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Those who aspire to engage in the scientific study of religion may, in the course of their research, af­
fect the data that they are studying. The paper examines some ways the study of new religions can result in
the researcher's "making a difference" for both methodological and ethical or political reasons. A
comparison is drawn between the interests of the social scientist and those of the new religions, the anti­
cult movement, the media, the law, and therapists. Finally, it discusses some potential effects on the meta­
values ofscience that may arise out of involvement in the market ofcompeting accounts of new religions.

The video (shown by Lewis Carter at the 1985 SSSR meeting) started with someone hold­
ing a microphone up to Bhagwan Sri Rajneesh and asking him "What do you think about the
Society for the Scientific Study of Religion? There was a long, a very long, pause. Then the
guru raised an eyebrow ever so slightly. "In my whole life," he said, "I don't think I've ever
heard of anything so ridiculous."

The very name "Society for the Scientific Study of Religion" makes some people shud­
der with horror. For others it stands for something that is itself almost a religion: dispas­
sionate, objective, systematic, and accurate research. Is the concept a somewhat ridiculous
joke? Or are we claiming something important when we define ourselves as a community of
scholars dedicated to the scientific study of religion?

My underlying question is: How might the "methods and the politics of involvement"
affect the meta-values that lie at the basis of a scientific study of religion? I shall be dis­
cussing where members of the SSSR might stand - and where some of us are standing - in
the marketplace ofreality construction, and in what ways the fact that we are operating in a
highly competitive market might threaten our claims to a special "scientific" status.

Although I hope that what I say will have a wider relevance, this is very much a per­
sonal story which poses questions that I and other members of the SSSR have found our­
selves facing as a result of our research into new religious movements (NRMs). Many of the
illustrations are drawn from my own experience, but most of them could have been repli­
cated with stories that others have told. My aim is, however, to go beyond the merely anec­
dotal by attempting to raise for public debate a number of issues, some of which have been
touched upon elsewhere but are not as yet routinely addressed in methodological handbooks.

• This is a slightly relJised lJersion of a Presidential Address gilJen at the Annual Meeting of the Society for the
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Most of us who have been involved in the study of NRMs during the past quarter of a
century or so have enjoyed learning much ofinterest for the study of religion in general. But
several of us have also been bruised and confused, a few of us quite sorely, because of the
threat that we have presented to others by our claims to have a more "scientific" - or at
least a more balanced, objective, and accurate - or, at very least, a less biased, subjective,
and wrong - understanding of the movements than they have.

This has led to a certain amount of navel contemplation about how we might justify
our research. Are we "doing" a scientific study of religion? What is a scientific study of reli­
gion? To what extent and why might we claim that we "know better" than some others, in­
cluding even those who provide the raw data of our research? And, just as importantly, on
what matters must we be wary to acknowledge "that whereof we may not speak" - not, that
is, as persons claiming to speak as social scientists?

I certainly do not wish to enter a long debate about whether the study of religion is or
can be really scientific. However, elegance oflanguage aside, I must admit that I would feel
more comfortable being a member of a quadruple-SR than the triple-SR. A Society for the
Social Scientific Study of Religion would acknowledge the fundamental differences between
the natural and the social sciences, and it is these differences which lie at the root of some of
the questions with which I am concerned. Unlike some, I certainly do not consider the con­
cept of a social science to be an oxymoron, but I do believe that the pursuit of crude posi­
tivism is doomed to failure for a number of reasons intimately bound to the very nature of
social reality.

Coming as I do from the London School of Economics, it is not surprising that I have
been profoundly influenced by the work of Karl Popper, and if I were forced to select a single
criterion that distinguishes a scientific from a pseudo-scientific enterprise, I would chose to
start with empirical refutability (Popper 1963:37; 1972: ch 1). But, that said, one needs to
continue (as, indeed, Popper did) by adding a great number of qualifications, especially
where the study of society is concerned. Differences between the natural and social sciences
that are of relevance in this paper are (a) ontological - concerned with the nature of social
reality; (b) epistemological- concerned with how we gain our knowledge of social reality;
and (c) ethical and political - how we evaluate our own and others' construction of reality
- and what we do about it.

PRIMARY AND SECONDARY CONSTRUCTIONS OF SOCIAL REALITY

For the sake of the argument, an analytical distinction needs to be made between
primary and secondary constructions of reality. The former comprise the basic data of social
science; the latter are accounts of the former. The primary construction of an NRM is the
product of direct and indirect interactions between the members of the movement and, to
some extent, between members and the rest of society.

Secondary constructions are depictions of the movement that are offered in the public
arena by sociologists and others, including the movement itself, about the movement.
Secondary constructions are, thus, more conscious than primary constructions, although
part of the process of the latter may be quite conscious, and the former are by no means al­
ways consciously thought through. It should, however, be recognized that the distinction be­
tween primary and secondary constructions becomes blurred when one is taking a wider re­
ality into account. Thus, if (as in this paper) we are concerned with "the cult scene," sec­
ondary constructions, including those of the sociologist, make a difference and must be con­
sidered as part of the primary construction of that social reality.

The concept of social reality is fraught with tensions and paradox. It appeals to both
realism and idealism insofar as it is an objective reality, the existence ofwhich no individual
members of a social group can wish away any more than they can wish away the existence of
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a brick. wall. At the same time, social reality exists only as ideas in people's heads; ifno one
took it into account (positively or negatively, consciously or unconsciously), it would not exist
(Berger and Luckmann 1966). Put another way, although social reality exists independently
of the volition of any particular individual, it can exist only insofar as individual human
minds are continually recognizing it and acting' as the media through which are processed
the cultural ideas and meanings, and the roles and expectations that arise from and result
in its existence.

This means that, pace Wuthnow (1987), if as social scientists we want to understand
what is going on, we have no option but to use ourselves as "a medium." A robot cannot do
social science; it is not capable of Verstehen. It cannot further our understanding beyond the
very important ways that logic can further our understanding of what we already know. We
need to have some knowledge about the meanings that situations have for individuals. We
need to be able to understand how a situation can be perceived.

Of course, others will not perceive it in the same way as we do - no two people will
perceive a situation in exactly the same way - none of us ever has the exact same under­
standing or perception as anyone else. But - and this is just as important - our percep­
tions are more or less shared. If they were not shared at all, we would have no society (and
no possibility ofa social science); and if they were totally shared, again we would have no so­
ciety, for there would be no dynamic - no force for change, negotiation, or adjustment to ex­
ternal circumstances.

But these differences between individual perceptions of social reality are not random.
'rhe variation will depend upon such factors as people's innate characteristics, their past ex­
periences, hopes, fears, interests, assumptions, values, and expectations and the social posi­
tion from which they view the reality that confronts them. A new convert will view the NRM
from one perspective, seasoned leaders from a different perspective; members' perceptions
will differ from nonmembers'; and different groups of nonmembers will perceive the NRM in
the light of their own particular interests.

Not only will people perceive the movement from different perspectives, they will also
describe and, perhaps, explain the movement in different ways. Consciously or uncon­
sciously, they will select from among the features presented to them. Again, what is included
and what excluded in the process of creating their secondary constructions will not be ran­
dom, but significantly influenced according to their interests.

The interests of some personally or professionally motivated secondary constructors
may lead them to take matters further than a passive reception of their perception. Some,
wanting to reinforce an image that has already been delineated, will place themselves in a
position that will protect it from disconfirmation and/or supply confirming evidences.
Others, wanting to test their secondary construction according to the Popperian criterion,
will systematically try to refute their hypotheses. To do this they may actively engage in re­
search which involves as close a scrutiny as pOssible of the primary construction.

MAKING A DIFFERENCE

When I was a student, it was part of the conventional wisdom of the methodology
which we were taught that social scientists should be clinically detached observers who
noted what was going on but did not allow their observations to affect the data. Such a posi­
tion is to some extent possible when the scientist is observing through a one-way glass,
watching a covertly shot film or reading diaries or other written materials. But for a number
of reasons discussed elsewhere (Barker 1987), I and others have come to believe that such
an approach is not only difficult but methodologically inappropriate for the kind of research
that is needed for an acceptable secondary construction ofNRMs. There is some information
that one can acquire only by becoming part of the data and, thus, playing a role in the oogo-
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ing social construction of reality. I would even go so far as to say that to remain physically
distanced from the data can be methodologically reprehensible - an abrogation of one's re­
sponsibility as a social scientist.

But as we step outside the Ivory Tower of academia and become part of the process
that we are researching, we are, of course, placing our pristine purity in jeopardy. Most so­
cial scientists who have worked "in the field" are aware of the impact that they might have
and take this into account when they come to analyze their data. To what extent does the
involvement enhance or diminish our "scientific" study of religion? Before addressing this
question, let me give some examples to illustrate the variety of ways in which I personally
have become conscious that my research was "making a difference."

First of all, just being there can make a difference. When I began studying the
Unification Church in the early 1970s, it was a relatively closed community with strong
boundaries distinguishing "them" from "us." To have someone living in the community who
was not part of "us" threatened and weakened the boundary and, thus, the beliefs and ac­
tions associated with a strong-group situation (Douglas 1970).1 The very fact that a normally
impermeable boundary can be permeated by an outsider affects the group and its members
in a number of concrete ways. For example, one girl left, not because I advised her to do so
but, she said, because my anomalous existence as someone who could live both within and
without led her to realize that she did not have to make the stark choice between either a
godly or a satanic life-style; there could be a middle way which would allow her to pursue an
alternative way of serving God without having to deny all that was good about her Unifi­
cation experience.

At the same time, it is possible that others stayed in the movement, at least for
slightly longer than they might otherwise have done, because of the existence of a
"professional stranger" (Barker 1987). My presence meant there was someone who would
neither report back to the leadership, nor go to the media but on whom they could otT-load
their anxieties and frustrations.

Asking questions (in formal interviews, general discussions, or through questionnaire)
that no one else has previously asked can lead to an unexpected "raising of consciousness."
In the words of one respondent, "It made me take out and look at some of the things I'd been
keeping in the pending tray." Sometimes, I was told, the result was a deeper understanding
of the theology, but on other occasions the consequence was a growing irritation or suspicion
of the leadership. Occasionally a change would be brought about as the result of a group in­
terview offering members the opportunity to discuss openly matters about which they nor­
mally kept silent. I gather that a number of fairly radical changes were introduced to an
American ISKCON Temple following a day I had spent with a group of female devotees who
had not previously shared their feelings of how they were treated by the male hierarchy.

As my research into NRMs progressed, I found myself affecting the situation more
consciously. First, I was being asked to mediate between members of movements and their
parents, who also formed part ofmy data. The fact that I could explain the perspective of the
movement to nonmembers (and that of nonmembers to members) meant that there was
frequently an increased communication and, sometimes, accommodation to the others'
points of view as they each reached an increased understanding of how "the other side" saw
things.

1. While doing participant observation at the London headquarters of the Unification Church, I would occlllioDaUy
bump into the national leader. We had come to an implicit agreement that we could best cope with each other by _el­
oping a joking relationship (Radcliffe-Brown 1950), and he would almost inevitably greet me with the remiDder. "Don't
forget, you're either with US or against us!" to which I would invariably reply "But I'm a value-free objective 1Od.I Bci­
entist!- whereupon we would exchange slightly uneasy laughter and some banter about who was brainwashing whom
these days before going our separate ways.
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Then "making a difference" became not merely a result of face-to-face interaction with
those individuals who formed part of my data. Publishing books and papers, appearing as a
witness in court cases and making statements in various media about my conception of the
NRMs meant that my findings were being presented to a wider audience. Like other schol­
ars, I was offering an alternative perspective that questioned many of the existing secondary
constructions and their taken-for-granted assumptions. I was affecting the data not only as
part ofa methodological procedure, but also as part of a political action.

Once the results of my research became public it became increasingly obvious that
they were not to go unchallenged. I had initially contacted the anticult movement (ACM)
with the somewhat naive belief that, as we were both interested in finding out about NRMs,
we might exchange information that could be helpful to us both. My overtures were not
merely rejected, the anticultists started to launch a full-scale ad hominem attack on any­
thing I said or wrote in public; having gone to the NRMs for a significant, though by no
means complete part of my research, I was clearly "on the other side." To the astonishment
and/or amusement of anyone who knew me, I found myself being labeled a Moonie, a
Scientologist, a fundamentalist Christian or a cult lover - or, by the more benign, an inno­
cent who was being deceived by the movements. What I said was rarely questioned - ex­
cept, curiously enough, for statements for which I had incontrovertible evidence. The first
major bone of contention was the membership figures that I publicized, both to the an­
noyance of the Unification Church (who did not want either their members or the general
public to be aware of the very high turnover rates) and to the fury of those members of the
ACM who were (and in some cases still are) insistent that the movements use irresistible
and irreversible mind control techniques - which would, of course, imply that Unification
membership was in the hundreds of thousands if not in the millions, rather than the rather
paltry hundreds that I was reporting.

The shift from a methodological to a more politico-ethical involvement in the "cult
scene" became even more marked when I reached the conclusion that a considerable amount
of unnecessary suffering and unhappiness might be avoided were social scientific construc­
tions of NRMs to compete more robustly in the market place. My "Road to Damascus" was
an ACM Family Support Group meeting at which an ex-member, whom I happened to know
as a thoughtful and honest woman, had been invited to tell her story. It soon became evident
that things were not going according to plan. She was resisting the pressure that was being
put on her to say how she had suffered, how she had been deceived, and how she had been
under the influence of mind control. It was suggested that she had not really left the move­
ment and that she was determined to deceive the assembled company. Trying to pour oil on
troubled waters, someone asked if she had anything to say that would help the assembled
parents. A woman then stood up and shouted "We don't want to hear this; it's just deceit and
lies. It's not helpful at all. We don't want to hear any more." At that point I stopped taking
notes. Something more, it seemed, needed to be done.

With the support of the British government and mainstream churches, I set up a
charity called INFORM (Information Network Focus on Religious Movements) with the aim
of providing information that was as objective, balanced, and up-to-date as possible. In the
seven years that have ensued, thousands of relatives and friends of NRM members, ex­
members, the media, local and national government, police, social welfare workers, prison
chaplains, schools, universities and colleges, traditional religions, and NRMs themselves
have contacted the office (located at the London School of Economics) for information and
help (Barker 1989a).

I did not consider the founding of INFORM to be part of my research, although it has
certainly resulted in my learning a great deal more about the "cult scene." Rather, the aim
was to use professional knowledge to challenge alternative secondary constructions. It was
not to fight for The Truth in any ideological sense but, minimally, to contest untrue
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statements about NRMs (whether they originate from an NRM or anyone else). Apart from
providing information directly, enquirers are referred to an international network of experts
which includes scholars, lawyers, doctors, and therapists. Day-long seminars on a particular
subject (such as Authority and Dependence in NRMs; The Law and NRMs; Children in
NRMs; Leaving an NRM; or Changes in the New Religions) are organized twice yearly, with
videos and speakers among whom are academics and other experts, parents of members, ex­
members, and members of the movements themselves; and in 1993, a four-day Conference
on NRMs and the New Europe attracted over 200 participants from 23 different countries.
Professionally trained counselors and therapists have met on a regular basis to learn about
the NRMs and problems associated with them. A range of literature, from pamphlets about
individual movements to a book giving information and practical suggestions which was
published for the Home Office by Her Majesty's Stationery Office (Barker 1989a) is avail­
able. Talks by INFORM's staff, governors, and members of its network are given to schools,
universities, local churches, and a variety of other groups.

Although INFORM does not see itself as an advice center, it points out the likely con­
sequences of a variety of actions, ranging from joining a new religion to trying to abduct
someone from one; it has also been instrumental in mediating between members and their
families, and while it certainly does not have a magic wand with which it can solve all prob­
lems, the reliability of INFORM's information and its knowledge of the social processes in­
volved in their relationships with the outside world has meant that it has been able to relate
to the NRMs in such a way that many of them are willing to cooperate in such matters as
putting parents back in touch with their children, or refunding money obtained under
duress. In short, INFORM's policy is to use secondary constructs according to the logic of the
social sciences in order to try to bring about a resolution of problems through amelioration
and accommodation and avoid "deviance amplification" and the exacerbation of problems.

It would have been ingenuous to assume that there would not be opposition to an or­
ganization such as INFORM. What was unexpected, however, was the virulence with which
it has been attacked by a few NRMs, the ACM, some sections of the media, and a small num­
ber of individuals with opposing interests. By the late 1980s, it appeared that British anti­
cultists were directing more of their resources to trying to discredit us rather than the new
religions. The director of my university received letters suggesting that it would be better for
his students if I were removed from the faculty; a member of Parliament, who knew nothing
of our work but had been carefully briefed by the ACM, accused us of all kinds of rubbish in
the House of Commons2; a petition was delivered to 10 Downing Street, and radio and
television programs as well as a variety of newspaper articles offered the general public a
series of features exposing me in particular and INFORM in general as posing a dangerous
threat to the nation.

Strangely enough, in a number of ways the negative publicity was helpful - although
it is not something that I would recommend to a friend. It prompted a thorough investiga­
tion of INFORM's work by the Home Office, which then extended its original three yev.rs'
funding for a further three years and contmues to this day to use INFORM's services rather
than those of any other group. Moreover, the mainstream churches, large sections of the
more responsible media, and countless individuals seem to be of the opinion that INFORM's
balanced information, which both alerts them to potential problems and allays unnecessary
fears, is considerably more helpful than the more sensational and one-sided information
produced by its competitors.

The battles continue of course, and while we are making a difference, other people's
secondary constructions are also making a difference to "the cult scene" and to us. But be-

2. Unfortunately, MPs are protected by ·Parliamentary Privilege" from being sued for slander for anything they say in
the House. Were it not so, INFORM might have been able to solve all its financial problems in one fell swoop!
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fore giving further consideration to the methodological, ethical, and political implications of
such involvement, let us turn to the marketplace and compare the secondary constructs of
social science with the competition.

THE COMPETITORS

TABLEl

COMPETING LOGICS IN SECONDARY CONSTRUCTIONS OF REALITY

~
Interest Method Data Data Mode of Rdatiooship

const- and/or selected for systematicaUy Communication with SoR
mctors aim inclusion excluded

Unbiased & Comparison Individual & Non-empirical Scholarly Effect of
Sociology objective Methodological social levels; evaluation; publications; methods of

of sociological agnosticism; Control groups; Transcendent Through other research;

Religion description, Interview; Wider context variables; secondary Effect of
understanding Questionnaire; Definitional constructs use made of
& explanation Observation essentialism research

Primary Selective Good Bad skeletons; Literature; Control of
construction; reflection behaviour; Esoteric Witnessing access;

NRMs Good PR, on primary Supernatural gnoses Use positive
Promote beliefs construction claims evidence

Warn; Ex-members; Atrocity Good Lobbying; Use negative
Expose; Parents; tales behaviour; Newsletters; data;

ACM Control; Media (may be Changes for Media Attack when
Destroy circular) the better positive data

Good story; Interview Topical; Every-day; Newspapers Preferred use
get/keep where easy Relevant; 'Normal'; Magazines, ofACM
readers, access &lor Sensational Unexceptionable TV, Radio; where
viewers, subject Large public; complementary

Media and/or willing to Short shelf- interests
listeners talk; life; SoR used more

Investigative Difficult to if new, pithy,
journalism; check or sexy &lor

Press releases question sensational

'Justice' Adversarial; Evidence Middle ground, Legal Impartial Expert
according to Confrontational; presented by not making judgements; or
the law of the Positive the two +ve or -ve Common law; Whore Witness?
land; vs negative opposing point; Media reports

Law Winning sides; What deemed
case for Expert irrelevant to
individual witnesses the case;

Legal Inadmissible
precedent evidence

Help client Listen, accept, Individual's Other versions Direct to Competition
to get better and/or perception; of reality client; over importance

Therapy and to cope Construct Pragmatic Courts; of 'whole' &
with 'reality' client's constructs Media; professional

version of Professional expertise
reality carers
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Table 1 summarizes some basic differences between six ideal types of secondary con­
structors: sociologists and others involved in the scientific study of religion, members of the
new religions themselves, the anticult movement, the media, the legal profession, and ther­
apists (the first four constructors are analyzed in greater detail in Barker 1993a). The types
were chosen on the grounds that it is they who feature most prominently in the competition
with social scientists, but the table could be extended to include the police, the social ser­
vices, clergy, theologians, educationalists, and any number of other categories of construc­
tors.

It is important to stress that it is not merely personal commitments to particular out­
comes that are at issue here, nor is it a question of whether individual constructors are effi­
cient, stupid, honest, or deceitful in their depictions of new religions. What we are concerned
with is an exercise in the sociology of knowledge, examining how the socio-Iogic of group
aims and interests can give rise to systematic differences between the various secondary
constructions.

The Sociology ofReligion

Obviously the particular aims of those concerned with the scientific study of religion
will differ from person to person, but most would agree that they wish to present as accu­
rate, objective, and unbiased an account as possible. They will want to describe, understand,
and explain social groupings and such phenomena as the power structures, communication
networks, and belief systems that enable members to do (or prevent them from doing) things
that they could not (or could) do in other social situations. Social scientists will also want to
explore and account for the range of different perceptions held by individual actors and to
assess the consequences of such differences. The nature of social reality means that the
regularities of social science are relative to social space and time in a way that the laws of
nature seldom are. Nonetheless, sociological constructions do contain empirically refutable
statements, and it is part of the logic of science that the methods and results of its research
should be available for public scrutiny: "Our great instrument for progress is criticism"
(Popper 1972:34).

There are those who believe that the task of science is to find out the truth, the whole
truth, and nothing but the truth. I disagree. No one ever tells the whole truth; no one ever
could. All secondary constructions consist of both more and less than the primary construc­
tion. Although looking for nothing but the truth in the sense that we are committed to accu­
racy and eliminating falsehoods from both our own and others' constructions, social scien­
tists select what will go into our constructions, excluding some aspects that others include,
and including further aspects that others exclude.

Not only do social scientists include and exclude for methodological reasons, but also,
perhaps paradoxically, because it is only by doing this that an understanding of the primary
construction may be transmitted to others. An example I sometimes use to illustrate the im­
portance of not replicating the original too precisely is that of an actor playing a bore. The
actor is successful in communicating something of the essence of being a bore only insofar as
he is not boring. Similarly, in order to communicate something of the essence of an NRM,
social scientists have to "interpret" or "translate" the primary construction so that their au­
dience can understand what may have been incomprehensible when they were looking at the
movement itself. Raelians can tell their parents what it means to them to be a Raelian, but
the parents may be incapable of hearing what is being said. There would be absolutely no
point in the sociologist's merely reproducing what the Raelian says and does - this has to
be put in a wider context; both more and less has to be offered to the parent - less, in that
we do not tell the parent things that seem irrelevant (that they clean their teeth every
morning) - more, in that we add information that relates what they believe and do to the
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understanding of the parent. For this we need to know not only what Raelians believe and
do, but also what the parent can understand. We are not being selective in the sense that we
are being untruthful or keeping back truths; we are representing rather than presenting.

Thus, the constructs of social science excluck cktails that do not seem to be ofparticu­
lar interest. Part of what we decide is ofinterest will depend upon what we and our potential
audience consider useful knowledge - either because we believe it will further our general
understanding of social behavior, or because we believe that it could be of practical use in
implementing our own or society's interests.

Next, the constructs of social science excluck theological judgments. The sociology of
religion is concerned with who believes what under what circumstances, how beliefs become
part of the cultural milieu and are used to interpret people's experiences, and what the con­
sequences of holding particular beliefs may be; but it can neither deny nor confirm ideologi­
cal beliefs. Social scientists qua social scientists have to remain methodologically agnostic.
The epistemology of an empirical science has no way of knowing whether God, gods, the
Devil, angels, evil spirits, or the Holy Spirit have been acting as independent variables; and
miracles, by definition, are beyond the purview ofscience.

Then, social scientists stipulate what they mean by particular concepts or use ideal
types (Weber 1947:92) for the purposes of a particular study, but they cannot claim that
these definitions are either true or false, merely that they are more or less useful. Ofcoone,
concepts are "given" (data) in the sense that they are part of primary constructions and oar
accounts will report what people mean by concepts such as "religion." We also note that dif­
ferent groups use, negotiate, or manipulate definitions to further their own interests (Barker

1994; Douglas 1966).
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The examination question" 'A value-free social science is a value-less social science.'
Discuss" is not yet redundant. Figure 1 represents some of the different connections between
"fact" and "value" ("ought" and "is") in the practice of social science.

Most social scientists would agree that they ought to try to exclude their own subjec­
tive evaluations from the actual collection and analysis of data. This meta-value, that scien­
tific research ought to be about what is (rather than what ought to be) the case, is repre­
sented by line [1]. Of course, as any methodology book will testify, there are many ways in
which our values do enter the research and skew the outcome: We cannot interpret the real­
ity that we are studying except by using our own subjective perception; concepts can be
value laden; We may be working with unexamined assumptions which have implications for
our perception; and so on. But we do try to be aware ofand counter such obstacles by various
techniques so as to produce descriptions that are as objective as possible in the sense that
they are concerned with the object of our study rather than our own or others' subjective be­
liefs.

Social scientists are, however, quite likely to choose a subject that is of interest to
them and which they may well believe ought to be researched [line 2]. In theory at least, this
need not interfere with the outcome of the research. Similarly, social scientists may be
concerned about the use to which the results of their research are put - that, perhaps, they
ought to be used to improve understanding and tolerance of others [line 3]; and, again in
theory at least, this can be separated from the research itself.

That the people whom the sociologist is studying hold strong values is, once more in
theory at least, irrelevant to the researcher's values insofar as he or she is concerned with
finding out to what extent this, as a question of fact, is the case [line 4]. We may, of course,
point to the difficulties involved in achieving a valued goal or suggest that it is realizable
only by using means or with consequences that would violate either the value or other
valued goals (Barker 1993b; Runciman 1969). I shall return to a discussion ofthe other lines
indicated in Figure 1 toward the end of this paper.

But social science not only excludes ideological, definitional, and evaluative concerns,
it includes interests that extend beyond any NRM under study. Study of the primary con­
struction through interview, questionnaire, participant observation, and the examination of
written material needs to be supplemented with data from further sources, all of which may
be necessary, but none sufficient for the kind of picture that the sociologist needs to con­
struct (Barker 1984:124-33). We may want to check where individual members are "coming
from" by speaking to people who have known them both before and after their conversion.
Ex-members comprise an invaluable source of further information and for checking the ve­
racity of what members are reporting. It does, however, have to be remembered that no sin­
gle member (past or present) is likely to know everything that is going on in the movement.
The sociological construction of an NRM requires, moreover, information about yet others
who have no relationship whatsoever with the movement. This is because a fundamental
component of science is the comparative method, which, by putting the NRM in a wider
frame of reference, brings balance into the equation. In order to be able to understand and
test "what variable varies with what: the primary construction has to be compared with
other primary constructions, using control groups (although this has become distressingly
rare in monographs) and techniques such as the statistical manipulation of data about the
population as a whole to test for correlations. Such tools of the trade serve, minimally, to
eliminate some mistakes that we might otherwise make.

The New Religions

NRMs have an interest in gaining new members and, perhaps, political and financial
or legal advantage by presenting a secondary construction of their own primary reality in
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the public domain. As with most organizations, one would expect the movement to select
those aspects that show it in a favorable light and be less forthcoming about skeletons in the
cupboard. Unlike the social scientist, the NRM will draw on nonempirical revelations to de­
scribe and explain at least part of its construction of reality (that, for example, God is re­
sponsible for revelations and conversions, and/or that evil forces are responsible for things
that go wrong); and it will, of course, be anxious to proclaim the truth of its theological
teachings - unless there are esoteric gnoses, in which case these will be kept secret.

Clearly, there is a sense in which an NRM has privileged access to its own reality ­
but it is also possible to argue that the very fact of their involvement means that members
are unable or unwilling to see what is going on with the same detachment as some outsiders
(Wilson 1970:ix-xiii). There are, however, members of NRMs such as Mickler (1980, 1992)
and Jules-Rosette (1975) who, as social scientists, have done excellent work on their own
NRMs.

The Anticult Movement (ACM)

The ACM includes a wide variety oforganizations with members as diverse as anxious
parents, ex-members, profession81 deprogrammers, and "exit counselors." In some ways, the
ACM can be seen as a mirror image of the NRM. Both tend to want a clear, unambiguous
division between "us" and "them"; but while the NRM will select only good aspects, the ACM
selects only bad aspects. Most ACM pronouncements tend to be about "destructive cults,"
lumping all NRMs together as though they were a single entity, the sins of one being visited
on all. Any evidence or argument that could complicate or disprove their negative construc­
tion (or reform that may be introduced) is more likely to be ignored or dismissed than de­
nied.3

As lobbyists, anticultists have to be proactive not only in promoting their construc­
tions but also in denying or dismissing other constructions and denigrating the construc­
tors.4 Sociological secondary constructions may appear more threatening to the ACM than
those of the NRMs, the latter being more likely to agree with the ACM where there are clear
boundaries; they can, furthermore, be goaded into reinforcing the anticult position by re­
sponding to it in an unambiguously negative fashion, exacerbating the process of "deviance
amplification" and, thereby, justifying further accusations by the ACM.

Social scientists, members of the media, the legal profession, and therapists have a
professional interest in their secondary constructions' achieving their relevant aims, but
they do not usually expect to gain much more from their work in the area of NRMs than
they would by doing their work well in any other area. When we turn to the ACM and
NRMs, however, we find that most of the rank and file membership do their work either on
a purely voluntary basis or with little more than living expenses because they believe,
sometimes quite passionately, that what they are doing is right - they have a mission to
fight evil.

There are, however, also "charismatic leaders" in the NRMs arid "leading experts" in
the ACM, both of whom may reap enormous financial benefits from having their construc­
tions of reality accepted. Stories about the wealth controlled by Sun Myung Moon, L. Ron
Hubbard, or Bhagwan Rajneesh (with his 97 Rolls Royces and collection of Rolex watches)

3. Theologically motivated "countercultists" whose interests are primarily in what they consider to be the heretical
and/or blasphemous beliefs of the movements are more likely to use their own hermeneutic of Holy Scripture to dis­
prove the NRM's beliefs (lntrovigne 1995). Just as the anticultist will ignore any positive aspects of an NRM, the
countercultist will usually ignore any points ofoverlap between their beliefs and those of the NRM.

4. One of my colleagues met an active anticultist who told him I did nothing but praise the cults. Rather surprised, my
colleague asked what she had read. "Oh, I wouldn't dream ofreading anything she wrote!" she replied.
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are common enough. What is less well known is the vast amount of money at stake in the
fostering of the brainwashing or mind control thesis in ACM secondary constructions. On
the one hand, "deprogrammers" and, to a somewhat lesser extent, "exit counselors" can
charge tens of thousands of dollars for their services; on the other hand, "expert witnesses"
have charged enormous fees for giving evidence about brainwashing in court cases. The
sums involved are illustrated by the fact that both Richard Ofshe and Margaret Singer re­
cently attempted to sue certain members of the SSSR and both the American Sociological
Association and the American Psychological Association for several tens of millions of dol­
lars in loss of earnings after it had been argued in court that their theories of mind control
and brainwashing lacked any scientific support. (The eventual outcome was that Singer and
Ofshe were ordered to pay considerable legal costs for both sides.) Not surprisingly, given
the money involved, the mind control issue has proved to be one of the fiercest battle­
grounds.

The sharp "them/us" perspective of the ACM is reflected in the fact that it frequently
operates under a cloak of secrecy. Not only the NRMs, but also social scientists may be de­
nied access to allegedly open meetings and refused requests for information or evidence that
could corroborate assertions made in ACM constructions of reality. One anticultist who re­
peatedly claims that NRMs use hypnosis to recruit members refuses to tell me which move­
ments he is talking about on the grounds that he does not trust me because I am "on the
other side." Other information that is presumably nonconfidential and which one might have
thought the ACM would want widely disseminated is jealously guarded. The secrecy is, of
course, perfectly understandable when it concerns the planning of an illegal kidnapping and
deprogramming.

Given its aims, the ACM does not lay stress on either objectivity or balance in its sec­
ondary constructions of reality - in fact, members will frequently admit quite openly that
they consider a balanced presentation of the facts counterproductive. Once, the editor of a
journal in which I had written an article received a telephone call from the then-chairman of
FAIR (Family Action Information and Rescue) to protest that "Eileen Barker's article had
been so balanced and objective, he demanded the right to redress the balance."

As a matter of principle, anticultists are likely to refuse to have direct contact with
the primary construction itself as a source of information. This is justified by the premise
that cults are, almost by definition, bound to practice deception and are probably dangerous.
Data for ACM stories tend, therefore, to be collected from anxious parents, disillusioned ex­
members, and negative media reports. Often there is a circularity involved in that the anx­
ious parents have been alerted to the negative aspects of their child's movement by anticult
"atrocity tales" (Shupe and Bromley 1980); the ex-members have been taught by deprogram­
mers or exit counselors to believe that they were brainwashed and that their whole experi­
ence is to be interpreted in negative terms (Lewis 1986; Solomon 1981; Wright 1987); and
the media frequently get their stories from the ACM which then uses the fact that the story
has appeared in print as proof that it has been independently verified. There have been
cases where the media have included rebuttals to a story supplied to them by the ACM,
which has then innocently asked why the question was raised in the fIrst place, suggesting
that there is no smoke without a fire - even when they themselves had kindled the fire. 5

5. To give but one example: the British ACM complained to a television program about the government giving
INFORM funding that had been refused to them. In reviewing the subsequent program, it was reported in FAIR News
(Summer 1989:14) that "The presenter questioned Dr. Eileen Barker, chairman of INFORM, on each comment. The
overall impression was that though Dr. Barker was well prepared for criticism and therefore in a position to handle it
well, she did not succeed in dispelling viewers' doubts as to why 80 many pointed critical questions had to be asked in
the first place.'
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Some of the differences between the interests of the ACM and social scientists were
fairly stated at the 1990 Annual Meeting of FAIR by another chairman, the late Lord
Rodney:

The majority of us here this afternoon have come because of our concern about cults. This
concern in most cases stems from our personal experience.... I believe by and large this concern is
unselfish and motivated by a desire that others may be spared the trauma we have experienced. Some
accuse us of being oversentimental and overreacting; maybe some of us are, but with good reason: It is
hard to stay calm and collected when you see your family being split asunder.

There are those - mostly academics - who set out to examine these cults in a cool and logical
way: What motivates people to join them? Are they free agents? How long does the average member
remain in a cult? and so forth. I have nothing against this approach, but I do not think those adopting it
can quantify the human suffering involved. I do not wish ill to anyone, but let them have a loved one
duped into joining a cult, and I wonder how detached they would remain. The other objection I have is
that their association with these cults helps the groups in their search for credibility. Otherwise why
are they welcomed at their meetings and featured in their newsletters! Ladies and gentlemen, I believe
in the end you either consider the activities of cults antisocial, deceptive, and destructive of family life
- or you don't. I do not think we can sit on the fence (FAIR News Autumn 1990:1).

Unlike some anticultists who refuse to have anything to do with me in case they be­
come contaminated, Lord Rodney accepted an invitation to lunch at LSE and was generous
enough to invite me to tea at the House of Lords a couple of times.6 On each occasion he
made it quite clear that he did not disagree with the facts that I produced, but he did object
strongly to my "muddying the waters" by including qualifications and information about the
movements that could be taken to mean that they had some benign aspects. "People cannot
hear you unless you have a clear message - you just confuse them," he insisted. And, to
some extent, he was right.

The Media

The overriding interest of the mass media is to get a good story that will keep the
loyalty of readers, viewers, and/or listeners and, if possible, to gain new audiences. They are
unlikely to be interested in presenting an everyday story of how "ordinary" life in an NRM
can be, or even of the rewards that it offers contented members - unless it can expose these
as fraudulent, fantastic, or sensational. The media are nearly always working to a tight
deadline - very tight compared to the months or years that scholars may spend on their re­
search. They are also limited in the amount of time or space that they have to present their
story. Only rarely will the electronic media concentrate on a single topic for more than thirty
minutes and only rarely do the printed media allocate more than a few hundred words.7

Pressure of space and time means that members of the media collect their data from
sources selected for accessibility and the provision of good quotes. "The grieving mother" or
"The man who risked prison to save a helpless victim from the clutches ofa bizarre cult" are
far more valuable informants than "The mother whose devotee son visits her on a regular
basis," "The MooIrle who passed his exams With'good marks" - or, indeed, the academic who

6. Yet another FAIR chairman, the Reverend Neil Dawson, accepted an invitation to an INFORM Seminar but later
telephoned to announce with some embarrassment that his committee had told him not to attend. As he became in­
creasingly disillusioned with the anticult scene he used to invite me to dine with him secretly when he would serve me
excellent claret to the accompaniment of a litany of complaints about the hysterical fanaticism of much of the FAIR
membership. It is, perhaps, surprising how many "moles" from both the NRMs and ACM are prepared to inform social
scientists (secretly) what is going on in their respective camps. The negative information that current members of
NRMs give us is because, they say, they feel "someone" ought to know what is going on, but they would prefer the til.,
formation to be released in a balanced context.

7. Exceptions would be full-length books, such as the paperbacks by Kilduff(1978) and Krause (1978) that appeared a
few days after the Jonestown tragedy. Also, some books, such as Hounam and Hog (19M) and Fitzgerald (1986),
which started as articles in newspapers or popular journals involved impressive in-depth research.
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is full oflong-winded qualifications. Many (though by no means all) of the media tend, more­
over, to be remarkably reluctant to ask members of NRMs for their own versions of reality,
and to dismiss press releases from the movements far more readily than they dismiss the
information handed out by the ACM. This may seem somewhat surprising to anyone who
has researched NRMs and learned what extraordinary statements they themselves are ca­
pable of producing; yet on numerous occasions when I have offered to give journalists a con­
tact number for one of the movements, they have dismissed the offer, saying either that they
would not get the truth or that their editors would expect them to use a more reliable source.

Unlike social scientists, the media are under no obligation to introduce comparisons to
assess the relative rates of negative incidents. Thus, when reporting a tragedy or some kind
of malpractice, they note in the headline that the victim or the perpetrator was a cultist, but
are unlikely to mention it anywhere in the report ifhe or she were a Methodist. The result is
that even if such tragedies and malpractices are relatively infrequent they would still be
more visible and, thereby, become disproportionately associated with the NRMs in the pub­
lic mind.

Not only does the logic of the aims and interests of the media result in their seldom
being able to go into the kind of depth or ensure the kind ofbalance that social science would
demand, their social position means that the secondary constructions that they create are
both powerful (due to their widespread circulation and interest-appeal) and extremely diffi­
cult to check or correct. Complaints and apologies can be made, but they rarely attract as
much attention as the original story. Usually it is difficult to track down the story for a sec­
ond look; a transient television report or a story in a newspaper or magazine long since
thrown away leaves an impression but not something that can be scrutinized, and there are
seldom references than can be followed up. Even with more balanced programs and articles,
it is the more sensationalist images that are likely to stick in the mind. It is only those pro­
grams and stories selected by the ACM for quotation that are likely to be preserved for recy­
cling.

The Law

The primary interest of the law as represented by a judge and, sometimes, jury, is to
ensure that justice is carried out according to the law of the land. No attempt is made to
present a complete or balanced picture of a primary construction, but only to point to those
aspects that could be of relevance to the case. Indeed, some information (such as previous
convictions) that might be pertinent for a more general understanding are ruled out of court
as inadmissible evidence. As far as the defense and the prosecution are concerned, their spe­
cific interest is to win the case for their clients. Each side will attempt to construct a picture
of reality that is advantageous to its own position and disadvantageous to the other side.
Although it might be argued that, adjudicating between two opposing sides, the judge (or
jury) would be able to reach a middle position, there is no guarantee that a middle position
is a true position. To begin with, we may ask, middle of what? It is the court that has set the
goal posts and the true position might or mig~t not be somewhere (anywhere) between them.

The law does make use of "expert witnesses" who usually present their credentials as
representatives of the scientific community, so one might, prima facie, expect the expert
witness to produce a secondary construction of reality that corresponds to that of the social
scientist, but in fact this is not necessarily the case. One reason is that lawyers will invite
those witnesses who are known to hold views that support their client's case, but a more
fundamental reason is that it is the court that decides what questions will and will not be
asked and, thus, answered.

In short, the adversarial procedure is to argue for and against opposing versions of
reality, either or both of which may be grossly distorted versions of a primary construction.
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This might not matter if the procedure were used only for the purposes of the court. But
there is plenty of evidence that decisions on one matter are frequently used by others to
"prove" a version of reality that may have little relevance, even to what came up in the case
(Barker 1989b:197-201).

Therapists

Like defense lawyers, therapists and counselors have an interest in helping their
client. But instead of needing to establish their client's version of reality to score a public
victory over an opposing version, they may need to help the client to construct privately a
new reality that he or she can live with and feel good about. Practices do, of course, vary
enormously - many therapists will try to help the client to reach a clearer understanding of
the primary construction in which the client is or was a participant - but it will be a practi­
cal construction that has the client at its center, rather than a balanced appraisal of the
group as a whole. In fact, therapists who have been interested enough in NRMs to attend
the INFORM counseling seminars will, when a particular client is referred to them, ask not
to be given background information such as a detailed account of the movement in question.
This is because they feel that it might interfere with their relationship with the client - it
would be a kind ofbetrayal to hear a point of view other than that of the client.

Let me be quite clear, this is not a criticism of these therapists who play an effective
role in their clients' recovery from difficult experiences. It is merely to point out that they
have a different aim from social scientists and will, therefore, use different methods and
employ different kinds of knowledge; the secondary construction of the therapist can be dif­
ferent from but complementary to that of the social scientist. Conflicts between the two con­
structors emerge, however, when counselors and therapists claim to know what a particular
movement - or NRMs in general - are like through their client-focused work. This is likely
to arise when therapists give evidence as expert witnesses in court or present their stories to
the media and/or at public meetings. Again, there would be no conflict if the stories were
confined to descriptions of ways in which people might be helped rather than claims being
made that these are proven accurate, balanced portrayals of the primary construction as
they come from a "professional" source. They are, of course, from a professional source, but,
as with the court, the profession is not one that aims primarily to construct an accurate and
balanced account.

Two of the main situations in which counselors and therapists have crossed swords
with sociologists are (a) over the so-called brainwashing or mind-control thesis (see above)
and (b) over allegations of ritual satanic abuse. Studies in the latter area have revealed a
considerable body of evidence showing that therapists may not only help clients to construct
a secondary version of reality, but some construct a version of reality themselves, and then
put considerable pressure on the client to accept it (Mulhern 1994; Richardson et al. 1991;
but see also Houston 1993:9).

BEYOND THE IVORY TOWER

Although social science cannot claim to be as "scientific" as the natural sciences, it is
unquestionably more scientific than its competitors. The logic of its approach is infinitely
superior for producing balanced and accurate accounts of NRMs than is that of any of its
competitors. Undifferentiated relativism, as espoused by some of the exponents of decon­
structionism and postmodernism, seems to me to be just plain silly. The rules of science
(even loosely characterized as in this paper) are not merely a language game; they are an
assurance of a minimal, albeit limited, epistemological status. We would be crazy to argue
that anything goes - some things are patently false, and empirical observation can demon-
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strate this to anyone with their faculties in good working order. Assuredly, some statements
(moral evaluations and claims about the supernatural) are not empirically testable and it
would be equally crazy to believe that we could prove or disprove them to someone holding a
different opinion. But such statements are not within the purview of social science. I am not
suggesting that social science holds a monopoly on The Truth. Far from it. But I am suggest­
ing that the methods of social science (its openness to criticism and empirical testing and,
above all, its use of the comparative method) ought to ensure that it produces a more bal­
anced and more useful account than that of its competitors for seeing the way things are and
the way things might be - not for deciding how they ought to be, but for implementing deci­
sions about how they ought to be.

Should social scientists get involved with the use to which their secondary construc­
tions are put and, thereby, become part of the primary construction of the wider "cult scene"
not merely for methodological reasons (as discussed earlier), but for ethical or political pur­
poses? Is such involvement compatible with, inimical to, or a question of indifference for the
scientific study of religion? What if, in the course of our research, we frequently come across
misunderstandings, misinformation, and/or gross distortions that appear to cause unneces­
sary suffering and are related to a subject that we have been investigating by methods that
we believe to be superior to those that have given rise to the errors? What if we find that
there are people who, claiming a professional expertise, maintain that they have arrived at
certain conclusions using the scientific method, yet they provide no testable evidence, and
we suspect that the scientific method not only does not, but could not, produce such conclu­
sions? Should we not, both as individuals and as a members of a professional society, fight
ignorance, exploitation, and prejudice or at least correct inaccurate statements in our own
field? Or do we just publish our misgivings in the JSSR on the chance that someone else
might read what we have written and use it to challenge the alternative versions?

I know of nothing in the scientific enterprise that suggests social scientists ought to
champion their versions of reality in the marketplace. At the same time, I know of nothing
intrinsic to science that would proscribe such involvement. Indeed, those of us who have felt
drawn to use the secondary constructs of the social scientific study of religion are, rightly or
wrongly, of the opinion that we have as much right as anyone (and more relevant knowledge
than many) not only to promote the social scientific perspective, but also to question others'
secondary constructions when we consider them to be either inaccurate or biased.

But life is not that simple. As we step outside the relative protection of the Ivory
Tower, we can find ourselves being affected by our competitors. I have already intimated
that, while our presence is welcomed by some, it poses a threat to others. But it poses a
threat to us too - not just the unpleasantness of the ways we are sometimes attacked, but a
more insidious threat to the very meta-values and methods that can give us the edge over
our competitors.

What I want to explore for the rest of this paper are some ways in which the very fact
that we become actors in a competitive market means that we come under pressure to incor­
porate some of our competitors' interests and methods into our own practices. We are in
danger ofletting our competitors define our agenda.

The means by which the different secondary constructors sell their wares is of crucial
significance for their success or failure, and the first hurdle social scientists face is how to
set up our stall in a good position in the marketplace. When social scientists have completed
their research they are quite likely to publish the results in scholarly books or journals
which may sit on dusty shelves with few save other social scientists being aware of their ex­
istence. Placing monographs in the SSSR annual meeting's book exhibition, even getting
published or reviewed in the JSSR, is not enough - it might give rise to internal debates,
but if we are not heard by outsiders not only may we be missing some valuable feedback, we
are also likely to be excluding ourselves from making any difference to "the cult scene."
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We may need to be more conscious than is our wont that what we present should come
across as being of relevance for the audience we want to reach. I am not suggesting that we
fudge our results so that they are acceptable. On the contrary, I am suggesting that, like the
actor playing a bore, we need to present our results so that they are understandable and
heard, whether or not they are welcomed - especially, perhaps, if we suspect that they are
not going to be welcomed. There may be lessons to be learned (and warnings to be heeded)
by looking a bit more closely at both the media and the ACM. The former clearly have the
largest audience and can make an enormous impact, despite (perhaps because of) the limita­
tions of a short shelf-life and the difficulties of checking or recapturing their content. The
ACM offers a dozen or so unambiguous points that can be applied to any situation; and, like
the seasoned politician, they can be adept at avoiding probing questions. The ACM message
is, furthermore, a popular one - not only are the cults fascinatingly evil compared to the
rest of us, but also, because of their mind control techniques, they provide a simple explana­
tion of why people reject "normal" society to follow "incredible" beliefs and lead "impossible"
lives; and, moreover, they (the cults) can be held responsible for any problems that exist be­
tween members and their families.

Ifwe want to preserve our sanity, we have to recognize that some battles will never be
won. There are those who will continue to advance their version of reality whatever discon­
firming evidence is presented to them, and there are others (sometimes the same people)
who will persist in portraying our secondary constructions in a distorted manner. It is not
that all individuals from the other categories are bound to reject our versions of reality ­
two erstwhile members of the FAIR Committee became valuable members of INFORM's
Board of Governors; several members of the media who used to rely on the ACM now make
copious use of INFORM's resources and international contacts - but the more realistic chal­
lenge is to communicate to those who, with no particular axe to grind, are interested in accu­
rate and balanced accounts ofNRMs. But how can we make our construction available with­
out jeopardizing the integrity of our account?

Playing Their Game

The most obvious way to disseminate our version is to cooperate with the mass media,
and there are plenty of producers and journalists who are willing, even eager, to use our in­
filrmation. But, as we have seen, their main objective is to have a gripping story. How do we
collaborate? On their terms or ours? There is a limit to the number of "on the one hand ...
on the other hand"s, "however"s, or "nonetheless"s that they can accommodate. How much of
a price must we be prepared to pay? Do we hope, as with the abstract to an article, that the
absence of qualification is made up for by the wide and clear dissemination of the main
points?

What about our being misquoted? We learn through hard experience which are the
more unreliable media - and it is nearly always those who are getting our story second or
third hand; few (though some) members of the media deliberately misrepresent their infor­
mants. There are, however, some who do deliberately mislead us to "set us up to put us
down." We have no control over the editing of what we say - and others say about us. Even
in a live broadcast it can be extremely difficult to get across one's actual position if misrep­
resented or suddenly attacked for something we have never done. We can protest, but most
of us tend to be so taken aback that we find ourselves unable to think up an effective re­
sponse - until we are off-air. Apart from being extremely frustrating and unpleasant, such
experiences can make one wonder whether agreeing to take part in any program is not
simply counterproductive.

But such behavior is the exception rather than the rule (and antagonistic programs of­
ten elicit more letters of support than protest). What is more to the point here is that we do
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not react to the pressures of media interests or the competition of ACM interests by allowing
ourselves to slip into facile generalizations for the sake of a good sound bite, that we do not
make cheap jokes at the expense of someone else's beliefs, that we do not pass judgments
about which are the "good" and which the "bad" cults - which is not to say that we cannot
report that in movement X they carry out child sacrifice, in Y they have weekly sex orgies,
and in Z they pray to little green men in flying saucers - so long, of course, that what we
say is true and we make it clear that the other 99.9% of NRMs do not do such things. The
media usually give us an opportunity to put things in context through comparisons, al­
though I have been asked not to quote Luke 14:26, as it results in so many angry denials
that Jesus ever said such a thing.

Our relationship with the courts is in some respects like that with the media. It is
they who are largely in control ofboth the content and the context of what is transmitted. It
is they who ask the questions. If we do not bow to their interests, they will ignore us and, in
all likelihood, tum to our competitors. If our unbiased perspective results in our giving re­
sponses in court that are helpful to one side on one occasion but damaging on another occa­
sion, lawyers brand us as "unreliable" or "whore witnesses." There can be a temptation to
say just what the side that calls us (pays us) wants us to say, collaborating in the
suppression of relative information or distorting with sophistry the position of other side.

Taking Sides or Sitting on the Fence?

A more subtle problem arises when, trying to appear balanced, we become unbal­
anced. Broad-minded and liberal media often ask us to give an objective and balanced point
of view in the middle - which usually means halfway between an NRM and the ACM. But,
as was intimated when discussing legal constructions, to give a balanced account is not nec­
essarily to be in the middle. Science is not summing two extreme positions and dividing by
two. Sometimes one "side" is right - but to say so may be seen, even by ourselves, as "tak­
ing sides." Indeed, a question that is constantly posed by both competitors and potential
buyers is "whose side are you on?" The social scientist's answer might be "the side of accu­
racy and balance," but we find ourselves being pushed and pulled in a number of directions.
Some of us hold back information because we fear that we might be taken to court and, even
ifwe feel confident that we could eventually vindicate what we say, it could still cost us a lot
of time and money. Sometimes it is the producer or publisher who does not dare risk a court
case and we do not want the hassle of finding a bolder (or perhaps more foolhardy) producer
or publisher.

While codes of ethics have been produced by professional organizations (the British
Sociological Association has such a code), there are grey areas where our personal feelings
may incline us one way rather than another. We may not want to betray confidences about
individual informants. This is normally not too great a problem as we can usually find some
way to preserve a person's anonymity while incorporating the information if it is of impor­
tance. But I have given information to the police or other authorities, such as the Charity
Commissioners or the social services, or, occasionally, to the more reputable media when I
have learned of criminal or anti-social activities. Has this been a betrayal of trust? Would
not telling not be a betrayal of another kind of trust? I believe that any citizens in a demo­
cratic country, be they social scientists or not, have a duty to other members of society not to
allow criminal or harmful behavior to go unquestioned, but it is not always easy to see how
widely one should disseminate this information. One may want to alert the public to poten­
tial problems, but one also needs to be aware that, irresponsibly used, such information
might lead to greater damage. Evangelical countercultists alerting the public to the dangers
ofritual satanic abuse have provided us with a salutary warning (Richardson et al' 1991).
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The NRMs we study are likely to want us to take their side - several of them have
actually approached social scientists because they believed that, even if we do not do a
"whitewash," we shall at least be fairer to them than most other constructors (Barker
1984:15,1995:176). To a greater or lesser extent, we have been subjected to "love-bombing,"
hints of eternal damnation and/or emotional blackmail. Such techniques tend to be counter­
suggestive for seasoned researchers, and despite the fact that some NRMs may try to con­
vert us, we are unlikely to start promoting their beliefs, proclaiming Moon the messiah or
Berg an Endtime prophet. Nonetheless, the very fact that they give us time, that we accept
their hospitality (be it a cup of tea or an expenses-paid conference),8 might make us feel be­
holden to them. But then, we might feel equally or more beholden to their parents and
others whom we also meet in the course of our investigations - and, perhaps, to society as a
whole. Certainly, the fact that we are fellow human beings means that as we get to know
those whom we are studying as individuals we may make friends (or, conversely, may
generate antagonisms). We may come to feel protective and when we see them attacked un­
fairly come to their defense. There is nothing wrong in this ifwe are merely introducing into
the scene an accurate and balanced version of the NRM reality, but what would be repre­
hensible according to the canons of science is if, feeling bound by friendship or loyalty to
"our" NRM, we promote what we know from our research to be a biased version of the truth.

More frequently, I suspect, we have held back information for the scientifically ques­
tionable reason that we felt that the way the information would be used would be unaccept­
able to us. Here I am referring less to a "pull" from the NRM than to a "push" from the ACM
or sections of the media. We have learned from experience that the negative aspects we re­
port will be taken out of context and added to the list of "bad things that cults do," while the
more positive aspects will be ignored or taken as proof that we have been deceived or bought
off. I am, moreover, painfully aware that what I am now writing offers our competitors fur­
ther evidence that we are not as scientific as we pretend - the dilemma here being that the
suppression of discussion of such concerns would be the more unscientific pretense.

If we are to be honest and self-critical, we have to admit that several of us have re­
acted against the selective negativity of the ACM by, sometimes quite unconsciously, mak­
ing our own unbalanced selections. Having been affronted by what have appeared to be
gross violations of human rights perpetrated through practices such as deprogramming and
the medicalization of belief, there have been occasions when social scientists have withheld
information about the movements because they know that this will be taken, possibly out of
eontext, to be used as a justification for such actions. The somewhat paradoxical situation is
that the more we feel the NRMs are having untrue bad things said about them, the less in­
dined we are to publish true "bad" things about the movements.

The other side of the same coin is that there are social scientists who have felt that
they have had to publish negative material and withhold more positive aspects because they
are aware that they are in danger of being defined as cult aPQlogists or accused of being
covert members of a movement that they have been studying. I know of two sociologists of
religion who have been warned that they would be denied tenure or not be awarded their
Ph.D. if they did not make it quite clear that their monographs were exposes.

8. See Sociological Analysis (1983 44/3) for a discussion about the propriety of attending conferences funded by NRMs.
In this special issue I defended the fact that I had attended Unification conferences in which, although I refused any
honorarium for attendance, my expenses were paid. I still do not believe that my research was adversely affected by
this fact - in fact I believe it would not have been as thorough had I not, with the full approval of both my university
and the government agency funding the research, attended the meetings. With the benefit of hindsight, however, I rec­
ognize that it was politically naive of me and had I known that I was to found an organization such as INFORM I
might have tried harder to get independent funding for attending the conferences. Although I have not accepted invita­
tions to expenses-paid Unification conferences since setting up INFORM, the fact that I did in the past has been the
one matter on which I have been publicly attacked that has not been either false or silly.
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As the converse of "taking sides," we are not infrequently stung by the comment that
we insist on sitting on the fence and that we are indifferent to the suffering of others. Most
of us have infuriated the media by refusing to give unequivocal answers to questions about
who the goodies or, more frequently, the baddies are. (A frustrated journalist once made me
the butt of a humorous article entitled No Room for a View.) But ifwe are being interviewed
as social scientists, we need to declare the limits of our expertise and make it clear that we
have no special criterion to choose between opposing theological or moral claims. The meta­
values of science require us to use the hypothetical form in answer to ethical or definitional
questions. Of course, it is silly to be too pedantic with statements such as "if you consider
multiple murder a bad thing, then you will not consider the Manson Family a good thing" or
"it all depends what you mean by ritual sacrifice."

And, of course, we have as much right as anyone else to express our beliefs so long as
it is quite clear that we are speaking as a private citizen. But, just because most of us are
not indifferent to what is going on, some of us have taken advantage of the air time to com­
municate our own values and prejudices. And while we are unlikely to promote a particular
theological belief, we are quite likely to start from an assumption that, for example, prophe­
cies will fai1. 9 While we are unlikely to make a prescriptive distinction between benign and
destructive cults, we do tend to produce examples of behavior that we consider (or believe
our audience will consider) either reprehensible or praiseworthy if we want to make a point
- especially when we want to question a competitor's claims about the movements.
Similarly, when social scientists have been pressed in a court oflaw to say whether a partic­
ular NRM is "really" a religion, they have not always insisted as clearly as they might that
science cannot give the definition of a real religion. It is only when the court provides a defi­
nition, or we use the form "if by religion you mean ... ," that we can say whether, according
to that definition, the movement is "really" religious.

The Loneliness of the Long-Term Researcher

The loneliness, psychological and emotional discomfort, and the intellectual uncer­
tainties of research can become greatly intensified as we move into the competitive market.
It is not unusual for the social scientist to wonder why no one else's construction seems to
tally with the reality that he or she is perceiving (Asch 1959; Barker 1992:246-247, 1984:21­
22). Sometimes we long to find others who agree and who might thereby save us from the
gnawing doubts which can at times reach a point where it is difficult to be certain even on
those matters about which we ourselves must be the best placed to know the truth. 10

Responses to the feeling of isolation vary, but they are seldom conducive to scientific study.
A few succumb to the desire to "belong" and become involved with or, very occasionally, join
the ACM or an NRM. Others avoid or drop out of the arena altogether. For some of us the
emotional discomfort of being branded "the enemy" becomes so disagreeable that we find ex­
cuses for not checking out our sources as thoroughly as we might. On a couple of occasions, I
have found myself asking colleagues or students to deputize for me at meetings at which I

9. This is not to imply that, during the course of our research, we may not tell our respondents that we do not share
their expectation. It can, indeed, be a good basis on which to question the implications of their beliefs in greater depth.
I have, for example, spent many hours collecting information with "but surely ... " or "what if ... 7" openings during
"skeptical questioning" of amazingly patient members of The Family and other millennarian NRMs.

10. After I had set up INFORM, I was invited to read a number of letters which had been sent to various bodies that
supported us, saying that I had been manipulated into doing it by the Scientologists or that it was really MooDie or
New Age money that was behind the idea. Despite the fact that I knew that none ofthese movements had even known
about my plans, let alone had anything to do with them, I was sufficiently overwhelmed by the sheer quantity and
force of the allegations to find myself asking whether I ought to try to check them out. I had to shake myself to remem­
ber that if anyone knew how and why I had founded INFORM, it was I!
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suspected I would be attacked. Although I rationalized this cowardice by saying I was too
busy or that those going in my place would cause less antagonism and therefore get a better
idea of what was happening, I suspect that the truth was that I would have preferred not to
find out what was going on rather than subject myself to the unpleasantness once more.

The situation becomes compounded when a group of social scientists who have been
similarly vilified get together and exchange their experiences at SSSR meetings or else­
where. In some ways we are doing precisely what members of a professional body are ex­
pected to do - exchanging information and providing a critique of each other's work. But
one can also recognize the process whereby we are creating a cozy little support group within
which we collaborate to construct a monolithic image of the ACM, taking insufficient ac­
count of the differences and changes within the movement as we collectively confirm our
prejudices about "them" (but see Bromley and Shupe 1995). Insofar as we respond to the
ACM's response to us in this way, we are in danger of ignoring what it has to say that might
be of relevance to our understanding of the NRMs, but also, and more significantly so far as
the topic of this paper is concerned, of actually obstructing ourselves from acquiring a fuller
understanding of how the ACM operates within the cult scene. The fact that it is unpleasant,
or in some cases impossible, to have direct access to certain groups or members of the ACM
does not excuse us for characterizing them by the very methods that we accuse them of us­
ing in their characterization of us and the NRMs.

Lest there be any misunderstanding, let me make two points quite explicitly. First,
whilst arguing that not all the pressures of the marketplace and their consequences have as
yet been fully acknowledged and examined, I am not suggesting that colleagues within the
SSSR have abandoned all their integrity as scholars. On the contrary, I am constantly im­
pressed by the extent to which they continue to produce secondary constructions of reality
that are remarkably accurate and balanced. Second, I do not wish to deny any persons or
groups the right to pursue their interests so long as these are not in violation of the laws of a
democratic society and do not infringe upon the rights of others. I believe that all the groups
discussed in this paper can play, and have played, an important role in "the cult scene"; and
I would, furthermore, argue that, like the presence of opposition parties in a democracy, the
very existence of competition is a "good thing." Enquiries to INFORM, purportedly from a
concerned parent asking about a particular movement and whether it is "alright" could be
(have been) from the movement itself, the ACM, the media - or from a genuinely concerned
parent. We are kept on our toes; and, in the long term, none of us should have anything to
fear from attempts to trip us up - so long, that is, as we remain true to our meta-values.

META-VALUES RECONSIDERED

By way of summary, let us now return to Figure 1. As I explained earlier, line [1]
represents the meta-value of science that·research ought to be as value-free as possible in
the sense that the aim is to describe and explain what is the case, without inserting the
researcher's values into secondary constructions; lines [2] and [3] acknowledge that values
inform the choice of the object of research and the use to which the results of the research
are put; and line [4] represents the values that are held by the people who are being studied.

The other lines are concerned with the effects introduced by the researcher "making a
difference" and the meta-values that I am suggesting should apply are summarized in Table
2. Line [5] of Figure 1 indicates that social scientists sometimes ought, for methodological
reasons, to become involved in their data. In such cases, the effect that they have on the
data ought to be noted and analyzed like any other part of the research. Line [6] indicates
that social scientists may become involved in the use of their research and that by doing so
they may become involved in a wider primary construction of reality. As with [5], this
political (rather than methodological) "distortion" needs to be noted and analyzed as factual
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data [4]. Line [7] indicates that political involvement in the use of research ought not to
affect the meta-value [1] ~ that the exercise of social science ought to remain as value-free
as possible.

TABLE 2

MAKING A DIFFERENCE

Area Affected Reason Meta-value Action required

Data Doing research Ought Take into account in SoR's
secondary construct

Data Using SoR or others' May Take into account in subsequent
secondary constructs secondary construct

Research and SoR's responses to others' Ought not Reflection and criticism
Secondary secondary constructs and according to scientific meta-

constructs others' responses to SoR values and criteria

CONCLUSION

Social reality is not an unchanging structure; it is an ongoing process that exists only
insofar as individuals recognize its existence and act as the media through which it is pro­
cessed. Whilst some perceptions always overlap, no two people ever share exactly the same
vision of reality. All constructions of social reality are more or less affected not only by sub­
jective understandings (previous experiences, values, assumptions, hopes, fears, and
expectations), but also by the social position from which the social reality is perceived.
Secondary constructions exhibit differences that can be observed to vary systematically and
significantly according to the professional or group interests of the constructors.

As social scientists, we are interested in producing accurate and balanced construc­
tions. To achieve this objective, we may believe that, rather than remaining clinically re­
moved, part of our research necessitates an involvement with the people we are studying.
This gives rise to the complication that we are likely to affect, and may ourselves be affected
by, our data - a complication that becomes even more acute if, as individuals holding cer­
tain values, we actively engage in competing in the open market with others who are trying
to sell their secondary constructions of the same primary reality.

Pace Bhagwan, I do not believe that the idea of a scientific study of religion is utterly
ridiculous. I would like to affirm that the exercise of social science is, despite its problems,
an important and valuable discipline. We have a method-o-Iogic that can produce a more ac­
curate and balanced account of social reality than those adopted by other secondary con­
structors. So far as "the cult scene" is concerned, I have argued that methodologically we
ought to "get in there" to find out what's going on, and that politically we may, perhaps even
should, "make a difference." We ought to communicate so that we can be heard; there is no
reason why we should not fight ignorance and misinformation when we see it. Nor is there
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any reason why, as citizens, we should not use the findings of social science to fight bigotry,
injustice, and what we conceive to be unnecessary misery.

But if we are to take on this mission, we also need to be careful that we do not throw
the baby out with the bathwater or, to mix my metaphors still further, let the political tail
wag the empirical dog. We need to be more aware, careful and true to our meta-values as
professional social scientists than has sometimes been the case. We need to recognize that
others may start defining our agenda - that we could be starting to select and evaluate ac­
cording to criteria that violate the interests of social sciences. And when promoting and de­
fending our versions of reality, we must remember that we can claim professional proficiency
only within a limited area - that there are many legitimate questions which we cannot and
should not address - qua social scientists.

If we are to preserve our expertise (and that, surely, is one of the primary functions of
a professional society such as ours) then we need to sharpen our tools of reflexive awareness,
open debate, and constructive critique. We need to keep a constant vigilance not only on the
pronouncements that we, the members of our society, make in the name of social science, but
also on the pronouncements others make in the name of social science. Only then will the
SSSR continue to be a truly professional body of which we may all be proud, for if the
scientific study of religion is a joke, it is a very serious joke.
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