Cults on Campus and out on the Edge

York University  in their magazine Campus (September 95) highlighted the threat poised by cults on campus. The sophisticated nature of their approach left many students vulnerable. Being away from home and lonely created an environment where they were open to approaches by strangers seemingly involved in good causes. Initially lured into a program filled with people of common interests it is easy to be manipulated into complete acceptance. The need to entice bright young adults into the cult is in part economically driven. As the population ages cults are shifting their attacks and including those over 50, again the motives are financially driven not religious.  On campus it is suggested that before you commit to an organization which you have never heard of   it is worth checking out the group with the student(s council or ONE of the groups that track cults. In Ontario the Council on Mind Abuse actively works to help those dealing with the threat poised by cults. 

ONE of the most unique of all cults is a product of World War Two. Cargo Cults were the response of some Pacific Islanders to the sudden surge in activity and resources on their small isolated islands. Papua New Guinea even today is ONE of the most remote places in the world. When 40,000 American soldiers suddenly arrived with all of their supplies it changed the islanders. Cold pop, air planes, cars, lighters, and radio created the illusion of god like powers. The natives selected a man named John as the early representative of a new religion. Locally the new religion is named Jon Frum, most likely named after John from America a marine or sailor stationed on the island.

By 1942 islanders had created a an army modelled after the Americans, complete with replica guns. It was believed that at some future date these replicas would be transformed into real guns.  This pre-industrial civilization had attributed the wealth of the army to the power of the armies  religion. Today some islanders still worship Jon Frum, drill with replica weapons, and worship at a cross modelled after the Red Cross Society flag.  On occasion a plane will be fashioned from bamboo and anything else available and then positioned in the open or on mountain tops to lure back the gods who travel in the big silver birds.

The need to be part of something larger and more powerful the ourselves is part of human nature. It can have strange and unpredictable consequences at times. Increasingly we have seen that it can also have tragic consequences.

Several experiments have supported the willingness of people to conform for example the Asch, Milgram  and Zimbardo Experiments have each made observations on our need to conform.

In the Asch Experiment 76% conformed on at least ONE trial People were placed in groups when they did not know anyone and so had no fear of looking stupid in front of friends. Asch concluded that (people will go along with the group even when they know they are turning their back on reality and truth( In subsequent experiments done by other researchers it was demonstrated that the larger the group the more likely they are to conform. At three people or more the rate of willingness to follow the group goes up with number involved. After the majority numbered more four the size of the group mattered little. As few a four strangers were able to create a situation in which a test subject denied the truth of their own observations.

The willingness and the need to follow orders is found most commonly in the military. Unlike the kamikaze pilots of Japan in World War Two, most soldiers do not train for war solely for the purpose of dying. At the end of World War Two some German soldiers and officers were put on trial for crimes against humanity. The role played by these men and women in the concentration camps was viewed as unacceptable even in war time. The defence of many of these men was their actions  were not crimes as they had been simply carrying out orders. It was argued that as soldiers they could not question the morality or judgement of their officers, and so they did as they were told.

