimes tell us.

Religion and the life cycle is not the only aspect of religion and the individual in which social scientists have been interested. Individual religious experience has fascinated several social scientists the famous psychologist William James—see his On the Varieties of Religious Experiences, a series of lectures delivered at Harvard in 1902 here (http://www.des. emory.edu/mfp/ james.html); for a nice discussion of James see (http://people.bu.edu/wwildman/ WeirdWildWeb/ courses/mwt/dictionary/mwt_themes_700_james.htm)—and student of comparative religion Rudolf Otto—see his Idea of the Holy—among them. James distinguished between healthy and unhealthy forms of religious experience. Both James and Otto were, by the way, very interested in mysticism. For James the mystical experience was, ineffable—difficult to express in human language, noetic—it resulted in knowledge), transient—it was short lasting—and passive. Otto too saw the mystical experience as inexpressible.
Speaking of the experience of the divine, social scientists have long been interested in individual conversion experiences. Most social scientists argue that conversion experiences have a social quality to them and that they are more of a process than a sudden transformation. Conversion experiences often lead to social, psychological, and ideological change—one’s meaning system and sense of self are transformed in the process. Conversion experiences can be radical, though they aren’t often are—a secular Jew can become a Hasid or even an Evangelical Christian. They can be moderate—an Anglican can become a born again Christian. Denominational switching—an Anglican becoming a Catholic or vice versa—does not involve a conversion experience usually. In many cases individuals—social scientists call them seekers—drop out of previous religious bodies and search for some time for one they feel is for them. Individuals convert to other groups for a variety of reasons—ideological reasons, material reasons, psychological reasons. 

Conversion to new religious movements is not particularly successful. As Eileen Barker has shown in her study of the Unification Church—the Moonies—of the thousand who were recruited by the Unification Church in the 1970s only 8% actually became full time members. Of those 8% only 5% remained in the movement more than a year. Most of those who remained were there for spiritual reasons not to try to change the world—most of those who left saw the Unification Church as a means to this end.

This, of course, raised the issue of retention of converts. The more different the group converted to is from the old the more difficult it can be to keep the convert in the fold. Religious groups have used a variety of means to maintain their converts. In mainstream groups group activities and a variety of group interactions serve to maintain a sense of community. In sectarian and “cult” group separation from the world, geographical isolation, and communal or group living arrangements, selectivity in membership, group meetings, group prayers, group witnessing for the faith, strong social relationships in the group, a sense of mission, a sense of group superiority, a sense that a cataclysm is about to strike the earth, and a feeling that the group is being persecuted for its faith can all serve to strengthen group identity.

Finally, individuals can leave religious groups. It is easier to leave a group that is not totalistic in its demands on the member. Amish find it difficult to leave the fold, for instance. So do Mormons. Jack Mormon, as I mentioned before, is a term for one who leaves the Mormon fold and the person who leaves can use it to describe him or her self at least in the Mormon culture region. Many who leave the Amish and Mormon communities often remain culturally Amish or culturally Mormon. 

Vignette: The Baha’i Faith

The Baha’i Faith’s history begins with the appearance of a Shi’ite Muslim by the name of Siyyid Ali Mohammad (1818-1850) in Persia—contemporary Iran—in the nineteenth century. Ali, who would come to be called the Bab or “the Gate” combined in his teaching and preaching Shi’ite beliefs about the return of the mahdi—the notion that the 12th or hidden iman would reappear as the bringer of justice to the world—with Zoroastrian—the old religious faith of Iran prior to the appearance of Islam—millennial belief that a new prophet would usher in an age of peace and justice. For Baha’is this prophet, this manifestation of the divine, was Baha’u’llah (born Husayn Ali (1872-1892) 

Baha’u’llah claimed to be the most recent in a long line of prophets stretching back to Krishna through Abraham, Moses, Zoroaster (or Zarathustra), Buddha, Jesus, and Muhammad. Baha’u’llah claimed that the Baha’i Faith was the fulfillment of the promises of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. He claimed that with the advent of the Baha’i Faith the world stood on the threshold of a new age, an age of universal peace, justice, and world unity. Baha’u’llah taught that all the worlds religion and all the people of the world were one. He hence urged the members of one ethnic group to intermarry with those from another. Baha’u’llah urged everyone to revere all living things. He devised a solar calendar which divided the year into 19 months into 19 days—additional days were added at the end of the year. Each month began with a feast day. The Baha’i year contained nine holy days contained. Baha’u’llah urged followers to pray daily.

 Though Baha’u’llah spent most of his life in Persian gaols/jails he did manage, nevertheless, to spread his message and build up a group of followers. He urged his followers to spread the Baha’i Faith to unbelievers throughout the world.

After the death of the prophet Baha’u’llah was succeeded by Abdul Baha (1844-1921). Abdul Baha, in turn, was succeeded by Shoghi Effendi (1897-1957). Today the Baha’i Faith is led by the Universal House of Justice, an elected all male body located in Haifa, Israel. Baha’i’s maintain that the writings of the leaders of the faith are authoritative, that they are to be interpreted literally, and that the policies enunciated by them are to be followed without question. Baha’i’s limit discourse. There is no freedom of speech in the Baha’i community. Speech is supposed to maximize unity and minimize conflict within the community. Criticism of the leaders of the faith is forbidden. Proselytisation remains important within the Baha’i community—members are supposed to bring one new member into the faith during each year and members hold “firesides” in their homes in order to introduce non-members to the faith. The Baha’i Faith continues to promote racial unity and the unity of human kind—some American Baha’i’s have been involved, for instance, in the Civil Rights movement and on human rights commissions in that country. Baha’i’s are prohibited from engaging in partisan politics. The Baha’i Faith prohibits homosexuality. The Baha’i Faith is theocratic. Baha’i’s believe in a better world to come—utopianism. Baha’i’s are—as Baha’u’llah’s Kitab-i-Aqdas, the Book of Laws, demands—supposed to give 15% of their surplus wealth—wealth over and above that which goes for food, lodging, clothing, transportation, and other essentials—to the faith.

Baha’i’s can be found all across the globe. There are, despite their persecution and imprisonment by Iranian officials since the Iranian Revolution, significant numbers of Baha’i’s in Iran, in Europe, and in North America. The Baha’i Faith arrived in the United States in 1894. By 1899 there were somewhere around 2000 Baha’i’s in the United States—most of them White and fairly well off. Today there are around 150,000 Baha’i’s in the United States. America’s Baha’i Faith is no longer dominated by whites—one-third are Black while a significant number are indigenous peoples and Iranians—many Iranians since the Iranian Revolution have fled to the West. 
Chapter Seven: 
Official and Popular Religion

Social Scientists have often distinguished between official forms of religion and popular, unofficial, and folk religion. The former is usually seen as institutional, hierarchical—Christian churches are usually either episcopal (ruled by a priestly hierarchy), presbyterian (representative), or congregational (locally autonomous) in hierarchical organization—and specialized—with priests, ministers, rabbis, cantors, music directors, organists, choirs, and liturgical experts, as having a standardized and coherent belief system, as demanding doctrinal conformity, and as having specific membership procedures. 

Popular religions are usually seen unorganized, inconsistent, pluralistic, doctrinally diverse, as having relatively permeable boundaries. Sociologists usually maintain that popular religious beliefs are not accepted, recognized, or controlled by official religions. Popular beliefs can and often are ethnocentric or nativist, racist, heterosexist or homophobic, misogynist, and anti-democratic. Popular religious beliefs include magic, voodoo, divining, water witching, witchcraft, the occult or secret knowledges—examples include contemporary Gnosticism and kabbalah—the paranormal—examples include a belief in angels—hexing, palmistry—reading character traits or the future from someone’s hands—numerology—the belief in the importance of numbers and numerical patterns, the use of amulets, UFO communications, divination—including tarot—reading character traits or the future through a set of cards containing specific characters—I Ching—the ancient Chinese book of divination—and Feng Shui—the belief that the improvement of space will lead to the improvement of the human condition. Examples of popular religion in the US include camp meeting, the TV programmes of televangelists—if they are not connected with some official religious body—the symbols of American civil religion, and pilgrimages to Elvis’s home in Memphis, Tennessee—Graceland. Some popular religions are secret societies with secret rituals, secret symbols, and secret initiation ceremonies—examples include the Roman mystery cults, Freemasonry, and Rosicrucianism—think the DaVinci Code. Today many of those engaged in popular religious pursuits hail from the middle class. New Age spirituality, for instance, is quite prevalent among middle class elements in Austin, Texas with disposable incomes.

There are several important things to remember about official and unofficial or popular religion. First, it is important to note that not all members of an official religious group conform with the official doctrine. Substantial numbers of American Catholics—over half in some cases, for instance, do not agree with the Vatican’s views on abortion, birth control, divorce, clerical celibacy, and women clergy. Second, members of official religious groups may conform only partially with official doctrine and practice. Third, individuals often select components from a wide assortment of meaning systems to construct their own meanings systems. One can be a Methodist who attends church every Sunday and read his or her horoscope, and believe in the divinity of nature. One can make some parts of one’s meaning system central, other parts peripheral. Fourth, according to sociologists R. Stephen Warner and Reginald Bibby local religious organizations have become more important in people’s lives while denominational heritage has become less important in people’s lives today. Individuals, claim Warner and Bibby, many individuals now seek out churches which are similar in ethnic and class background to them. It is also worth remembering that non-denominational bodies—some with charismatic and almost authoritarian ministers—and cross-denominational groups that focus on push button issues like abortion, civil rights, and religion in the public schools, have become increasingly important for many in the modern Western world.

Vignette: The Salem Witch Trails

There were 234 accusations of witchcraft in Colonial America—a belief in witchcraft, astrology, and magic was in common in the Colonies as in Europe. The most widely known accusations of witchcraft in Colonial America, of course, are those that took place in Salem Village, Massachusetts.

The Salem Witchcraft trails weren’t actually in Salem. They took place in Salem Village—today’s Danvers, Massachusetts (don’t let the tourist trappings of contemporary Salem fool you—an outlying farming village near Salem town. Salem Village had for quite some time been a village beset with deep divisions and was so fraught with feuds and disputes that it had become known as the graveyard of preachers. These divisions focused themselves in the local church. 

Witchcraft accusations, in fact, were originally leveled at the household of the village’s beleaguered minister the Reverend Samuel Parris—Parris, newly arrived from England would exacerbate tensions by proclaiming that witches might be in his very church. It was at the Parris house in 1692 that a group of young girls, the most active of whom was the twelve year old daughter of Parris’ chief supporter Ann Putnam, and Parris’ own daughter, met to gaze in a crystal ball in order to learn their futures. By February these girls began screaming and rolling as if in horrible pain and were unable to pray when to God for relief when admonished to do so. Parris thus consulted a doctor but even he was unable to bring relief to the girls. Within a month the girls were displaying even further unusual symptoms. When asked “who torments you” the girls named three neighbourhood women as the culprits. One of the women named was the Parris’ West Indian Carib African slave and servant Tituba. Village authorities questioned the three women the girls named and jailed them. All denied the accusations save Tituba who confessed to being a witch and claimed that nine others in the community had “signed the witches book”. 

The girls “afflictions”, however, continued. The fact that Massachusetts Charter had been revoked by the Stuarts who had, in turn, been overthrown leaving the colony in a political and legal vacuum exacerbated the problems. During further questioning during the spring the girls named further men and women who were responsible for their “fits”. With the prisons of Salem Village filling up rapidly and rather than exerting his executive authority the newly appointed governor of Massachusetts governor Sir William Phips established a special Court of Oyer and Terminor to “hear and dispose” the witchcraft cases in May—previously in the colony witchcraft accusations had been suppressed by authorities distrustful of “folk superstition”; now they were seen as evidence that a satanic conspiracy was afoot to undermine the commonwealth. 

In early June this court convicted its first defendant, Bridget Bishop, and condemned her to death. One of the judges resigned in protest over the use of uncorroborated spectral evidence from the girls—they claimed they were being hurt by a spectre of the accused. Between June and September nineteen were hanged—some of whom confessed in the hope of being released on grounds of repentance—while Giles Corey was pressed to death under the weight of stones. The accused included one of the Salem Village’s leading citizens, Rebecca Nurse. Another was a local beggar and malcontent, Sarah Good. Another was the village’s former minister George Burroughs. Burroughs was accused of sorcery. At his trial the witnesses against him fell into fits before they could testify. When he recited the Lord’s Prayer perfectly while on the gallows—something the demonic were not supposed to be able to do—the execution proceeded only after the noted Reverend Cotton Mather rode his horse between the gallows and the assembled people maintaining Burroughs guilt.

With the increasing number of executions conducted without confessions or corroborating evidence the voices of those who had opposed the trials in the first place, most of them clergy like the noted Puritan divine Increase Mather who had said that “[i]t were better that ten suspected witches should escape, than that one innocent person be condemned”, became even louder. In his sermons and pamphlets Mather argued that since witchcraft was a capital offence the evidence for it must be unimpeachable. Next, he contended that evidence coming from the mouths of the accused must be held as untrustworthy since the devil could make the innocent appear guilty and the guilty innocent. Next, Mather pointed out that spectral evidence was an occult means to gain evidence of the occult and hence seriously flawed. Finally Mather pointed out that there was almost no way of discerning from the effects of a diabolical agency the motives of the afflicted and thus asserted that only evidence from two or more witnesses should be used to convict a person of witchcraft. By October Phips halted the executions and by 1693 the remaining prisoners were set free. In 1697 the Massachusetts General Court declared an official day of atonement for the executions. In 1711 it granted financial compensation to the families of some of the victims.

After Salem no one else would be tried for witchcraft in the colony. When compared to the witchcraft craze in Europe the outbreak of witchcraft accusations in Salem Village was relatively small and minor it was the largest such outbreak of the witch craze in the New World. The outbreak would, of course, become infamous in the Colonies and North America afterward. Writers like Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Nathanial Hawthorne and Arthur Miller would memorialize it as emblematic of “Puritanism” and, as in Miller’s case—his The Crucible—use it to comment on secular “witch hunts” like the Cold War era hunt for the “commie conspiracy” undermining the United States.

Over the years scholars and others have tried to explain the outbreak of the witch craze in Salem Village. For some it was an instance of clergy excess. For others it was an example of mass hysteria. For some it was a product of economic tensions within the community—most of the accused were from relatively poor and agricultural Salem Village while most of the accused were from relatively wealthy and commercial Salem Town.  For others it was the products of social tensions—many of the accused were involved in lawsuits with family members over inherited property. For some it was instance of patriarchy—most of the accused were women. For others race was a major factor—one of the accused Tituba was Indian or Caribbean. For some it resulted from the consumption of moldy bread that resulted in hallucinations. For others it was a clash of young and old—most of the accusers were young, most of the accused older.

Others note that the Salem witchcraft craze took place during a war—the Glorious Revolution, The War of the League of Augsburg or King William’s War and Leisler’s Rebellion in New York—and claims of subversion from within and attacks from without—all during a crises of authority in Massachusetts. They note that when the girls confessed they not only claimed that the witches were in league with the devil but that they were meeting in the forest with the French and Indians. Finally, they point out that Sir William Phips, the new governor, was the very man who had gained inglorious notoriety during the invasion of French Catholic Canada and didn’t want to look weak on security issues. If it was war that led to the witch craze it would not be the last time this would happen in American history.

For documents and other materials on the Salem witch trials see http://etext.virginia.edu/salem/witchcraft/
Chapter Eight: 
Typologising Religion

To try to combat overtly ideological and political notions of religion grounded in ideas about “orthodoxy” and “heresy” and their very real physical and psychological consequences, sociologists have expended a great deal of time and effort trying to construct “value-free” definitions of different types of religious groups.

Of all the founding fathers of sociology no one had more influence on the development of the sociology of religion than Max Weber. Weber would be among those who would help define the basic terms for the social scientific study of religion. It was Weber who first used the term “sect” to describe groups that accepted only religiously qualified individuals into their membership and which set itself apart from society as opposed to churches who accepted the masses into its membership and who embraced the society in which they found themselves.  

Weber’s student Ernst Troeltsch distinguished between “church”, “sect”, and “mysticism”. For Troeltsch the church was a conservative institution whose membership was inclusive and which had accommodated to the social order.  The sect he defined as an exclusive group made up of members who voluntarily joined it, who aspired to perfection, who were in tension with the social order, and who attempted to remain distinct from the broader social order. Mysticism he defined as a radical movement characterized by spontaneity, iconoclasm, idealism, egalitarianism, an indifference to sacraments, doctrines, norms, and organizational structures, and who were entirely uninterested in engaging the world.  

H. Richard Niebuhr added “denomination” to Troeltsch’s categories—he felt this addition was necessary in order to understand American Religious History. Niebuhr defined “denomination” as an institution which has accommodated to the world and which is powerful enough to dominate the social order if it so chooses. Niebuhr also made the point that initial enthusiasm of the first generation of sectarians was not necessarily shared by the second leading sectarians to make compromises with the world becoming, in the process, more like denominations 

Finally Howard Becker added the term “cult” to the mix. For Becker a “cult” was a loose association of persons sharing a private and eclectic religion. Cults, he claimed, are often in tense relationships with their broader religious environments since they “threaten” dominant religious authorities and are persecuted because of their perceived threat to the religious social order. Historically, claims Becker, cults often originated among popular devotions to holy men or shrines. Cults are, he says, individualistically oriented with little in the way of set doctrine. They are inclusive, pluralistic, and loose in their membership.

As is so often the case in academia, however, increasing definitional specificity combined with a measure of “objectivity” was hardly the end of the debate about what “church”, “denomination”, “sect”, and “cult” meant. In fact, definitional specificity and attempts at dispassionate analysis seem to have exacerbated the very issue they sought to tame. The so-called “cult” explosion in the 1960s and 1970s led to more debate on just what all of these terms meant, particularly of the term “cult”, rather than less.

Probably, the most influential recent attempt at clarification of what “church”, “denomination”, “sect”, and “cult” mean has been that of Rodney Stark and William Bainbridge.  Stark and Bainbridge saw “churches” as organizations which dominate society (Lutheranism in Sweden, for instance), “denominations” as organizations which accommodate to society (Methodism, for instance), and “sects” as schisms within churches or denominations which attempt to purify the movement and restore it to its “original” form (Conservative Mennonites, for instance). They delineated three types of “cults”: audience “cults” which were diffuse and little organized (“New Age Movements” such as astrology, for example), client “cults” which were largely therapeutic and magical (est, for instance), and “cult” movements which consisted of full fledged organizations and were evangelical in nature (the Unification Church and Mormonism, for example). “Cults”, for them, were either new (Mormonism) or transplanted religious groups or movements (American forms of Hinduism, and American forms of Buddhism) which were in a tense relationship with the broader social and religious environment in their new milieu (even more than “sects”). 

In an attempt to update this typology for a text centered age Jan Shipps offers a narratological conception of church, denomination, sect, and cult. For Shipps a church is an institution that assumes direct responsibility for a traditional story keeping it alive and transmitting it from generation to generation through ritual and liturgy. A denomination is a subset of a church. It is an institution which tells its own stories but recognizes that other denominations tell their own often different stories as well. A sect is a group with a charismatic leader that finds itself in disagreement with a church’s or a denomination’s leaders over ritual, liturgy, and their traditions story. Finally, a cult is a group with a charismatic leader that challenges the stories of churches or denominations.  

Not all academics have found the “church”/“denomination”/“sect”/“cult” typology compelling. James Beckford argues, for instance, that the church”/”denomination”/”sect”/”cult” typology has made religion into something singularly distinct from other similar organizational forms. He urges analysts to view religion as just another organizational type and analyze it as such. Others have found the typology inherently ambiguous and fluid. Mormonism, as Stark and Bainbridge recognize, for instance, is a “church” in the Mormon Culture Region because it dominates the social and cultural landscape of that region, a “denomination in Missouri, where the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (today the Community of Christ) formed, a “cult” in the minds of many nineteenth century and contemporary “mainstream” Christians, and finally a “sect” when we are speaking of the many fundamentalist Mormon groups trying to restore “original” Mormonism in the Mormon Culture Region and beyond. Religious historian Sydney Ahlstrom was so confused by Latter-day Saints that he admitted that he thought Mormonism could rightly be labeled a people, a denomination, a church, a sect, a mystery cult, a new religion, and an American subculture all at the same time. But can a single group be all of these at once? And if it can, does this mean that the terms are too broad to have any precise meaning and hence are of little use? Still others dismiss the typology as “ahistorical” and static and urge analysts to take a more historical and dynamic approach to social movements in general and religious groups in particular. Roy Wallis, for instance, suggests that “cults” are all proto-religions. All religions, he claims, were at one time were, “cults”. Over time they routinize and bureaucratize becoming in the process “churches” (Roman and Orthodox Christianity in Europe), “denominations” (Methodists), or established “sects” (the Mennonite Church). Wallis distinguishes three types of new religious movements—world affirming, world rejecting, and world accommodating. Finally, some have argued that if the church/denomination/sect/cult model is relevant at all it is relevant only to Western Europe and North America. Sociologist Thomas O’Dea focuses on the inherent dilemmas, within religious movements and organizations as they stabilize and bureaucratise and that provide a a historical dynamic within religious movements—(1) the dilemma of mixed motivation—the replacement of religious goals, values, and motives of members with worldly goals, values, and motivations as the movement becomes more successful, more institutionalized, and more wealthy; (2) the symbolic dilemma—the replacement of the original sacred experience of transcendence with a collection of institutionalized symbols as the movement becomes more successful and bureaucratic; (3) the dilemma of administrative order, the replacement of the original charismatic and informal aspects of the movement with a hierarchical bureaucracy; (4) the dilemma of delimitation, the replacement of the ideological diversity of the original movement with dogmatism, fundamentalism, and ideological authorities; and (5) the dilemma of power, the movement of the group from outsider to insider status vis-à-vis secular authorities and institutions.

These criticisms have not ended the attempt to delineate a church/denomination/sect/cult typology, however. Meredith McGuire in her book Religion: The Social Context attempts to address criticisms of the church/denomination/sect/ cult typology as ahistorical and static and offer in place of earlier static conceptualizations of church/denomination/sect/ cult a historical and dynamic model of religious groups.

For McGuire churches regard themselves as the only legitimate religious group in a given society. They generally support the status quo in a society. Churches tend to legitimate the political and economic powers that be. Membership in a church is not considered deviant. Denominations do not claim to be the only legitimate religious organization in a particular society. They accept other religious groups in their environment as legitimate. They are generally pluralistic. They do not separate their members from the world. Sects, like churches, claim to be the sole legitimate religious group in a particular society. Unlike churches they tend to stand in a negative relationship with the society in which they find themselves. Unlike churches they tend to mandate high levels of religious commitment and commitment to the community from their members. In sects religious identity is the only identity and must be present in all aspects of one’s life at all times. Cults, like denominations, accept the legitimacy claims of other groups in their social environment. Unlike denominations cults are usually in a tense relationship with their wider environment. They see the world as inhibiting members from finding god and achieving enlightenment and hence cult members generally look with disdain on mundane society.

McGuire notes that the church/denomination/sect/cult typology can vary by time and space. Roman Catholicism, she writes, was a church in 15th century France, a sect in nineteenth century America, and a denomination in the US after Vatican II.

Vignette: The Problem with Cult Theory

Sociology has not been the only academic discipline characterized by an interest in religious groups and religious group typologies. Psychologists and psychiatrists have been interested in religion and religious typologies as well. The attempt to define a “cult” has been the most difficult and the most controversial and the term that has spread beyond the ivy walls of academe into the realms of politics, popular culture, and the media.

Psychiatrist Marc Gallanter has advocated a social psychological approach to cults which draws on systems theory and sociobiology. Gallanter asserts that “charismatic cults” are, in most cases, adaptive responses to social pressures and psychiatric disorder. They are, he writes, tight knit social communities, often ideologically distinct from and isolated from the broader social environment, which they regard with suspicion, defensiveness, and paranoia. They are characterized by strong mutual support networks, a strong set of shared beliefs, a strong set of behavioral norms, a strong sense of commitment to fellow members, an emphasis on joint group activities, and a strong uniform routine for group members. They make tough demands on community members and tend to reward uniformity and conformity and punish alienation. Members who fall from the “faith” and are recalcitrant are often scapegoated and become deviant symbols for the community to look down to (shades of Emile Durkheim).

“Cults”, Gallanter writes, tend to emerge at times in which the values of society are felt to be inadequate for addressing major social issues. Charismatic leaders are reputed to be able to offer solutions to these problems and are “marketed” to potential converts on this basis. Converts to “charismatic cults” are generally looking for someone or some thing to help them solve their problems. Individuals who are unhappy due to situational problems, chronic distress, and who have limited ties to family and friends, often find the atmosphere of acceptance and support in these communities a solution to their problems. Conversion is usually an emotional experience for converts offering them a release from this neurotic distress replacing it with a feeling of well-being. They are thus adaptive in psychological terms and Gallanter argues that converts to the “Divine Light Mission” and the “Unification Church” experienced a decline in neurotic disorder symptoms. 

As time goes by, notes Gallanter, the initial zealous phase in the life of charismatic cults declines. With this they then can now move in several potential directions. They can bureaucratize in the process transferring the original charismatic qualities of the leader to the group's leadership hierarchy. They can assimilate into broader society or move into direct conflict with the surrounding society by emphasizing their ideological differences from “mainstream” society promoting their isolation from it. This last alternative can lead to violence. In such situations marginal groups, on occasion, will migrate in order to avoid violent conflict with that broader society (a la English Quakers and European Anabaptists).

Others have taken a more critical approach to cults. Focusing on new religious movements or “cults” Flo Conway’s and Jim Siegelman’s Snapping explore what they call an “epidemic of sudden personality change” in the United States, to the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. Americans, they write, disillusioned with the increasingly meaningless affluence of a technocratic, organizational society, and over stimulated by the information overload of the mass production, mass consumption and mass media society of the modern world, began to look to eastern philosophies, therapeutic techniques, and the new movements, eastern philosophies, therapeutic techniques, (est, the Unification Church, Scientology), and drugs popular during this period to provide meaning in their lives. These new authoritarian movements (and they do paint all “cults” with this broad totalitarian brush), along with new Christian “cults” like I Found It, The Way, and the Children of God, likewise interested in “converts”, turned to personality changing techniques, mind or thought control, and the marketing strategies of American advertisers in order to maintain membership and grow. These methods caused consumers minds to “snap”, caused them, in other words, to have a traumatic experience (often seen as higher state of consciousness, a mystical breakthrough, enlightenment, etc., by the snapee) and subsequently to have a break in their continuity of awareness (a breakdown in information processing in the brain of the person “snapped”).

“Snapping”, claim Conway and Siegelman, was and is behind the growth in “cult” membership. It was also behind the devotion of “the Family” to Charles Manson, the transformation of David Berkowitz into “Son of Sam” and the metamorphosis of Patty Hearst into “Tanya”, revolutionary soldier in the Symbionese Liberation Army (“sects” meet “cults” meet serial killers meet “terrorists”). 

According to Conway and Siegelman, “snapping” results in detachment, a lack of emotion, hallucinations, a vulnerability to suggestion, and the transformation of life habits, family relationships, beliefs, and values of the snapee. “Snapping” leads to self-destructive and often, in extreme circumstances, criminal behavior. To maintain control of those who have “snapped”, groups or individuals manipulating the snapee use sleep deprivation, food deprivation, threats, lies, manipulations, a sense of false caring, ideologies which assert that the convert will find happiness and fulfillment in their new “family”, and they play on convert fears. Conway and Siegelman emphasize that those who have “snapped” can be “cured” through “deprogramming”, a technique used to “recover” the original personality of the snapee, or, though not as quickly or successfully, through psychiatric care and, if the occasion demands it, mental health hospital care and medication. By the way, in the 1980s, the DSM III, the manual used by psychologists, psychiatrists, and psychotherapists to diagnose mental illness, ascribed “atypical dissociative disorder” to “cults” and proposed treatments to “cure” this “disorder—this was not dissimilar to there categorization of homosexuality as a mental disorder in the 1960s.

Psychological, psychiatric, or medical approaches to religious groups have not been applied only to twentieth century new religious movements. They have been applied to Mediaeval Christian groups and Reformation era Christian groups as well as modern day “cults” or new religious movements. Utilizing the language of “hard” medical, psychiatric, and communication “science”, some analysts have seen “sects” and “cults” as the charismatic products of confidence men and women and, more recently, as abusive to humans and hence dangerous to their health. Historian G.R. Elton, for instance, describes sixteenth century Anabaptism in his once standard synthesis on the Reformation as a “violent phenomenon born out of irrational and psychologically unbalanced dreams resting on a denial of reason and the elevation of the belief in direct inspiration which enables men to do as they please”.  Historian Norman Cohn characterizes mediaeval Christian apocalyptic groups as part of the lunatic fringe of Europe. But he doesn’t stop there. For Cohn, modern day Leninism was part and parcel of the same lunatic fringe, a lunatic fringe that invariably led to Terror, mass murder, and genocide. As Leigh Eric Schmidt notes many of the attempts to understand American religious revivals have also used the language of abnormal psychology when describing them. Evolutionary psychologist Frederick Morgan Davenport emotional revivals like that at Cane Ridge as the nervous remnants of “uncivilized” and “primitive” religion while John Berecz connected revivalist behaviors to those associated with Tourette’s syndrome and obsessive-compulsive disorders pointing up the naturalistic bias underlying his approach to religious behavior and ideology. Fawn Brodie in her No Man Knows My History argues that Mormon prophet Joseph Smith was a manipulative megalomaniac who was increasingly unable to distinguish fantasy from reality and whose sexual excesses played a major part in destroying him. Anne Felt Tyler sees Mormon Prophet Joseph Smith as a con man. Louis Kern perceives the Mormon practice of “the Principle” of polygamy as simply Joseph Smith’s personal response to the familial and sexual ambiguity of early nineteenth century. In an essay Lawrence Foster speculates that Smith may have been a manic-depressive. In his book The Market Revolution Charles Sellers portrays Mormon Prophet Joseph Smith as a fraud, a shyster, and a trickster, and suggests that LDS theology, with its characteristic patriarchalism, resulted from a kind of  “male panic” caused by the economic dislocations in family structure that were again brought about by the transformations wrought by the Erie Canal.. 

Though social scientists generally want us to believe that their analysis are objective, value free, or dispassionate perhaps the moral of the story here is that despite all their best efforts to de-demonize terms like “sect” and “cult” they have largely been unsuccessful in their attempts to do just this. Categorization, as many have noted—the great French social theorist Michel Foucault included—is a product of power and reflects the fact that certain members of the knowledge class—widely defined to include some academics, politicians, and journalists—have the power to categorize and to sometimes make their categorizations stick. Sometimes classification terms are relatively harmless. At other times they are not—the portrayal of the Branch Davidians by the media and many politicians, for example, clearly shows how certain types of classifications—gun nuts, abusers of children, practitioners of bizarre marriage practices—can be hazardous to ones health.

One thing we should notice about some sociological classification schemes, by the way, is that some of them share with the psychological and psychiatric perspectives an explicit or implicit view that “cults” are “abnormal” in a historical and social sense. Deprivation and status anxiety theories, with their assumptions that social stresses lead directly to social pathologies assume the existence a “normal” and “functional” social system against which “cult” movements are contrasted and assumed to be “dysfunctional”. This terminology, borrowed to some extent from biological science by a whole host of analysts ranging from Social Darwinists to Functionalists like Talcott Parsons, is confusing and may be both theoretically problematic. Other theories delineate (if largely on a statistical and historical basis) a group of “mainstream denominations” and counterpoint these to “alternative” or “marginal” “cults” and “sects” that likewise hover in the nether regions of American society and culture (and which they and others sometimes romanticize) and are often in tension with it.  While it may be possible to construct a notion of “normal” (means, modes, medians) and “deviant” (outliers) from statistical data, we must simultaneously explore the social and cultural construction of both the notion of “mainstream” and “non-mainstream” over time and across space (in “humanist”, “qualitative” and “statistical” social scientific discourses). 

A critique of the work of Conway and Siegelman provides a glimpse into some of the fundamental theoretical problems related to these organic, psychological, psychiatric, and normative approaches to new religious movements. Conway and Siegelman, like Parsons and others before and after them, draw on metaphors from biological science which are functional in nature and apply them to social and cultural life in order to try to understand the new religious groups that fascinate and concern them. 

Conway and Siegelman would almost certainly agree with the DSM III classification of “cults” noted earlier and take satisfaction that the psychological and psychiatric community they once criticized for inactivity in the war against “cults” had finally taken a stand and seen the light. “Cults” and therapeutic groups are, they claim, abnormal because behaviors associated with them (detachment, a lack of emotion, hallucinations, a vulnerability to suggestion, and the transformation of life habits, family relationships, beliefs, and values) are, abnormal, unhealthy, and physically and mentally dangerous.  

All of this raises a host of questions. While specific individuals do experience mental illness (whatever the etiology—biological, social, cultural, the product of an interaction between the individual human organism and its broader social and cultural environments) is it possible to describe societies or social groups as “abnormal”, “insane”, “mentally ill”, “pathological”, “neurotic”? While some social groups and social movements, and their leaders, do manipulate members what society and organization doesn't?

In the end I find the Conway and Siegelman book a frustrating one. On the one hand, there is much to admire in the book. It is grounded in a conception of experience, communication, information processing, and personality construction that is attentive to historical change and cross-cultural variation. It recognizes that history, culture, and social forces are a major component of personality construction and it recognizes that personalities can change over time. Additionally, it points to specific methods a number of social and cultural groups and even nation-states use to manipulate their members or their citizens.

On the other hand, their conception of communication and information processing is far too naively positivist, far too inattentive to multivocality, and far too inattentive to the variety historical, social, and cultural factors which have influenced the construction of human personalities. Despite the fact that Conway and Siegelman recognize that cultures and hence personalities vary cross-culturally, and that historical circumstances within cultures lead to variation, they remain wedded to a normative notion of communication, information processing, and personality within cultures that distinguishes “normal” or healthy personalities from “abnormal” or unhealthy ones. For them a healthy personality expresses itself in involvement, emotional display, invulnerability to suggestion, and consistent life habits, family relationships, beliefs, and values (the opposite of the characteristics they ascribe to abnormal personalities).   

While Conway and Siegelman note that the unhealthy personality characteristics of “cult” members were products of changes in American social and cultural life in the 1960s and 1970s (though they do point to important changes in the 1920s through 1960s that prepared the ground for “cults”), one is not sure whether fundamental characteristics like those noted above, change as society changes. For example can one argue that as changes in society and culture occur, new personalities arise which are adaptive in new social circumstances? Even if we accept a functionalist notion that a core of positive personality characteristics remain static over time in one particular culture formation, and that one can delineate positive and negative personalities in the first place (a big, and ultimately fallacious assumption) within specific cultural groups, the question arises as to whether “cult” or therapeutic groups are themselves functional in a subcultural or countercultural kind of way. 

The interviews Conway and Siegelman conducted indicate over and over again that “cults” and therapeutic groups do offer positive and functional psychological comfort or healing to those who joined them, something Galanter points out as I noted earlier. “Lawrence” and “Cathy Gordon” spoke of how they were “seeing the world in its proper perspective” when they became members of the Unification Church. “Jean Turner” spoke of how Transcendental Meditation relieved her from stress and how her first encounter group experience was a pleasant one.  

It is these interviews that point to another major problem with the book. The interviews conducted by Conway and Sieglman are drawn almost exclusively from individuals who were once in a cult and who have know been reborn and see their ex-”cult” and ex-therapeutic group life in negative hues or who are long term anti-cultists. They are, in other words, strongly biased. The former “cult” or therapy group members they interviewed are dissidents who have been “deprogrammed” (or would it be more accurate to say newly programmed?) or “cured” and who now see “cults” and therapy groups in a negative light. “Anti-cultists” are well, “anti-cultists (for whatever reason). They simply don't like “cults” or therapy groups. Constructing an analysis of “cult” and therapeutic groups on the shaky sand of the “testimony” of dissident former members or “anti-cultists” is as problematic as constructing a history of the United States from interviews with “anti-Americans” or a history of the Soviet Union from interviews with Soviet dissidents, anti-Bolshevik Russian aristocrats, or American “anti-commies”. This is an inherent bias that can only be counteracted by interviewing and studying members who remain in the groups under study and remain satisfied with the groups under investigation. 

Unfortunately, Conway and Siegelman do not undertake such interviews or analysis because (and this undermines their claims of being scientific and objective) they (in good deductive fashion) assume that “cult” members are suffering from information disease and personality disorders. The problem with this deductive position is that those who have studied “cults” from the inside have found that “cults” are not all that successful at conversion. Ninety percent of those who attend Unification Church seminars (the same seminars that Conway and Siegelman claim cause individuals to “snap”) did not join the movement. Nor are they all that successful at retaining members: the Unification Church has a large turnover rate and a core membership of around ten thousand souls. It is difficult to think of a group with such “success” rates as a nefarious conspiracy to take over the world through mind control techniques. One can only wonder whether Conway and Siegelman are exaggerating the threat of “cults” and therapeutic groups to the American Way of Life for personal reasons or even manufacturing the threat. 

Conway and Siegelman are rather quick to uncritically accept the credibility of “cult” dissidents and “anti-cult” activists and to use their “testimonials” to construct a melodramatic narrative in which good dissident ex-”cult” members and critical “anti-cultists” square off against evil “cult” leaders and their mindless minions for control of the world. (Conway and Siegelman play the role of academic “prophets” warning the world of an impending mental apocalypse). And they do this very effectively through the use of a rhetorical/demagogic strategy that counterpoints stories of heartbroken parents (who simply want to help their (adult) children return to a “normal” state) and the heroic deprogrammers who help them, against the shadowy, conspiracy ridden world of “cult” and therapeutic groups that threaten our way of life and which seeks to conquer America and the world through devious mind “snapping” means. In this tale “cults” and therapeutic groups have become the equivalent of what “commies” were to Joseph McCarthy and what Jews have often been to the Christian Church. 

What makes this “cult”/”commie” connection even more tangible is the fact that Conway and Siegelman are drawing on, transforming, and extending cold war fears of “evil godless commie” totalitarianism and brainwashing. Conway and Siegelman see “cults”, therapeutic groups, and Madison Avenue advertising firms as manipulative mind bending groups who are using lies, misrepresentation, false affection, the promise of fulfillment, discussion, and debate (just as those “evil godless” Communist Chinese did to American POWs during the Korean War) to take over the world. The narrative themes underlying Conway's and Siegelman's analysis are the spitting image of what they accuse cults of, namely, using manipulation to gain control of human hearts and minds.  

And then there is the issue of the language Conway and Siegelman use to describe these “cults”. Too often our “objective” scientists refer to these groups as “strange” and “bizarre”. For instance, in their discussion of types of “information disease” Conway and Siegelman refer to Hare Krishnas as having “strange appearance and practices”. Apparently, for Conway and Siegelman they are “strange” because they wear clothing that has an Indian origin. In other words, Conway and Siegelman universalize the “American Way” of fashion and judge other styles as “normal” or “strange” by that standard (are they in need of the noted twelve step fetishizers anonymous program?). Krishnas are “strange” because they do not wear what “normal” red, white, and blue Americans do. 

Finally, Conway and Siegelman's analysis is hurt because of its limited attentiveness to specific social and historical contexts of “cult” action (a phenomenon due, in large part, to their uncritical acceptance of “cult” dissident and “anti-cult” discourse). They miss the fact that “cults” are not a phenomena peculiar to 1960s and 70s America and Western Europe. As Wallis points out, , as we noted earlier, what are now “mainstream religions” were once “cults”. Christianity was a “new religious movement”. Mormonism began as an “alternative religious movement”. Islam was once a “fringe religious movement”. The Baha'i Faith was once a “cult”. Each of these social groups experienced a historical trajectory in which they moved from a “charismatic” period with a “charismatic” leader to a point at which they became a rational bureaucratic institution complete with a routinized belief system.

The portraits of Joseph Smith noted earlier by Brodie, Tyler, Kern, and Sellers also share with Conway and Siegelman a more caricatured and stereotyped than flesh and blood historical analysis approach to a new religious group. In fact, these analyses are so caricatured and stereotyped that they seem to be simply modern versions of the polemics associated with the anti-Mormon cottage industry that arose almost simultaneously with Mormonism in the 1830s. By assuming that Mormon religious experiences are patently ludicrous and that the Mormon Prophet was a neurotic, calculating fraud and a swindler Brodie, Tyler, Kern, and Sellers are simply unable to approach Mormonism and Joseph Smith with a measure of sympathy and neutrality and thereby grasp the deeply held religious motivations of believers. And even if one does assume that those “bumpkins” who became Mormons were hoodwinked by the master swindler Joseph Smith and his partners in crime, one needs to describe the process by which this massive con game succeeded and how it created new identities for its members in the process. Unfortunately, none of these commentators do this. In the end the mainstream/outsider categorizations Brodie, Tyler, Kern, and Sellers work in and the marginalizations they lead to raise questions about whether religious stereotypes and caricatures based on underlying assumptions about rationality and common sense are far more common in the groves of academe than they should be.

In fact, the questionable use of evidence, questions about whether any evidence is being used at all, and the tendency toward reductionism and fetishization are common complaints about and common problems in psychohistorical and psychobiographical analyses of religious movements. Lawrence Foster admits that his speculation that Smith may have been manic depressive is tenuous. What little documentary evidence he found to back up his conclusions—and much of this comes from anti-Mormon texts—is, in the final analysis, a taking over of anti-Mormon rhetoric which attempted to undermine Mormonism by asserting that their leader was mentally unstable. A similar problem undermines one recent book on the American New Left of the 1960's and foregrounds the ideological bias that is often at the heart of psychohistory and psychobiography. In that book Rothman and Lichter go so far to assert that the average 1960s New Leftist was a self-hating, sexually inadequate narcissist with a declining ego who was motivated by irrational power drives. As was the case with Erik Erikson's psychobiography of Luther and R.G.L. Waite's psychobiography of Hitler, Rothman’s and Lichter's book has been quite controversial and criticized, amongst other things, for engaging in speculation that goes beyond the available evidence. Such speculations, of course, often tell us more about the analysts and their assumptions than they do about the supposed subjects of analysis.

Chapter Nine: 
Religion and Societal Order and Disorder

The question of the role religion plays in society has long been a debated one. As I noted earlier Marx argued that religion both maintained the social order and could undermine it. Durkheim, on the other hand, argued that religion was one of the cements that held the social order together. Religion, Durkheim claimed, was one of the things that provided the moral cement that held society together by sanctifying society itself.

Durkheim’s notion that religion provided cement that held society together has had a major impact on the sociology of religion and beyond particularly since the 1960s. Sociologists and Ethnographers, of course, had long seen society in holistic and functionalist terms. Society, in other words, for them was a social organism that like biological organisms tended toward functionalist stasis or a functionalist steady state. Religion, claimed many drawing on the functionalism of Durkheim and the Structural-Functionalism of leading 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s sociologist Talcott Parsons, was one of the components of any society that maintained this functionalist stasis or steady state.

More than anyone else it would be the Durkheim influenced sociologist Robert Bellah who would develop the notion that in complex pluralistic societies a civic religion, a set of myths, symbols, and rituals that was not tied to any particular religious church, denomination, sect, or cult arose to provide a common set of mythic, symbolic, and ritualistic meanings for the citizens of that complex society. For Bellah America’s civil religion is a celebration of the American nation itself, its political system, its economic system, and its technological achievements. It turns the historical accidents that make up America’s history into transcendental achievements of global significance legitimating, in the process, the American state and the American nation itself. It is nationalistic, patriotic, and ethnocentric.

For Bellah, of course, American civil religion did not originate in a vacuum. Its emphasis on America as the “chosen nation”, Americans as a “chosen people”, and America as the “promised land” draws on Judeo-Christian themes that have been prominent in Judaism and Christianity in general and Protestant Christianity in particular for thousands of years. American civil religion, points out Bellah, has its holy days—Memorial Day, the Fourth of July, and more recently a consumer oriented Christmas and Super Bowl Sunday. It has its great men—George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln. It has its holy writ—the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. It has its pilgrimage sites—the Congress, the White House, Independence Hall, Gettysburg. It has its symbols—the flag defamation of which is for many an act of heretical sacrilege. It has its myths—Daniel Boone on the frontier, Davy Crockett at the Alamo, the log cabin origins of its presidents, that in America anyone can become president, that America is the most equal of nations, that the US has the highest equality of opportunity of any nation on the earth, that America has the highest standard of living on earth, that the US is the most generous nation on earth, that America and its people have a divine destiny, and so on. It has its calls for national repentance—Lincoln’s speeches emphasizing the evils of slavery. 

Not everyone has viewed America’s civil religion as so monolithic, however. They have argued that there are two civil religions in the United States, a priestly version and a prophetic version. The priestly version, they claim, emphasizes the superiority of the United States political system, economic system, social mobility system, and so on. The prophetic version emphasizes that America still has some ways to go before it achieves its ideals of freedom and equality.

Another issue that has troubled sociologists and cultural anthropologists is whether civil religion is universal. Durkheim’s notion that religion is the glue that holds society together and that sanctifies that society suggests that it is. Sociologists and historians have pointed out that Israel has a civil religion whose sacred symbols include the Holocaust (“never again”), Zion, Masada, the superiority of Israeli political institutions, and the superiority of the Israeli Defence Force. As with America’s civil religion Israeli civil religion has priestly and prophetic dimensions—the former emphasise the achievements of Israel, the latter that Israel has a long way to go before it achieves its ideals.

While civil religion can contribute to nation building as we noted above civil religion can also, as Meredith McGuire shows, can lead to civil wars between conflicting and competing civil religions. Northern Ireland, claims McGuire, has Catholic and Protestant civil religions that historically have had been characterized by entirely different visions for the Northern Irish state. For the Catholics, Northern Ireland should be Irish. For Orangists and Unionists Northern Ireland should be Protestant and British. These competing civil religions along with religious, class, neighbourhood political party, educational, media, sports, youth activity, and social organization fissures have long kept a civil war alive in Northern Ireland.

While religion can provide the social glue that holds society together it can also be a source and a site of societal conflict. Religion can be at conflict with society or the world as we noted earlier (Old Order Anabaptist separatism) and it can be in conflict with itself (Catholics versus Protestants, Sunni versus Shi’a, orthodox versus heretics). Religions can be in conflict with each other (Christians versus Muslims). As a general rule, the more particularistic a religion is—particularistic religious groups have a strong sense of their own exclusive legitimacy—the more at war—hot or cold—with society and with itself they will be.

Vignette: The Church of Scientology 

One of the most controversial of the new religious movements of the 1950s and 1960s was the Church of Scientology. One of the controversies surrounding Scientology is how one should define it. For some analysts Scientology is a religion. For others it is a form of therapy. For still others it is a science. For still others it is a form of magic. And finally for others it is a type of science fiction. For me it is a meaning system no different in form from any other meaning system.

Scientology originated from the writings and speeches of L. Ron Hubbard (1911-1986). The foundational text of the movement is Hubbard’s Dianetics: The Modern Science of Mental Health published in 1950. In Dianetics Hubbard defined dianetics as a science of the mind and developed a therapeutic technique that would cure individual minds of all irrational behaviour replacing these irrational actions with superior rational abilities. For Hubbard this therapeutic technique could cure all “inorganic mental ills and all organic psycho-social ills” in human minds.

Central to all of this was Hubbard’s notion of the engram. Engrams, claimed Hubbard, were the unconscious memories of physical or emotional pain stored in what Hubbard called the “reactive mind” and which control human actions. 

It was only through a process of auditing, claimed Hubbard, that these unconscious memories could be brought to consciousness, treated, and cured. The treatment process developed by Hubbard involved human auditors and an e-metre. E-metres allow the auditor to measure the strength of the “reactive mind” in individuals. Scientologists regard these machines as infallible. Once all of the ills of human minds have been cleared through the auditing and e-metre process an individual is held to be “clear”, cleared of all wrong consciousness” by Scientologists. Scientology, by the way, charges for auditing and clearing.

Scientologists believe in a hierarchy of cured individuals. The category of operating Thetan is considered to be an even more advanced being than one who has been cleared. For Hubbard the operating Thetan or OT can, over a series of lifetimes, escape the prison of MEST—matter, energy, space, and time—and reach the level of the true human self and, as a result, operate fully independently of his or her body and independently of the world around him or her. It is the physical body, claimed Hubbard, which keeps OT’s from realizing their true potential. 

The conception of the OT has changed somewhat in the years since Hubbard first delineated it. Today Scientology holds that there a several OT levels and that achievement of each of these levels brings with it an increase in power. Ascension to these higher levels, it is held, requires further auditing sessions and special courses all of which are offered for a fee. Scientologists call these higher levels the 8 Dynamics of the OT. In Scientological doctrine the OT is supposed to seek his or her “true self” across these eight levels. The First Dynamic is the “urge toward existence as one’s self”. The Second through Seventh involve urges toward sexuality and family, groups of individuals, humankind, the animal kingdom, the physical universe, and spirits. The Eighth or God Dynamic is the urge toward existence as infinity. It is in the Eighth Dynamic that the OT will finally find his or her true identity. 

Not all OT’s, it is believed, will achieve equal success in each of these eight levels and that further auditing and further special courses can help each OT improve their “communication” skills in levels they are not as competent in. Scientological ethics—Scientology’s ethics is contained in the “Table of Contents”—delineate the quality of “communication” achieved by OT’s in each of the eight levels. Lower levels of achievement or alienation are referred to as “non-existence” and “danger”. “Liability” is the term used to describe a state of non-reward or non-punishment.

One little known doctrine (except to the creators of the animated television show South Park) of Hubbard and Scientology asserts that in the past some ninety planets including the earth—its was, claims Hubbard, called Teegeeach in the past—were ruled over by Xemu. Xemu, it is held, used thermonuclear weapons to build and control his empire. During his rule Xemu destroyed several planets creating, in the process, the seeds of aberrant behaviour that would impact human beings down to today. Hubbard referred to this story as a type of para-Scientology and urged that it not be revealed to new converts to the church. The story of Xemu thus is akin to Jewish and Christian esoteric and secret Kabbalah, the secret of Mormon polygamy, and the secrets the Vatican and the Mormon hierarchy in Salt Lake has locked away in its vaults.

Utilising what we have learned during our social scientific excursion into Scientology we can see that Scientology began as a charismatic movement. Hubbard was Scientology’s charismatic figure. Hubbard’s vision drew others to him who accepted his visions of life and the world around him. As Scientology grew an institutional form took shape. Today Scientology is a global movement that is hierarchical and authoritarian, it has, in other words, a vertical chain of command and it is bureaucratic. Scientology considers itself a religion. It has an ordained ministry. It preaches an ethic of “love thy neighbour” and urges its members not to commit “sins”. It preaches a doctrine in which every human being is thought to be a spiritual being.  It asserts that the spirits of individuals will survive the body. 

Scientology has been involved in a number of therapeutic projects, Narconon, a drug rehabilitation centre and Criminon, a course helping reform prison inmates. Like many “cults” Scientology does not condemn the practices or doctrines of other more established religions and does not mandate that its members become exclusively Scientologists. John Travolta, Kelly Preston, and Tom Cruise are among America’s more “famous” Scientologists. As for the membership of Scientology this is difficult if not impossible to determine. There are some 700 Scientology churches worldwide. 

Like other new religious groups Scientology has been attacked by critics almost from the beginning. Some have made fun of its “pseudo-science” of e-meters and auditors. Some have made fun of its science fiction tales of cosmic wars. Some have made fun of the behaviour of its adherents—think Tom Cruise on Oprah. Some have seen it’s charging for services as evidence that it is nothing more than a moneymaking scam racket. It has been investigated by the American Internal Revenue Service. Its e-metres were seized by the American Federal Drug Agency in 1959. It has been taken to court over its claims that it should receive tax exempt status as a religion in the US, Canada, Australia, and Italy. It has been attacked by psychologists for its concerns about the use of shock treatments for the mentally ill, Ritalin for hyperactivity, and prozac for depression. 

Scientology and Scientologists have not taken these attacks lying down. They have verbally attacked the IRS, the psychological and psychiatric professions, Interpol, and certain governments for their limitations on religious freedoms. The Church has delineated two offences against Scientology itself. “Suppressive persons” or groups, those who actively suppress of damage the church and “potential troublemakers”, those who maintain contact with “suppressive persons” or groups. These delineations should not be a surprise to religious observers since many religious groups in the past and present have reacted negatively to those who have attacked them. Nor should the Scientology practise of excommunication, shunning, or inquisition be a surprise to religious observers since religions have long practised all three. So have political, economic, and educational institutions. Think the Republican RINO crusade.

Here is the official website of the Church of Scientology… http://www.scientology.org/
Here is a website by a Carnegie Mellon computer scientist critical of Scientology… http://www.cs.cmu.edu/~dst/Secrets/
Here is the University of Virginia Religious Movements webpage on Scientology… http://religiousmovements.lib.virginia.edu/nrms/scientology.html
Chapter Ten: 
Religion, Social Order, and Social Change

In exploring the links between religious formations and society in general there are a number of factors we can explore and question. Are religious institutions bureaucracies, bureaucracies that are not that different from political and economic bureaucracies? Do religious institutions organize power in a similar way to secular institutions? Do religious institutions and groups legitimate the political, institutional, military forms of the societies in which they found themselves? Do religious groups reflect and legitimise the caste structures, class structures, ethnocentrisms and racisms of the societies in which they find themselves? Do religious groups legitimize the social relationships of the societies in which they find themselves—notions such as women should be subject to the leadership of their husbands and stay at home and take care of the kids? Do religious groups legitimate the unequal distribution of wealth in the societies in which they find themselves? Do religious groups legitimate the sacred myths of the societies in which they find themselves—notions like work hard and you will get ahead? Is religion the opiate of the masses? Does its promise of a better life in the after life inhibit us from doing something to improve our lot in this life? Is religion a form of social control?

Can religion and religious ideas promote social and cultural change?

For some analysts religion has always had played a role in reinforcing the social order and bringing about change in it. Scholars of religion have pointed to two important forms religion can take—the priestly form that maintains and legitimates the status quo, and a prophetic form that sometimes challenges the status quo (exemplary prophets like the Buddha) and sometimes calls the priestly form to account (emissary prophets like Amos and Hosea in the Old Testament/Tanakh). Religion then promotes both the status quo and social change. McGuire enunciates several tensions within religious formations that historically have promoted the status quo and promoted social change—priestly vs. prophetic, particularist versus universalist, privatized vs communal, bureaucratic vs. charismatic, accommodationist vs. resistant. She notes that the class demographics of religious bodies can either promote the status quo or lead to activism for change—upper class churches tend to resist change. She notes that the relationship between religion and dominant institutions within social formations can lead to accommodation or resistance—the more tied a religious group is to powerful institutions in a society the more likely they are to resist change. She notes that the internal structures of religious organizations can promote the status quo or change—the more hierarchical a religious body is the more resistant it is to change. She notes that the communal aspect of religious bodies can promote a group consciousness and a hence a group consciousness for inhibiting or promoting change. She notes that the type of belief system a religious body has can inhibit or promote change—a fatalistic meaning system tends to promote the status quo while a utopian and millenarian one promotes social change. She notes that mystical religion tends to promote the status quo—the exception here, of course, is Quakerism. She notes that a religion that emphasizes individual failings as the source of human lack of achievement tends to promote the status quo.

So what about religion, religious ideas, and social and cultural change? Several historians and social scientists have pointed out that religion has long played an important role in bringing about social change American Evangelicals, Quakers, and Unitarians played important roles in the movements to end slavery, gain the vote for women, reform prostitutes, end polygamy, end abortions, promote temperance in drinking, and ban alcohol altogether throughout the nineteenth century. Max Weber argued that the Protestant ethic of hard work, deferred gratification, and worldly activism—I am saved because I am successful—gave rise to a new type of individualism, entrepreneurialism, and eventually capitalism in Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Analysts have pointed out that Catholic Liberation Theology with its identification with the poor worked to bring about greater equality and democracy in Latin America.

I want to focus on two analysts who explored the role religion has played in reinforcing the social order and aspects of the social order. H. Richard Niebuhr is the brother of the more famous Reinhold. Like his brother H. Richard was trained as a theologian. Unlike his brother, however, H. Richard was far more interested in the social and cultural history and the theological implications the social and cultural study of religion had for the Church as body of Christ. 

Probably the best known of Niebuhr's books is his Social Sources of Denominationalism (1929). As I mentioned earlier one of the contributions of this book is Niebuhr's addition of denomination to the typology of church and sect developed by Weber and Troeltsch. Niebuhr's contribution to the history and sociology of religion has not been purely typological, however. The broad question Niebuhr asks in Social Sources is why there is so much disunity in what is supposed to be a unity—the body of Christ, the Christian Church. Niebuhr finds the answers in class and status, region (rural versus urban), race, and ethnicity (he calls it immigration). Christian churches, at least in the US, vary, claims Niebuhr along all of these axes. It is these which serve to divide the Church. 

Niebuhr was not the only theologian/sociologist at the time. Liston Pope was another. Pope's ethnography of a strike in Gastonia, South Carolina— Millhands and Preachers: A Study of Gastonia (1942) found that preachers in middle class churches in Gastonia largely opposed the strike and made their opposition known to their flocks. Preachers in working class churches in Gastonia, on the other hand, generally supported the communist led strike and made their views known to their congregations. 

Over the years sociologists and historians have noted the class and status variations in Christian denominations. Some have noted that the Anglican and Unitarian churches tend to be predominately wealthy and that these dominations tend to have a significant number of upper and middle class members. For many the relationship between class, status, and religion is best seen in the Social Darwinist and gospel of wealth ideologies of many “captains of industry” during the Gilded Age in the US in the late nineteenth century. In this ideology the wealthy equated their wealth with Darwin’s survival of the fittest law and God’s grace. John D. Rockefeller, for instance, was quoted as saying that “God gave me money”. (Carnegie on the gospel of wealth: http://www.fordham.edu/ halsall/ mod/ 1889 carnegie.html). The captains of industry were not the only ones to espouse the gospel of wealth. One Anglican bishop claimed that “godliness is in league with riches.” Other US churches, on the other hand, have a membership that is predominately poor. The Pentecostal churches, at least in their early years, tended to have members who come from the lower classes, for instance. Still others note that the class composition of churches can change over time—in its early years the Methodist Church consisted primarily of lower class members; today most Methodists are comfortably middle class. It isn't only American Christianity or Christianity alone that has been impacted by class or status factors—the caste system in the religions of India should come to mind here. 

Class, as Niebuhr pointed out, isn't the only social factor at play in religious groups. As a number of scholars have pointed out race has long been a major role in the composition or religious groups. As some have noted Church service periods have long been some of the most segregated in hours in American life. Racism was such a strong factor in American religious life that Blacks in the late 1700s formed their own churches to escape the racism of those they left—the African American Methodist Episcopal Church was formed by Blacks in order to escape the racism of the Methodist Church in 1794. 

Ethnicity has also been a factor impacting Christianity in the US. In South Bend, Indiana, for instance the Polish Catholic—St. Hedgwig's—and the Irish Catholic—St. Patrick's—churches stood within a block of one another. It is not hard to guess the demographic composition of these churches from the information I have already given you. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries one of the conflicts within the American Catholic Church was between Irish Catholics who dominated the church and German Catholics who were none too comfortable with what they felt was Irish domination. 

As for the rural/urban differences within churches this has proved to be an important divide in America's Christian communities. Though this distinction can and often is pushed way too far it is true that in the nineteenth and most of the twentieth century—not so much today—rural areas had a fundamentalist and evangelical flavour while urban churches were most impacted by "modernism". That said you can find fundamentalists and evangelicals in urban areas and in modernists in "the sticks". It is worth remembering, by the way, that for many nineteenth and early and mid-twentieth century Christians the city was the source of multiple evils—crime, decadence, evolution, higher biblical criticism—and was hence a danger to the Christian who was pure of faith.

Vignette: Mediaeval Catholicism, the Reformation, and the Counterreformation

It took a hundreds of years for Christianity to develop. In the beginning there were many Christianities—Jewish, Pauline, Gnostic, Docetist, Nestorian, Monophysitist, Lombard, Waldensian, Hussite. It was only after Christianity gained toleration and then was made the official religion of the Roman empire that orthodox and heretical varieties of the faith began to be defined. The Emperor Constantine himself would call the first church council at Nicaea in 325. The Nicene Creed would set the standard by which Orthodox Christianity would be defined forever afterwards. Other church councils would further delineate what constituted Orthodoxy in the Church in the Eastern Roman Empire and in the West. Gnosticism, Docetism, Nestorianism, Monophysitism would all be categorized as unorthodox during these years. With the demise of the Byzantine Empire in the West and the rise of Charlemagne the Bishop of Rome would propagate the fiction in the famous and fraudulent “Donation of Constantine” that that Roman Emperor had given him dominion over the city of Rome, Italy, and the entire Western Roman Empire. He would use this power to crown Charlemagne Imperator Augustus in Rome on Christmas Day, 800. By 1050 the split between Eastern and Western Orthodox Christianities was complete when the East balked at the West’s insertion of the filioque clause into the Nicene Creed. This clause said that the Holy Spirit, one of the three substances in the Christian godhead, proceeded from both the Father and the Son rather than simply the Father as before. 

It would be a series of councils held in the Lateran Palace in Rome that would define Roman Catholicism. The Second Lateran Council of 1139 declared clerical marriages invalid, regulated clerical dress, and punished attacks on clerics by excommunication. The Third Lateran Council of 1179 limited election to the papacy to cardinals alone, condemned simony—paying for ecclesiastical offices—and forbade the promotion of anyone to the episcopate before the age of thirty. The Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 dealt with transubstantiation, papal primacy and conduct of clergy. It mandated that Jews and Muslims should wear a special dress to enable them to be distinguished from Christians.

By the 13th century Mediaeval Catholicism was a religion grounded in practices of ritual purification. It was a religion that located its saving power in the rites of a church that had descended, it was claimed, from Jesus’ apostles, specifically the Apostle Peter who was held to be the first bishop of Rome. For Catholic thinkers salvation was only available through the Church and to members of the one universal Church. This one universal Church dealt harshly with western heretics over the years. Between 1209-1229, for instance, the Church crushed the Cathars during the Albigensian Crusade. Cathars were a Gnostic dualist faith which believed that the spirit or light had become trapped in material corruption. A record of the inquisition of Cathars in Montaillou provided the basis for LeRoy Laudurie’s book we spoke about at the beginning of this class.

Though the majority of people in the west in the mediaeval period were Catholic the presence of “heresy” in the Catholic West never ceased. There were heretics in England—the Lollards. Lollards taught that religious power and authority came through piety and not through the Church hierarchy. They believed that piety was a requirement for a priest to be a "true" priest or to perform the sacraments and that a pious layman had power to perform those same rites. There were heretics in the Alps—the Waldensians. Waldensians promoted poverty, public preaching and a literal interpretation of the scriptures. There were heretics in what is today the Czech Republic—the Hussites. Hussites were followers of Czech reformer Jan Huss who attacked clergy abuses and opposed the condemnation of John Wycliffe, who was proclaimed a heretic after he argued that only Christ is lord over man. All of these heresies, of course, would share sentiments with the Reformers to come.

It is difficult, of course, to get at the mentality or mentalities of common Catholics during this period given that most Europeans illiterate during the Mediaeval period. What we do know is this. There was a difference between the official Catholicism of the hierarchs and clergy and the popular Catholicism of the masses. That said, there are also similarities between official and popular Catholicism, especially since the Church and its hierarchy was regarded as the sole source of grace and salvation. It is likely that most Catholics in the mediaeval age believed in Catholic Christianity, believed that salvation alone rested in its hierarchy and sacraments, and participated enthusiastically in its ceremonies and rituals. Religious art in Western Europe—that of Hieronymous Bosch in particular—and the literature on the art of dying suggests there was a widespread concern about the destiny of the human soul in the next world. It is likely that this wasn’t simply an elite sensibility during the Mediaeval period. 

The Church, of course, stressed the need to confess one’s sins and make restitution for them through confession to a priest before dying. It warned of the dangers and despair that awaited anyone who didn’t confess. Most Christians likely especially feared what happened to the souls of those who died before completing penance. Rituals and ceremonies arose to guard against just this—daily attendance at mass and participation in the cycle of “Lady Feasts” in honour of the Virgin Mary seemed to offer prophylactics against sudden death without last rites. 

And then there was the doctrine of purgatory. Purgatory arose, of course, to deal with Christian fears about the destiny of souls who had not had the time to perform penance before their deaths. Those who reflected on such matters as the destiny and destination of human souls began to argue that those destined for eternal salvation but who hadn’t completed restitution or penance before death went to a place where their souls were purified through sufferings and in this way atoned for the sins they had committed during life. This place was given the name purgatory. It was thought that purgatorial penance took longer than penances for the living

Another new Church practise which arose about the same time as the doctrine of purgatory was the practice of confession. In this period good Catholic Christians became obligated to make a private confession of ones sins at least once a year before a priest and to follow that priests recommendations for making absolution or penance of those sins. Catholic culture, in other words, was now becoming increasingly designed to allay the fears of Catholic believers about the destiny of their souls.

Increasingly the Church hierarchs and theologians began to teach the laity that there were ways that one could acquire grace in this life and, in the process, defray the possibility that one might end up in purgatory or Hell. Grace, which the Church regarded as a measurable quantity of goodness or worth could be acquired by participation in Church rites especially the mass or Eucharist—through which the believer could experience the very body and very blood of Christ as a result of the mediating power of the priest and, in the process, experience and participate in the sacrifice of Christ on the cross. Since the Church increasingly came to regard each mass said as imbued with the sacrifice of Christ more and more masses came to be held in the mediaeval period. By the 14th century the Eucharist had become so important that the cult of Corpus Christi—the body of Christ—had arisen.

This wasn’t the only Church ritual or ceremony that allowed one to build up grace. Processions and festivals, particularly those during Holy Week—Palm Sunday, Good Friday, and Easter—allowed one to build up an abundance of grace as well. And then there was the company of heaven.

In Catholicism the earthly world and the heavenly world were both perceived as hierarchical. The earthly world had its kings, nobles, clergy, and peasants. The heavenly world had its saints, the Virgin Mary, God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit. One was supposed to approach these saints as one approached a ruler, indirectly through those who knew him. In the case of the saints one approached them though the hierarchy of the Church. During this period it increasingly came to be believed that exemplary Christians who had been made saints had built up during their lives a superabundance of grace because of the holy lives they led. It also became increasingly common to believe that because of this abundance of grace built up by the saints some of it could be used, via the mediation of the Church, to help Christians alive and dead, on the earth and in purgatory make their way to heaven. As a result there were saints available to help nations, peoples, tradesmen, craftsmen, travelers, mothers giving birth, and those with various and sundry ailments. The greatest of all the saints and the focus of numerous cults and festivals was the Virgin Mary. Mary came to be seen most generous mediators between humans and the heavenly godhead. In its extreme form the veneration of the Virgin made Mary a co-redeemer as well as shelter and protector of humankind. The Franciscans would even come to regard her as free from the original sin that cursed the rest of humankind—a sin that resulted when Adam’s and Eve’s eyes were opened after eating the apple in the Garden of Eden.

It was also possible for the sins of confessors to be commuted by the Church powers as a result of some good work on the part of the confessor. “Plenary indulgences”, for instance, had been granted by Church hierarchs to the Crusaders at the end of the 11th century. By the 15th century “indulgences” could be acquired by those visiting Rome during the Jubilee Year—the Catholic Jubilee was a special year of universal pardon and the remission of sins—by those who contributed to the building of a church, and by those who had purchased a “confessional letter”.

After 1470 the Church began to offer similar indulgences to those who died and were in purgatory. Indulgences had become so much a part of Catholic culture that they were even falsified. Papal bulls, for instance, commanding the angels of heaven to allow dying pilgrims in North Italy entry into heaven were said to be circulating.

It was in this cultural context that the Reformation arose. Ironically, the Reformation began among the guardians of Catholic religious order, namely, theologians, pastors, and priests. Martin Luther (1483-1546) was a theologian and Augustinian monk. Many of his famous 95 Theses were aimed at the practise of papal indulgences particularly for souls in purgatory. He sent these, by the way, to the Archbishop of Mainz, who was himself engaged in the sale of indulgences, as well as to his friends.

Luther was not alone in his criticism of indulgences. The great Renaissance humanist Erasmus had made fun of them too. Many others saw the practise as way which the Church hierarchy squeezed money out of the gullible and pious. Indulgences were not the only things Luther condemned. He blasted the “deceit and hypocrisy” of a clergy who thought itself a separate estate that could regulate its own affairs without reference to anyone else. The German powers that be felt similarly had long opposed Roman appointment of clergy in German speaking lands and Roman taxation of the German clergy—many increasingly came to see the papacy as an encroaching power as I mentioned earlier. 

What came to be known as the Reformation was actually not that new. Much of what Luther wrote and said was not novel. Luther condemned school theology. So did Erasmus. Luther argued that shrines to saints and Mary should be destroyed. Erasmus wrote scathingly of them. Luther translated the Bible into the German vernacular. Erasmus had long promoted biblical translations in the language of the laity. Despite the continuities between the thought of Erasmus and Luther the Church did try to force Luther to recant.

The fact that Luther refused to be browbeaten into submission by Church censure and attacks eventually led other intellectual clergy to come to his defence or to reinvent his ideas through their own examination of biblical texts. They began to do this by airing their disagreements with the Catholic powers in public. The debate was not limited to elite Catholic intellectual circles either. Even townspeople began to talk about these theological and doctrinal issues as well. In this state of intellectual excitement it was inevitable that town leaders would get involved as well and attempt to mediate and rule on the disputes. . In at least 16 German and Swiss cities the town fathers found themselves managing strife among the clergy. In response they issued edicts advising the clergy to “stick to the Scriptures”. The burgers, in turn, became the arbiters of what the Scriptures meant as debates on these issues began to be held in front of the city fathers. 

Probably the most distinctive perspective of the Reformers vis-à-vis the Catholic Church was their position on how God intervened to save human souls. The mediaeval Church, as we noted, taught that salvation could be gained through the medium of the Church and its hierarchy. For the Reformers God did not purify sinners in order to accept them into his kingdom, he accepted sinners and forgave them in spite of their sins. For Reformers those that God chose—the Righteous or the Elect—were chosen through God’s favour. Grace was, then unearned, in Reform thought. It was a divine gift to a single individual which could not thus be transferred to anyone else. The immensity of this gift, said Reformers, could only be understood through faith. Works were hence irrelevant in Reform thought. They did not purify a sinner. They were, they believed, the result of God’s grace and mercy. Given this Reformers held that ceremonial actions to purify the soul were futile and perhaps blasphemous. 

There was no place in Reform Christianity for the cycle of sin, confession, priestly absolution, and ritual penance. There was no place for purgatory in Reform thought since souls were saved prior to death. There was no place for the Catholic Eucharist since Christ’s sacrifice itself was complete and sufficient for the chosen believer. There was no place for saints since the chosen were saved despite their sins; there was nothing to be interceded for. The only type of prayer there was a place for in Reform Christianity was that addressed solely to God. Reformers emphasized the need to learn the gospel, to understand it, and to let it overflow into one’s life. Once one did this one would, by the grace of god, be led to neighbourly acts of goodness (agape).

This ideology had an impact on Reform worship and material culture. Worship became simpler and briefer. The reading of the Word—the Scripture—and exhortation to live the Word became the central act of Reform liturgy. Education was thus important to Reformers. Reformers emphasized the need to learn the Scriptures. Dialogue catechisms were issued to teach Scriptural truths.

It is important to remember that there wasn’t just one brand of Reform Christianity. Lutheran strands of Reform Christianity which became dominant in northern and eastern Germany and Scandinavia, was relatively conservative and traditionalist in form. Lutheranism preserved traditional worship ritual, art, and ornament that, it deemed, wasn’t offensive. They maintained a modified Eucharist, one in which the body and blood of Christ are “truly and substantially present in, with and under the forms” of the consecrated bread and wine so that communicants eat and drink both the elements and the true Body and Blood of Christ Himself (cf. Augsburg Confession, Article 10)). They kept priestly vestments, sculptures, and carved altarpieces, though they toned down the latter. They kept organs, traditional religious music, and traditional hymns. 

Calvinist Reform Christianity, on the other hand, was austere. Calvin established a Reform theocracy in Geneva and ruled it with an iron fist punishing anyone who deviated from what he defined as Christianity—a model not dissimilar from the Catholic one. He would burn the Unitarian “heretic” Michael Helvetius at the stake. Calvin’s brand of Reform Christianity took hold in England—Puritans and Pilgrims, Scotland—Knox’s Presbyterianism—the Netherlands—the Reformed Church—the Rhineland, northern and western Switzerland, and southwestern France—Huegenots. For Calvin Christ's body and blood did not come down to inhabit the elements of the Eucharist but rather that “the Spirit truly unites things separated in space”. In Calvinist Christianity all material culture was eliminated from worship places which were themselves austere and “simple”. Quakers, of course, would take this austerity to its logical end point. Reformer Andreas Karlstadt called for a war on “images and idols” in Reformed Churches.

Despite these differences Reform Christians shared a number of things. They made the vernacular the language of worship. They argued that all clergy had the right to marry and that they had a duty to be good citizens wherever they lived. They recognized the authority of secular governments—Luther vehemently opposed the German Peasants Revolt of 1524-1525 and sided with the powers that be in putting it down. They downplayed monasticism—though this would later be revived in Lutheran Germany and Anglican England. They simplified or abolished the old Church hierarchy except in England. They reorganized church courts—again England was the exception. English exceptionalism, of course, reflects the fact that Catholic and Protestant monarchs would struggle for control of the island nation. Catholic monarchs would establish Catholicism. Protestant monarchs would establish Anglicanism. The Anglican Church reflects both of these impulses. 

Anabaptists, who arose in Switzerland, in Germany, and in the Netherlands, constituted the “radical fringe” of the Reformation. To others they are a movement that is neither Catholic nor Protestant. Anabaptist Christianity early on was quite diverse. Some were pacifists, others were not. Some distinguished between church and state, others attempted to institute a Christian Kingdom in Munster complete with communalism and polygamy. This led to violence, terror, war, famine, and death. Some emphasized mutual aid, others communalism. Despite these differences, however, one can find commonalities among many of these groups. Anabaptists were Bible, especially New Testament centred. Anabaptists in general opposed infant baptism. For them only those who had made an informed decision to become a Christian were Christians. For most Anabaptists the “Sermon on the Mount” was held to be normative for what constituted the Christian life. Anabaptists held that only those who voluntarily led that life and formed communites of likeminded believers were “true Christians. Anabaptists had the unfortunate distinction of being persecuted and in some cased killed by both Reformed Christians and Catholic Christians for their beliefs. The Amish, Mennonites, Hutterites, Brethren in Christ, and Brethren are latter day remnants of the earlier Anabaptist movement.

As I mentioned Reform Christianity came to dominate parts of Europe. The way Reform churches came to dominate certain regions of Western Europe varied, however. In Denmark, the monarch made Reform Christianity the state religion. In some German principalities and in some parts of Switzerland village communes opted for Reform Christianity. In some cities the authorities decided that Reform Christianity was for them. In others radicals pushed Reform. Most commonly, the nobles and aristocrats decided to institute Reform Christianity in their territories.

As Catholicism created a common identity among its believers, so did Reform Christianity. Many reformers felt strong bonds with their brothers and sisters elsewhere in Europe and in North America. And when these brothers and sisters were threatened or under attack many urged their leaders to take action to protect Reformers elsewhere. Brandenberger clergy, for instance, called for intervention in the French religious civil wars while the Protectorate in England lobbied the duke of Sussex for fair treatment of Protestants in his territory. Some Reformers would even go to the aid of persecuted brothers and sisters themselves. Calvinists, in particular, would recognize themselves as part of an international movement.  Soon almost all Reformers would come to see the Pope as the anti-Christ. Some would even urge their leaders to go to war against the anti-Christ and enlist in that war themselves. Eventually Protestant countries would make common cause against Catholic Spain.

The Catholic Church didn’t take this lying down. It was difficult, because of specific circumstances, for the Church to act against the Reformers at first—excommunication and interdiction, the papacy’s strategy of blackmailing enemies with exclusion from the Church, no longer worked, the College of Cardinals was locked up by internal squabbles, Church finances were in disarray as a result of a decline in monies brought in by the sale of ecclesiastical offices, the Church was caught up in military intrigues involving France, Spain, and the German speaking states which involved struggles over Milano and Napoli, and finally the Church had not yet clarified what its position was on the disputed issues. Many in Rome, in fact, held positions close to that of Luther.

There were at first some attempts between Catholics and Reformers to lay out common ground. In 1541 a group of moderate German Catholic theologians, with the aid of Cardinal Gasparo Contarini, almost reached agreements with a group of moderate Protestants concerning justification in Regensburg. These didn’t last, however. In December 1545 a Church council was held at Trent to clarify Catholic doctrine vis-à-vis the Reformers. The position on justification it came up with left no room for the Protestant position. The council upheld the traditional Catholic positions on the validity of tradition alongside Scripture, the need for the confession of sins, and the primacy of the Latin Vulgate. At the same time the council established the first uniform mass order for the Church, the first catechism for the Church that came from Rome, called for the education of the Catholic clergy in specialized theological schools, harmonized Church worship and Church teaching, streamlined the Catholic message, and called for priests to wear distinctive garb even when not conducting services. The rise of orders to missionise the heathen—including the Protestant heathen—arose at this time as well. One of these would be the Society of Jesus, the Jesuits. Mission work, in turn, would guarantee doctrinal uniformity in the Church. Finally, the professionalisation of the Catholic clergy would complicate relations between it and the Catholic laity.

Peaceful coexistence did not last long, however. Eventually, Catholic communities did attempt to purge themselves of the Reformers. Wars between Catholics and Reformers erupted in France between 1534-1547, Flanders in the 1550s, and England between 1555 and 1558. Treaties between Catholics and Protestants would ensue after short wars in Switzerland and Germany. In general, there was tension between Catholics and Protestants in regions where Protestants were strong enough to destabilize the monarchy but not strong enough to push for toleration and civil rights for themselves. Post 1567 France, for instance, saw a violent and bloody civil war between the Catholics and the Calvinist Huegenots—the latter would be genocided by Catholics during anti-Huegenot riots in Paris.

The moral of all this? The fracturing of Western Europe, the increasing power of monarchs, the rise of increasing national and city-state feelings of identity and community were laying the groundwork for the birth of the modern world that you and I live in today.

Vignette: Mormon Polygamy

Some analysts of Mormon polygamy have tended to downplay the importance and incidence of the practice of polygamy in the early Church arguing that very few of their forebears actually practiced “the Principle” in significant numbers. Noted Mormon historians Leonard Arrington and Davis Bitton, for instance, argue that the rates of the practice of “the Principle” among Mormons, even during the heyday of Mormon polygamy, was around 5% for Mormon men and 12% for Mormon women. This is hardly, they argue, something to write home about.

Such a position, of course, strongly implies that the emphasis Mormon leaders placed on the practice of “the Principle” as part of God’s eternal plan paled in the face of economic and political realities and costs associated with polygamy, specifically the opposition it met from Americans in general and from politically powerful Americans in particular.  

Recent investigation of Mormon polygamy rates, however, have raised questions about Arrington and Bitton’s estimates of Mormon polygamy rates, however, foregrounding, in the process, the question of whether they underestimated the practice of polygamy among Latter-day Saints in the nineteenth century church as a result of the Mormon ideological climate in which they wrote, a post World War II ideological climate in which the Church, concerned with its image particularly in non Mormon circles, was de-emphasizing polygamy and even forcefully combating it. 

While Arrington and Bitton may have tried to shut the door on “the Principle” as ideology and practice they didn’t get the door closed entirely. Toward the end of their discussion of “the Principle”, in fact, they offered, almost as an afterthought, an intuition that further study would show that polygamy rates varied both historically and regionally among the Latter-day Saints. Rather ironically this contention would play an important role in opening the door to a revived study of Mormon polygamy among a host of “New Mormon” historians and social scientists in the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s, who, using state of the art methodologies, began to reanalyze earlier data or probe heretofore untapped sources. In almost every instance these new studies led analysts to conclude that Arrington’s and Bitton’s estimates of Mormon polygamy rates were far too low. 

Though his analysis preceded that of Arrington and Bitton and hence preceded the rise of the “New Mormon history”, Stanley Ivins study of Mormon polygamy rates set the scholarly standard for estimates of polygamy rates in the Mormon Culture Region between the mid- and late nineteenth century. Drawing on a sketchbook of Mormon families by Frank Esshom and histories and biographies from Emery and San Pete counties, Utah, Ivins found that 15% to 20% of the population were practicing “the Principle”. Ivins asserted, however, that polygamy rates weren’t static: they rose and fell depending upon particular circumstances. During the years of the Mormon Reformation (1855-57 ), 1869, 1882, and 1884-85, all periods when Mormons and their practices were under attack from outside the “practice of the Principle” rose. Rates fell during years of relative peace with the outside world (1852, 1858, 1881, and 1890). 

Several analysts have taken Ivins polygamy rates to heart. Julie Jeffries accepted Ivins's 15% to 20% estimate uncritically. Eugene and Bruce Campbell, reanalyzed Ivins’ data and came up with a rate of 18%. James Smith and Phillip Kunz likewise using the same data as Ivins but adding contemporary census data to their stud estimated the polygamy rate to have been 8.8%.  

Recently a number of “New Mormon historians” began to exploit other forms of data in their attempt to understand the “practice of the Principle”. “Ben” Bennion, utilizing the manuscript census and LDS family groupsheets submitted to the Church Genealogical Department, found polygamy rates in 1880s Utah of 30% in the St. George region, 30% and 75% in Orderville, 30.4% in Kanab, and 21.8% in Davis County.  Larry Logue utilizing the 1880 census data, LDS family group sheets, and the 1870 settler's list, in his study of Mormon polygamy in the area around St. George, found general male plural marriage incidence rates of 30% in 1870 and 33% in 1880.  Marie Cornwall, Camela Courtright, and Laga Van Beek, utilizing census data from 1860, LDS Ancestral File data, and LDS Family Histories and biographies, found polygamy rates of 43% in the Salt Lake Valley’s 13th Ward found a plural marriage rate of 43%, 33% in the 20th, and 58% in the Mill Creek Ward.  Jan Shipps, Cheryl May, and Dean May found a polygamy rate of 28% in Salt Lake City’s Sugar House Ward in 1870. 

Polygamy, of course, has been for non-Mormons, probably the most controversial aspect of a church that has been, to say the least, very controversial. It has also likely been the doctrinal and gender practice associated with Mormonism that has been the most difficult for the faithful to follow. We don’t, however, know precisely when the practice of “the Principle” began. Historian Daniel Bachman argues that the “the Principle” goes back to Kirtland in the 1830s though his evidence for this position is largely circumstantial. Bachman notes that during this time Smith was engaged in the study and “revision” of the Bible and that during his “translation” of “restored” sections of the Old and New Testaments, “the Prophet” tried to make sense of the practice of polygamy by Hebrew Patriarchs like Abraham and Jacob. It was at this time that Smith may have taken Fanny Alger as a second wife. Then there is the fact Smith made statements suggesting that plural marriage would be restored to the earth one day. These combined with the issuance of a statement by the Church reiterating their support for monogamy in the midst of accusations that they were practicing polygamy seem to point to the fact that polygamy was in the air if not in the flesh of that small Ohio town. 

While we may not know when Mormon polygamy began we do know the biblical and theological rationale behind it. During his study of and revision of the Bible Smith was struck by the practice of polygamy by the biblical patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, David and Solomon and God’s commandment to these patriarchs to undertake the practice “the Principle. Moreover, as Smith’s Bible study and analysis continued over the years and “revelations” apace came to him he became convinced that that humans progressed from a material spirit existence, to a “fleshly tabernacle”, and back to a material spiritual existence in which, if one had followed the doctrines and precepts set out in the revelations given to the Church, one achieved godhood.  Plural marriage was central to this “eternal progression” because families were eternal “beyond the veil” and the more wives you had the more children, and the more power you had. Plural marriage accelerated “eternal progression”, the process to godhood, in other words.  It fulfilled the promise of numerous progeny made by God to Abraham and reunited family members around the Patriarch-God in the afterlife.  Smith believed that in the afterlife the whole process began anew as the Patriarch-God and his wives (“Mothers in Heaven”) gave birth to spirit children. These spirit children, in turn, cycled through the stages from pre-fleshly existence to godhood and worshipped as God the one who had given them life. 

We also know that polygamy was not for everyone. Only “worthy Saints” who had received permission from the highest of Church authorities were given permission to practice “the Principle”. This meant that there was an inherent inequality in the Kingdom of Priests whether in time or in eternity. Plural marriage bound elite “worthy” Mormons to each other in webs of intermarriage and kinship relations. 

The practice of “celestial marriage” had consequences for the Church’s relationship with the “Gentile” world. With the official announcement of the practice of polygamy in 1852 already difficult relations between the Saints and the “Gentile” world were exacerbated even further. Many influential reformers regarded Mormon polygamy along with slavery as one of the “twin relics of barbarism” and fought to end both. Anti-polygamy fervor reached even into the halls of Congress and the White House as the federal government made a number of efforts to end the barbaric practice of polygamy among the Saints. 1857 saw Federal attempts to establish its control of the recently acquired Utah Territory.  And while the United States managed, with some difficulty, to establish its hegemony in Utah it was unable to end Mormon polygamy. 

US dominance of “Zion” did not end tensions between Mormons and “Gentiles”, however. Antipolygamy groups and individuals began to lobby Congress for an end to polygamy and urged the federal government to take action against the recalcitrant Saints. These efforts resulted in the passage of a federal law, the Anti-Bigamy Act, which made plural marriage illegal in 1862. 

During the Civil War federal action against either “the Principle” and Mormon theocracy was not forthcoming.  After the war, however, continued lobbying by antipolygamy groups would lead to a tougher antipolygamy measure in 1874, the Poland Act. This act extended federal jurisdiction over criminal and civil cases, such as “bigamy”, which had heretofore been prosecuted in courts controlled by Mormons. 

The “Saints” decided to test this law. George Reynolds, a polygamist, was chosen by the Church as the guinea pig. After Reynolds was convicted of violating the anti-polygamy laws passed by the Congress, the test was appealed to the Supreme Court. While Church lawyers argued for freedom of religion, the court decided on 6 January 1879 that the anti-bigamy laws were constitutional.  The Court concluded that polygamy was a threat to national health. If unchecked, the justices argued, plural marriage would undermine the nuclear family structure on which a “civilized” and “healthy” nation like the United States was built. 

While the second great Mormon prophet Brigham Young would die in 1877, plural marriage would not.  John Taylor succeeded Young and continued to preach the necessity of “practicing the Principle” even while he was “underground”. In 1882 Congress would again pass another antipolygamy act, the Edmunds Act. The Edmunds Act made bigamous marriages and polygamous living (“unlawful cohabitation”) illegal, allowed the President of the US to grant amnesty to those who entered such marriages before 1 January 1883, made children born in such marriages before that date illegitimate, denied anyone engaged in polygamous activities the right to vote or hold office, and allowed federal marshals to arrest and imprison polygamous “cohabiters”. Once again this act failed to end “the Principle” so in 1887 Congress passed the Edmunds-Tucker Act which compelled wives to testify against their husbands, limited jury duty to those who obeyed the anti-polygamy laws, disenfranchised polygamists, mandated that polygamists could not run or serve in the government, and allowed church property in excess of $50,000 be subject to escheat proceedings. 

In 1887 LDS prophet and President John Taylor died while hiding on the polygamy underground and was succeeded by Wilford Woodruff. Woodruff, a polygamist himself, would finally bow to federal pressure on 24 September 1890 and issue a “manifesto” stressing that the Church no longer sanctioned the doctrine of plural marriage.  At the same time the Church also disbanded its political party, putting an end to the “Zionist” theocracy that offended so many “anti-Mormons”. The Church began to urge its members to join, preferably in equal numbers, the Democratic and Republican parties thus moving the Church toward the American political “mainstream”. And they put an end to the “gathering to Zion”. With these acts the period of overt Mormon civil disobedience was over. 

External pressures weren’t the only ones affecting Mormons living “the Principle”. Practicing polygamy wasn’t easy for any Mormon at any stage of their life cycles during the height of its practice. Within the church many Mormons, including Emma Smith, Joseph’s wife, opposed polygamy. Apostle Brigham Young remembers Emma being so angry with the 12 July revelation (D&C 132) commanding plural marriage that she burned the document. William Law was so disillusioned with Smith after he learned that “the Prophet” was not only preaching but practicing plural marriage (he thought it adultery) that he exposed “the Practice” in his independent newspaper The Nauvoo Exponent precipitating a major crisis that would begin with Smith’s closing down of that newspaper and the destruction of its printing press and end in his death. 

Other members of the Church had different reactions. Some, like Apostle Orson Pratt, came gradually to accept it after much soul searching though his wife Sarah never did. Others left the Church because of it unable to square their more traditional Christian understandings of Mormonism with Smith’s ever more Jewish version of the faith. Many who remained in the Midwest after the Exodus westward, for example, and who later helped organize the Reorganized Church in Illinois and Missouri, never bought into the more Jewish elements of Smith’s restoration and continued to deny that the Prophet ever practiced polygamy for the rest of their lives, his wife Emma among them. 

The “Principle” also caused problems for practicing believers in the church. Two of the unique aspects of Mormon polygamy, in particular, that caused problems for believers, as Embry notes, were time sharing and economic distribution ones. Some plural wives felt treated unfairly by their husbands. They felt that their husbands were devoting more time and economic resources to their “sister wives”. Wilford Woodruff, the fourth President of the Church, did not, according to Thomas Alexander, equally distribute his time or his material goods, to each of his wives and their children. Rather Woodruff favored some wives and their children with his time and money while virtually ignoring one of his wives in particular. The wife he ignored, and the children she bore him, ended up living most of their lives in poverty. Orson Pratt’s wife Sarah resented the time he spent with her sister wives. Olive Andelin Potter recalled that her husband simply did not have the money to support her as his plural wife. Her life in plural marriage became one of unending poverty. In the end, however as Embry notes, each polygamous family established their own household rules. This fact, combined with high levels of Mormon commitment to “the Principle” and cultural norms stigmatizing divorce made most Mormon plural marriages work. 

Another problem involved the necessity of getting the first wives permission before a husband could take another wife. While Campbell and Campbell and Jeffries have stressed that the permission of the first wife was necessary before a husband could take another wife, Hardy has noted that this was an ideal not always carried out in practice. There were, as he notes, numerous instances of a husband ignoring his first wife's opposition to a plural marriage, and taking another wife anyway.  Not all Mormon males ignored the first wife’s opposition to further marriages, however. One St. George Elder said that he was unable to “practice the Principle” because his wife would not allow him to take plural wives. His wife claimed to have had a revelation to “shoot any woman who became his plural wife”. Nevertheless, women who opposed plural marriage, however, were often publicly condemned for their failure to follow the brethren. In 1856, for instance, Brigham Young urged wives to “[l]et the father be the head of the family…and say amen to what he says and be subject to his dictates…” In this way women like Sarah Pratt who asserted that the first wife “should be it” came reluctantly to accept the “practice of the Principle”. 

One of the central academic debates surrounding Mormon polygamy centers around the question of whether “the Principle” liberated women, allowing them to create a “female world of love and ritual” or whether Mormon plural marriage represents the ultimate instantiation of a patriarchal marriage system. Jeffries, Foster, and Iverson have argued that polygamy gave women engaged in it a degree of autonomy and independence, in sum, a degree of real power they did not have in monogamous relationships. Women were allowed to do jobs that had been previously closed to them. Polygamous women assisted in the support of their families. “Sister” wives helped each other in good times and bad times.  And “the Principle”, as Iverson claims, offered a limited critique of the romantic love that imprisoned women within the Victorian cult of domesticity. 

Other studies lend support for this liberatory view of Mormon polygamy.  Beecher notes that a female elite that paralleled the male elite of the Mormon Church and which dominated Utah women's organizations. Virtually all of these elite women were engaged in “the Principle”. Shipps, May, and May found that the majority of the workers in the Sugar House Ward in Salt Lake were female heads of households engaged in the practice of plural marriage. And finally, Utah was the second territory to extend suffrage to women. Several commentators have attributed the passage of this law to a female activism promoted by the practice of polygamy. Others have tied it to a Mormon strategy to maintain their power in Utah Territory. 

Others have given little credence to the notion that polygamy liberated Mormon women. Instead they have seen polygamy as a strongly patriarchal institution. B. Carmon Hardy, for instance, argues that plural marriage was a device by which husbands and fathers tried to maintain male dominance in nineteenth century America. Women were regarded as inferior to men and as the property of the “Patriarchs” they wed. Julie Dunfey, though noting that polygamy did create notions of sisterhood, argues that Mormon polygamy was a repressive sexual ideology and that it created a culture of loneliness and emotional distance in women.  It was, she writes, a “trial” for the women who lived it. 

A few scholars have taken a middle ground. J.E. Hullett, for instance, has argued that while polygamous women could own property, vote, control their own children, and command their own home affairs, they were still financially and spiritually dependent upon their husbands. 

While the issue of whether polygamy liberated or imprisoned Mormon women within the iron cage of patriarchy may never be settled, it is clear that plural wives were at a disadvantage in legal terms. As Carol Cornwall Madsen makes clear, plural wives, given the illegality of the institution of polygamy in the United States, had no legal right to any of their husband's property upon his death. While a husband could make provisions for his additional wives, only the first wife had standing in court. If a husband died in testate or made no provision whatsoever for any of his plural wives, these plural wives had no recourse of which they could avail themselves of to recover an equal share of their husband's worldly goods. The Church did tried to counter this legal nightmare plural wives were in. They urged husbands to be fair with wives in life and in death. Moreover, Mormon legislators tried to pass legislation protecting plural wives in inheritance matters. Federal laws, however, made sure that no such provision would be made for these harlots of barbarism. The federal state, in other words, had become the enemy of large numbers of Mormon women. 

Few scholars have concentrated on the role males played in the institution of polygamy. Hullett argued that polygamous men experienced frustration and ego insecurity in their lives as a result of feelings of guilt that arose from their violation of the moral norms of a monogamous society within which they were still ideologically embedded. According to Hullett, polygamous males went from residence to residence, were sometimes away from home on Church business, and had little interaction with their children. All of these took a toll on their psyches, or so Hullett contends. 

Embry notes that polygamous (and monogamous) Mormon men played the role of economic provider in their family or families. Polygamous men visited each of their wives for a week or a night at a time. They engaged in Church and family activities. They took an active role in the Church. However, these men were not as close to their children as were their mothers. 

Further tensions resulted from the relationships between plural wives. While polygamy could, and for some did, create sisterhood amongst polygamous wives, it could also divide them. Jealousies, rivalries, and competition among plural wives tore apart extended families. Ada and Vady Hart, were jealous that they had to share their husband with each other and attributed this jealousy to “…the work of the devil who was trying to destroy the Lord’s work”. In the end the illegality of “the Principle” combined with these interpersonal dynamics, made it almost impossible for polygamous wives to have good relations with their husbands.    

A number of Mormon women have written about how difficult it was to live “the Principle” under such circumstances. Emmeline B. Wells, wife of Daniel H. Wells a member of the First Presidency, wrote in her diary of the unhappiness of her marriage. Martha Hughes Cannon, physician and later the first female state senator in the United States, and third plural wife of Salt Lake Stake President Angus Wells, wrote of the difficulties the illegality of polygamy and U.S. government attempts to end it made her marriage. 

The difficulties associated with plural marriage perhaps can be most clearly seen in Mormon divorce rates. Foster notes that there were 1645 divorces granted to Mormons between 1847 and 1877 in a Utah which contained 86,706 people in 1870. Most of these, he writes, were divorces of those engaged in the practice of "the Principle".  Campbell and Campbell point out that LDS marriages were quite unstable and that the lenient divorce laws of Utah territory made it easy for them to end their marriages. They note that of 72 Church General Authorities engaged in polygamy, 39 got divorces, 54 had broken marriages, and 26 were involved in separations. 

Despite the difficulties associated with the “practice of the Principle”, Mormon plural marriage continued, however. Martha Hughes Cannon, for instance, wrote to her husband from Europe that it was her conviction that “the principle for which we are battling and striving to maintain in purity upon the earth comes from Him [God] and that we are chosen instruments in His hands to engage in so great a calling”. If it weren’t for the fact that plural marriage was essential to “associate with the elect in eternity”, she wrote, she would “have given plural marriage a wide berth except perhaps as first wife”, she wrote. The reality that so many “worthy” Saints  were practicing what their religion preached (embodiment), or defending the practice though they weren’t engaged in it, gives one the clear sense, if only from one vantage point, of how important plural marriage and, by extension, Mormon ideology, were in the lives of individual Mormons. In the end nearly 970 Mormon men, including Apostle and Congressman George Q. Cannon and Rudger Clawson, and a few women were convicted of unlawful cohabitation by the American state. Most were held in the Utah Territorial Prison.  

While Arrington and Bitton would like us to think that polygamy was an unimportant aspect of life in the pre-manifesto Mormon Culture Region, clearly, if new studies of the practice of “the Principle” are to be believed, this wasn't the case. Larry Logue has estimated that polygamy took up one-half of a polygamous husband's time, three-quarters of a polygamist's wife time, and one-half of a child's time during his or her childhood years. Despite the significant numbers of Saints “practicing the Principle”, however, Mormon polygamy never had a real chance to prove whether it would succeed or fail. Federal laws made sure of that. When the government of the United States forced the Church to give up polygamy it had been in effect on a substantial scale for less than fifty years. As Hullett has noted, the experimental qualities of the whole enterprise combined with federal persecution and prosecution of the institution itself, meant that Mormons never developed a systematic set of rules, regulations, practices, strategies, and norms for the enterprise. While the approval of Church leaders and the first wife were, at least ostensibly, were required before one could engage in its practice, few other general rules, strategies, and norms relative to “the practice” evolved. “The Principle”, because of problems within and outside of the Mormon community was, in other words, never fully integrated into Mormon life. 

On another level, however, modern academic studies of “the Principle” have shown how important culture was to the rise of and construction of Mormon identity and polygamy. Yes, pressure from the America’s powers that be and polygamy’s foes impacted the practice of “the Principle” in many ways and affected the Church in many ways as well. However, despite the difficulties of living “the Principle”, despite federal government opposition to plural marriage, despite anti-polygamy attacks by evangelicals and reformers, and despite the fact that plural marriage was never fully integrated into Mormon life Saints of all ethnic, class, and status background had embodied this important ideological component of Mormon identity in their bodies, their thoughts, their memories, and their lives and were practicing and defending “the Principle” in significant numbers. They were marrying and multiplying just as Joseph Smith taught that they should.

Chapter Eleven: 
Religion and Modernity
The concept of modernity, of course, has been difficult to define. Marxists tend to conflate modernity with the development of capitalism. Weberians tend to define modernity on the basis of what modernity wrought in the world—increased social and cultural differentiation, division of social and cultural labour, the rise of a corps of specialists who control knowledge or knowledges—including accountants, managers, and academics—increased urbanization, the development of rational capitalism, the increasing dominance of the ideology of economic rationality, the rise of rational political bureaucracies and the growth of the state, the rise and expansion of legal institutions and practices, professionalisation, the secularization of consciousness (see Peter Berger’s The Homeless Mind), the rise and expansion of relativism, the rise and increase of individualism, globalization, the rise and expansion of the mass media, the rise of the public sphere of civic political, economic, and legal engagement (see Habermas’s The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere), increased pluralism, and, most relevant for us perhaps, a transformation in the social location—the relegation of religion and religious institutions to the private sphere along with family, leisure, and the arts—and significance of religion and religious institutions—Weber calls this de-magicafication or the disenchantment of the world; many argue that the battles between religion and science and the declining role of religion in legitimating the state, Western economic forms, and other Western social forms are symptomatic of the decline in the influence of religion in the modern world—and declines in religious attendance. 

Secularisation

Secularisation theory, a theory particularly connected with the work of sociologist Bryan Wilson (see his Religion in Secular Society and Religion in Sociological Perspective for a summary of his thesis), assumes that over time, there has been a change in the strength and influence of religion in the modern world. Drawing on Weber Wilson and other proponents of secularization theory assert that there has been a decline in the membership of religious bodies, particularly mainline Christian denominations, in the Roman Catholic Church, and in Jewish bodies in the West, and a decline in religious influence in public life.

There is some truth to this—in Great Britain church membership dropped from 30% of the population to 14% between 1900 and 1990, while in Scandinavia only around 2% of the population attends church or synagogue today. It is also true that the state bureaucracies of Western nations has taken over many of the functions once performed by religious bodies—social welfare, counseling, health care. And it is true that religion no longer plays an important role in defining deviance within social formations in the West—inquisitions associated with “heretics” seem to be a thing of the past in the West. 

Vignette: Liberal Protestants/Conservative Protestants
For most of America’s history White Protestants dominated America’s social, political, economic, and cultural landscapes. Most of America’s White Protestants fervently believed in the need to convert the heathen from their “superstitions” bringing to them in its stead the true gospel of American Protestant Christianity. They even wanted to bring this Protestant light to Catholics in places like the Philippines. They therefore established institutions—the Interchurch World Movement was one such institutional mechanism for Protestant world missionisation—that sent American Protestant missionaries around the globe to bring the light of American Protestantism to the rest of the world. They were also, as we have talked about previously in this class, felt the need to cleanse and purify their own society of its iniquities—prostitution, polygamy, slavery, immigration from certain areas of the world, alcohol abuse, drug abuse, pre-marital sex, urban decay, poverty, lack of exercise, etc..

White middle class Protestant Christians, many of them women as I noted before, attempted to cleanse America of all sorts of iniquities. To help those Protestant Christians caught in the hell of urban America with all of its impurities White Protestants formed reform organizations like the Young Men’s Christian Association, (the YMCA), the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), its female counterpart. Both the YMCA and the YWCA were outgrowths of a “muscular Christianity” and its concern for male and female mental, physical, social, and spiritual health in the nasty city. By 1900 there were 1500 YMCA’s across the US with their gyms, dorms, reading rooms, and night schools with around 250,000 members. Jews would respond to the White Protestant challenge by forming the Young Men’s Hebrew Association (YMHA)

White American Protestants were not simply worried about the trials and travails of Protestant Christians in the horrible city—by the way generalized fears of the American city are represented in books like Frank Norris’s McTeague, his posthumous Vandover and the Brute, and Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie. They were also worried about their decline vis-à-vis Catholicism beginning during the Gilded Age. Thanks particularly to immigration there were increasing numbers of Roman Catholics in the United States. In 1860 Catholics numbered 3.5 million members or 11% of the population. By 1910, swelled by immigrants pouring into the United States, the Church had grown to 16 million members or 17% of the population. By 1910 and 20 million members by 1929 making it three times larger than its nearest Protestant competitor. 

Years of trying to stamp out iniquity at home, however, hadn’t solved the problems with which America’s White Protestants were concerned. Immigration restrictions did not lead to a return to Protestant demographic dominance though White Protestants still continued to dominate America’s political, economic, and cultural landscapes. The failure of prohibition, the repeal of prohibition, the advent of the jazz age with its sex, drugs, and jazz, the sense that the American city was an incubator of much that was negative in American life, the sense that America was in a period of moral decline all troubled many of America’s twentieth century White Protestants, not to mention others. 

From the point of view of many of America’s White Protestants there were good reasons for to worry. Divorce doubled in 1920 from what it had been in 1890. Premarital sex was on the rise. There was a decline in birthrate, particularly White Protestant birthrates. And then there was the advent of Darwinism, its spread to the US, the rise of higher scientific biblical criticism in Germany, its spread to the US particularly in Northern Protestants churches which, under the influence of the Social Gospel were becoming more liberal all the time. Traditional White Protestant Christians felt under siege. 

America’s White Protestant Christians responded to the new biblical criticism in several ways. Some began “revising” their theology in order to harmonise it with “advancements” in scientific and intellectual thought. The proponent of the more radical version of the Social Gospel Walter Rauschenbusch argued that the new biblical criticism would set Christians free from the dark superstitious age of the past.

More conservative White Protestant Christians reacted to Darwinism and higher biblical criticism differently. They rejected Darwinism, higher biblical criticism, liberal theology, and modernist secular culture. These conservative Protestants soon began to call themselves Fundamentalists. They called themselves Fundamentalists because of their devotion to the “fundamentals” of the old and true gospel as they perceived it. They were particularly devoted to the inerrancy of the Bible—higher biblical criticism raised questions about this—and to the pessimistic yet utopian doctrine of dispensational premillennialism. Premillennial dispensationalism, by the way, is the belief that Jesus will return to the earth soon and when he does initiate the most recent dispensation of grace to the planet. Some dispensationalists enumerate a total of seven dispensations of grace that have already occurred. Dispensational premillennialism spread from England to the US via the writings of English Plymouth Brethren dispensationalist John Nelson Darby. The Schofield Reference Bible—one of America’s top selling Bibles even today—would popularize dispensationalism all across America.

Many fundamentalists, in order to combat the errors of liberal Protestant and secular ways, would proclaim a war with the secularizing and modernizing forces of Liberal Protestantism. In 1908 they founded the World Christian Fundamentalist Association. Between 1910 and 1915 a group of intellectual fundamentalists published a twelve volume series of pamphlets defending the faith, The Fundamentals (http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Parthenon/6528/fundcont.htm). There they argued for the inerrancy of the Bible, the reality of the virgin birth, the physical resurrection of Jesus Christ, the atoning sacrifice of Christ, as well as the reality of his soon to be second coming. Liberal Protestant Henry Emerson Fosdick would proclaim fundamentalism “immeasurable folly. The old Evangelical Protestant coalition had now been rent asunder once and for all.

The rift did not simply play out in churches alone. One prominent arena around which the Modernist/Fundamentalist split swirled was Darwinism. By 1920 fundamentalists—those troubled by Darwinism, higher biblical criticism, what they saw as the continuing moral decline of America, and those who rejected the liberalism of the Social Gospel—had taken up arms against modernism in American life and in the American church. Populist and anti-war Democrat William Jennings Bryan would lead the evangelical side against the acids of Darwinism and modernity—ironically he took a middle ground position on evolution by harmonizing it with his biblical Christianity by pointing to the day is like a thousand years passage in Job. The cause he led was having success. In 1925 Tennessee passed legislation prohibiting “teach[ing] any theory that denies the story of the Divine Creation of man in the Bible and to teach instead that man has descended from a lower order of animals”. A number of other Southern states—Georgia and Mississippi—passed anti-evolution bills and similar bills were introduced in Maine and California. The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) advertised for local teachers to challenge the law. A biology teacher and assistant coach from Dayton named John Scopes answered the ACLUs call by violating the ban on teaching evolution in his class at Dayton High School—he opposed the law on philosophical grounds and had nothing to loose since he was single and had no wish to remain in Dayton for the rest of his teaching life. Interestingly it wasn’t only the ACLU who urged Scopes to violate the law—Dayton’s town boosters had actually urged him to violate the law hoping that the controversy would put their city on the map—one of the more creative forms of boosterism in 19th century America. Scopes violated the ban. This led to his arrest and eventually a trial. 

In a carnival-like atmosphere attended by over 100 journalists (including the iconoclastic and cynical H.L Mencken) and carried live over Chicago radio station WLS, Scopes and his lawyer, Clarence Darrow, the famous trial lawyer, agnostic, and critic of fundamentalism, faced a team of prosecutors which included the equally famous defender of the Christian faith William Jennings Bryan—Bryan, by the way, would collapse and die in the five days after the trial ended—and the attorney general of the state of Tennessee, who would lead the prosecution. The Press dubbed it “the monkey trial”. H.L. Mencken, who covered the trial for the Baltimore Sun and his own magazine the American Mercury, using all his gifts of wit and caricature referred to residents who supported the ban on evolution as “gaping primates and “yokels” and to fundamentalism in general as the “simian gabble of childish theology”. In a sweltering courtroom—the theatrical and film adaptation Inherit the Wind captures this atmosphere quite well—the

prosecution asserted that the law was legal since it was an instance of popular and parental control over public education. Darrow, on the other hand, empahsised that the law violated the constitutional guarantees of free speech and the separation of church and state, that the 14th Amendment made it illegal to pass laws abridging citizen rights—he asserted that the ban on teaching evolution did just this—and the accuracy of evolutionary scientific theory. Not allowed to put scientific experts on the stand Darrow called Bryan as an expert witness on the Bible and managed to get Bryan to admit that there were some ambiguities in holy writ. Once the prosecution and defence concluded their cases it took the jury eight or nine minutes to find Scopes guilty. He was fined him $100 dollars—he could have been fined up to $500. The impact of the ruling had little impact beyond Dayton and Tennessee save that defenders of the old time religion became the butt of jokes by those who held evolution to be scientific reality and who considered the fundamentalists to be backwoods anti-intellectual yokels—as I noted earlier they weren’t either. The Supreme Court of the state of Tennessee would later overturn the decision on a technicality without ruling on the constitutionality of the law itself. By the 1940s Darrow’s emphasis on individual freedom and the separation of church and state would be used by the US Supreme Court as the basis for barring public school religious instruction (McCollum v. Board of Education, 1948) and the outlawing sponsored religious oriented prayers in public schools (Abington Township School District v. Schempp, 1963). In 1968 the US Supreme Court would overturn the anti-evolution statute in the Tennessee law (Epperson v. Arkansas).

Fundamentalism would not fade away into the dust pile of history, however. At first it looked like the liberals and “secularists” were winning the day. Most Northern Protestant churches remained in control of the liberals in these churches—battles were particularly fierce in the Northern Baptist and Presbyterian denominations. However, though the Fundamentalists had lost the battle they had not lost the war. The leading revivalist of the time Billy Sunday toured the country preaching a gospel of anti-evolution (he called it “jackass nonsense”) anti-higher biblical criticism. He would take this message into the heart of the enemy, America’s cities. Sunday, a former professional baseball player who had once been among those populists condemning the treatment of workers by big business, who supported cleaning up politics, and who supported welfare legislation, now became a populist of the conservative evangelical gospel. He would, somewhat ironically use the “modern” techniques of advertising and public relations to spread this conservative evangelical “gospel”. Sunday was not the only evangelical to make use of technologies of the modern world. Fundamentalists and conservative evangelicals began creating their own churches, publishing houses, mission boards, radio stations, and so on. Fundamentalist Bible Institutes grew up all across the country to train future ministers and church workers in the fundamental Biblical gospel truths. Dwight Moody’s Moody Bible Institute and William Bell Riley’s Northwestern Bible Training School in Minneapolis were probably the most famous of these. 

In the early years of the movement most fundamentalists refused to interact with those they considered heretical in thought and deed—Bob Jones University in South Carolina carries on this fundamentalist tradition today in their condemnation of evangelist Billy Graham’s ecumenicism. In the 1940s, however, more moderate fundamentalists who began calling themselves the “new evangelicals” or just plain “evangelicals” rejected fundamentalist separatism and dispensational premillennialism and, like the fundamentalists before them began to form their own churches and church institutions and organizations.

By the late 1970s and 1980s fundamentalist and evangelical institution building had paid off and conservative Protestants began to reappear on the American political scene. As America at large reacted to the liberalism that had dominated American political culture since the end of World War Two fundamentalism’s patriotism, militarism, and free market economic emphases was back in vogue in the post Vietnam and Watergate period and fundamentalists and conservative evangelicals alike once again saw an opportunity to return America to its storied political, economic, military and moral past. Fundamentalists and conservative evangelicals like the Independent Baptist Jerry Falwell, who helped found the Moral Majority—created in 1979 to help elect anti-abortion, pro-family, and pro-American candidates to offices at all levels of American political life—and the Charismatic Pat Robertson, assailed pro-abortion, anti-family, anti-prayer in school, anti-creationism  and anti-American (read liberal and “secular”) forces in American life and urged conservative Protestants and even conservative Catholics, Jews, and Mormons to unite to elect those who held to the fundamental values of church, state, and old time morality. And they did. Fundamentalists and evangelicals turned against one of their own (Jimmy Carter) and helped propel conservative Republican Ronald Reagan to the presidency. 

Nor were evangelical anti-evolution successes a thing of the past. Creationism—today it is often called “intelligent design”—was institutionalized and developed in conservative fundamentalist, conservative evangelical, and particularly Seventh Day Adventist colleges around the nation in the years after Scopes. In the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s conservative evangelicals would have success promoting the teaching of creationism alongside evolution in schools. In 1999 the school board of the state of Kansas ruled that evolution be emphasised in Kansas public schools. This controversial decision would be reversed by a new Kansas school board in 2005.

Critics of fundamentalism and conservative evangelicalism continue to predict its demise. Such proclamations have, however, generally proved premature. To wit: fundamentalism and conservative evangelicalism helped elect and re-elect one of their own president of these United States in 2000 and 2004, George Walker Bush. With their urban and rural strength, their presence amongst America’s middle and upper classes, and their institutional and organizational stability, fundamentalism and conservative evangelicalism seem likely be with us and likely influential beyond their churches for some time.

Religious Reorganisation?
But is religion declining in the West? If those who see religious decline in the West are looking in the wrong place where can we look for evidence that religion is not dying? Some sociologists and historians argue that mainstream religion is certainly declining but that “non-traditional” forms of religion like independent denominations, mega-churches, and New Age faiths are, on the other hand, vibrant and sometimes growing. 

When one looks at data on religious belief rather than religious attendance in the United States, for instance, it is not clear that a sense of being religious is declining. In fact, if you look at data collected by the General Social Survey it is clear that those who don’t go to church but who claim to be religious is rising—in 1944 10% of those who didn’t attend religious meetings claimed to be religious; the percentage in 200 was 54%. 

What this suggests is that in a pluralistic society like the United States many of those who see themselves as religious no longer identify with specific denominations. They are, rather creating custom-made religions for themselves. They are, to use a term McGuire and Beckwith borrow from social anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss bricoleurs.

By the way, the notion that individuals were loyal to specific religious communities in the past and that they bought into official religious ideology has undoubtedly been exaggerated. The religions of India and China with their mixture of household cults, memorial shrines, and ethical teachings have usually allowed a great deal of religious bricolage—with the rise of Hindu nationalism in India this may be, at least officially, on the decline.

Vignette: James Jones and the People’s Temple
Conway and Siegelman, as one would expect, see the Peoples Temple as a scheme devised by founder and leader Jim Jones to create a socialist utopia all the while masquerading in the guise of a more palatable Christian fundamentalism. For them Jones is a scam artist whose “snapping” abilities were limited making it necessary for him to resort to verbal and physical violence and isolation in order to run his scam (the standard tools of classic brainwashing).

Their story is a sad moral tale of unsung heroes and unheard prophets warning the public and the US government of the dangers of Jim Jones and the church he had founded. The problem with this scenario is that it ignores certain important aspects of Peoples Temple history.  While vocal ex-members did play critical roles in the drama, the roles they played were not always positive. They lobbied the media (who know a potentially sensationalist story when they see one) and government officials at several levels to look into the finances and life style of the Temple. In fact, one of the sources Conway and Siegelman relied on, Grace Stoen, was fighting a legal battle with Jones over custody of her son, John and had a personal and ideological interest in having others look into the affairs of the group and of seeing them in a particular light.  

These attacks on Jones and his parishioners were not isolated incidents. Since his days in Indianapolis, Jones and his members had been subject to racist and political attack. Jones was strongly anti-racist, integrationist, and leftist (and he was sympathetic to communism—not necessarily the thing to be in Indiana at that, or really any other, time in the Hoosier state). The religious community he established reflected these beliefs. It was integrationist, anti-racist, and leftist in rhetoric and practice. Because of this the church drew (often unwanted) attention. It was, in sum, quite controversial.

Because it stirred up controversy Jones and his followers fled Indiana for the more “liberal” golden shores of Northern California in 1965. In California they involved themselves in social activism and politics. They ran a “human services” ministry of “care” homes for juveniles and the elderly, they supported the political candidacy of left-liberal George Moscone, and were instrumental in his electoral victory. They were also communal.

These activities brought them to the attention of both the media and the state and federal governments. The 1960s and 1970s was a time when a number of federal and state agencies spied on and often had plants (agent provocateurs) within groups on the left.  There were rumors that the Temple itself was under investigation for tax evasion as early as 1975. Then in 1977 American Indian Movement activist and Temple friend Dennis Banks learned that the U.S Treasury was investigating (at the instigation of reporter George Klineman) the Temple's tax situation. Faced with what they felt was a governmental threat, the Peoples Temple began migrating (a tried and true method of a number of oppositional social movements like the Anabaptists and Quakers) to land they had purchased in Guyana.  

After the migration Jonestown's increasingly more organized opponents continued to feed information to the media and federal government investigators. Those who had left their children with the Peoples Temple when they defected began turning to the courts in order to try to regain custody of their young. When state investigations and court actions stalled, the “Organized Relatives” began turning to political pressure and public relations campaigns. They urged the embassy in Guyana to check on evidence of mass starvation and torture and imprisonment. The agency found no mass starvation or no torture.

But that didn’t stop the relatives groups. Eventually, they began to pin all their hopes on what Leo Ryan, a San Mateo congressman who had long been sympathetic to the “anti-cult” movement, might do for them. Ryan had asked Secretary of State Cyrus Vance to investigate Jonestown in December 1977. The State Department refused saying that the situation did not warrant any action. So in November of 1978 Ryan, a freelance reporter, an NBC camera crew, and several “Concerned Relatives” went to Jonestown as part of a congressional delegation. As is well known, that trip ended in tragedy. In the end, Ryan, reporter Don Harris, and defector Patricia Parks lay dead from Temple attacks, while 912 members of the Peoples Temple committed mass suicide by drinking a kind of kool-aid cocktail.  

There is no doubt that Jones became more and more paranoid as time went on. Perhaps, given the opposition to his church he had good cause to be paranoid, however. There is no doubt that some of Jones's methods and actions were “abusive”. In the end, one can't help but wonder what Temple history would have been like if they had not been in almost constant conflict with those less liberal around them, media, the federal government, and oppositional groups of dissidents and “anti-cultists”.

Here is the University of Virginia’s Religious Movements webpage on the People’s Temple… http://religiousmovements.lib.virginia.edu/nrms/Jonestwn.html
Religion as Supply Side Economics?
One group of religious analysts who don’t buy into the notion that religion in both its social and ideological forms is declining, at least in the US, are those who argue that religion in pluralistic societies operates much like economic models of supply and demand.

Rodney Stark and Roger Finke (Churching of America), for instance, argue that religion in pluralistic America where what state churches it had were of limited duration and largely ineffective in establishing their power and position—is significantly different from that which existed in Europe where Catholic and Orthodox and later Protestant bodies were established faiths throughout the “continent”.

In the US—and, by extension in Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, one would assume—where there is no state church, no establishment, religious groups compete with one another on an open religious economic market. Unlike in religious monopoly situations where participation in the religious marketplace is reduced, the United States has an open religious market and significant participation in that religious open market. The key to understanding the operation of this religious market, claim Stark and Finke, is commitment. Since religious people seek to maximize their religious gains seekers tend to gravitate toward those groups which demand or ask a lot of their members, which cost a lot—ideologically—to join. Since such strict religious groups contain few if any free riders, the reward for being a member of such a group is significant.

American Experience, “Jonestown: The Life and Death of Peoples Temple”, PBS, 19 January 2008

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/jonestown/
NBC News, Jonestown Report, 19 November 1978

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RJwpw401Ahc
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lyy0Pczo6JQ
Vignette: Pentecostalism

Fundamentalism wasn’t the only sectarian movement within Protestant Christianitywhich flowered in the early part of the twentieth century. There was also Protestant Pentecostalism.

Pentecostalism began when an itinerant holiness evangelist, faith healer, and Bible institute teacher named Charles Parham instructed his students to search out Biblical evidence on baptism in the Holy Spirit. By 1901 one gift of the spirit, speaking in tongues and mentioned in the New Testament Book of Acts, began to sweep through Parham’s Bible School in Topeka, Kansas. Soon Parham became convinced that speaking in tongues was a physical manifestation of baptism in the Spirit and a characteristic of the apostolic church. He began proclaiming this during revival meetings across America’s Midwest and Great Plains. Soon others were proclaiming the gospel of Pentecostalism across North America and around the world.

Among those influenced by Pentecostalism was Aimee Semple McPherson. Born in 1890 in Ontario, McPherson embraced both Pentecostalism and the man who introduced her to Pentecostalism, Robert James Semple, in 1908. In 1909 Aimee and her husband went on a mission to China. After Robert died in 1910 Aimee returned to the United States in 1911 and married Harold McPherson in 1912.

Domestic life was not for Aimee. By 1915 she was convinced that she had a call to preach and from 1916 to 1918 she began the life of an itinerant preacher traveling up and down the east coast of the US preaching the good news of Pentecostalism. Mesmerising audiences with her preaching and faith healings, McPherson also strengthened local Pentecostal congregations all across the country. Between 1918 and 1923 Aimee criss-crossed the United States and Canada eight times filling tents, theatres, and municipal auditoriums. In 1923 she founded her 5000 seat Angelus Temple in Los Angeles, perhaps the first mega-church in the US. By 1930 the Temple would grow to around 12,000 members. Sister Aimee dedicated the Angelus Temple to the foursquare gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ, the foursquare gospel of divine healing, regeneration, baptism in the Holy Spirit, and the second coming. 

At a time when America was deeply racist and segregated Aimee’s church was multiethnic. Blacks, whites, and Hispanics were numbered amongst it members. To preach the word Sister Aimee used illustrated sermons and staged massive productions of gospel themes using professionals, professional sets, and professional musicians—appropriate, some might say, to an area dominated by the film industry. Soon Aimee would add a radio ministry (1924) and a Bible Institute to her ministry. Sister Aimee’s Church of the Foursquare gospel would soon grow to 400 churches across the US and Canada.

McPherson’s gospel, like the fundamentalist gospel, emphasized that the Bible was the very word of God and that it was inerrant. Like fundamentalists Sister Aimee was critical of the acids of modernity. Unlike fundamentalists, however, McPherson emphasized faith healing and thousands flocked to the Angelus Temple to experience her healing touch. A Miracle Room was built at the Temple to display the crutches of those she had cured through faith.

Sister Aimee’s ministry was not without its controversy. Her call to preach disrupted her marriages. She separated from Robert James Semple in 1915 and divorced him in 1921. In 1926 she claimed, after she disappeared, that she had been kidnapped. The LA District Attorney’s office considered bringing charges against her for conspiracy and for the obstruction of justice. Rumours abounded that she was with a male member of the Angelus Temple’s radio ministry instead of in the hands of kidnappers. This gossip persists to this day. Five years later she married for the third time. Two years after that this marriage also ended in divorce. In 1944 she was found dead in an Oakland hotel of what was ruled an accidental death through an overdose of pills.

Materials relating to Sister Aimee can be found here: http://xroads.virginia.edu/~UG00/robertson/asm/front.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/sister/
Sister Aimee’s sermons can be found here:

http://www.sermonindex.net/modules/mydownloads/viewcat.php?cid=223
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5071/
Today Pentecostal churches include not only Sister Aimee’s International Church of the Foursquare Gospel but also the Assemblies of God and the Church of God in Christ. Oral Roberts and Jimmy Swaggert are prominent contemporary Pentecostals. For some analysts Pentecostalism is a movement of the disenfranchised and poor. Whether this hypothesis is born out by statistical evidence is a worthwhile question to ask.

Viewings: Jesus Camp and Jonestown
Questions: Is Pentecostalism a sect? a cult? Does it provide plausibility structures for its members? Identities for its members? Is Pentecostalism a high demand religion? Is this the reason for its success? What does each film tell us about the relationship of religion and politics? What do they tell us about the relationship between religion and modernity? 

Sources and Suggested Readings:

Mark Taylor (ed.); Critical Terms for Religious Studies

Meredith McGuire; Religion: The Social Context
Catharine Albanese: America: Religion and Religions
Timothy Miller (ed.); America’s Alternative Religions
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