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Útdráttur 

Markmið þessarar ritgerðar er að bera stjórnunaraðferðir sem liggja til grundvallar 

kristnum samtökum við stjórnunaraðferðir sértrúarsafnaða. Með því að nota hugtök 

Michel Foucault verða hugmyndir um stjórnunartækni skilgreind og borin saman við 

notkun atferlisfræði trúarbragða, ásamt stjórnun innan sértrúarsafnaða. Ritgerðin mun 

nota hugmyndir um notkun stjórnvaldstækni (e. governmentality), eins og alsjá (e. 

Panopticon), til að útskýra hvernig lífvald (e. bio-power) er notuð til að stjórna 

meðlimum, og til að útskýra stjórnkerfið sem notað er innan trúfélaga. Einnig verður 

litið á afleiðingar öfga stjórnunaraðferða á andlega og líkamlegu heilsu meðlima. Að 

lokum mun ritgerðin skoða hvernig meðlimum fúndamentalískra kristinna trúarbragða 

er stjórnað í samræmi við hugmyndina um stjórnvaldstækni aðferðafræði 

sértrúarsafnaða og hollusta meðlima til samtakana. Dæmi verða tekin frá samtökum 

Vottar Jehóva, og borin saman við hugtökin um stjórnunaraðferðir og einkennum 

sértrúarsöfnuði. Til að bera saman aðferðafræði grundvallaratriða trúarbragðasiða við 

aðferðafræði sértrúarsafnaða, mun ritgerðin einnig skoða skilgreininguna á einkennum 

heimilisofbeldis og hvernig þau koma fram í hegðun meðlima. Tilgangur þessara ritgerða 

er ekki að gera lítið úr eða vera á móti neinum trúarbrögðum, heldur að gagnrýna 

aðferðir og starfsemi trúarstofnana. Þess vegna munu meðlimir þessara trúarbragða, 

auk trúarbragðanna sjálfra ekki vera séðir sem virkir þátttakendur í stjórnskipulagi 

stofnunarinnar, heldur sem í hlutverki hlutlausra aðila.  

 

Lykilorð: Stjórnvaldstækni, alsjá, lífvald, mannfræði, trúarbrögð, Vottar Jehóva, 

sértrúarsöfnuður, heimilisofbeldi, Varðturninn. 
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Abstract 

The object of this thesis is to view the control methods of fundamentalist Christian sects 

to those of cult control tactics and domestic abuse. Using anthropological concepts 

coined by Michel Foucault, the concept of control will be defined and compared to the 

theology and behaviourism of religious sects, followed by the concept of cult 

characteristics and control. The essay will discuss ideas of governmentality, such as the 

Panopticon, to explain how bio-power is used to control members, and to explain the 

system of control used within religious organisations. The thesis will also examine how 

the use of abusive control tactics can affect the physical and mental wellbeing of 

members. In conclusion, the thesis will view how members are controlled in accordance 

with the idea of governmental control, obedient faith, and cultic methodology. 

Examples from the Jehovah´s Witness organisation will be used as the prime foundation 

of information and compared to governmental control tactics and cultic characteristics. 

To further compare the methodology of fundamental religious sects to cult 

methodology, the thesis will look into the definition of domestic abuse characteristics, 

and how they are incorporated into the controlled behaviourism of sect members. It 

must be made evident that this essays´ purpose is not to belittle or oppose any religion, 

but rather to criticize the methods and operations of religious institutions. With facts 

provided later in this essay, members of these religions besides the religion itself will 

hence take the role of circumstantial martyrs and not as accomplices of organisational 

conduct.  

 

Keywords: Governmentality, Panopticon, bio-power, anthropology, sects, Jehovah´s 

Witnesses, cults, domestic abuse, Watch Tower. 
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Introduction  

The Christian religion was founded during the lifetime of the Prophet Jesus Christ and 

grew enormously during the missionary work on behalf of Apostles Peter and Paul after 

his death. In the 21st century, Christian organisations have expanded into about 300 

denominations solely in the United States, which are in continuous fluctuation of new 

communities forming and others departing the religious panorama. These groups are 

considered Christian denominations and are the original religious platform for sub-

branches of separated Christian sects (Rhodes, 2015, pp. 11-13). Sects are a category of 

organisations detached from their original religious foundation, and tends to reject the 

social norm and world around them (Stark and Bainbridge, 1979, pp. 117-123). 

Fundamentalism refers to the conduct of theology or beliefs that are permanent, and 

are inadmissible or deterred to criticize (Nagata, 2001, pp. 481) and is often practised 

within a religious sect. In the past, fundamental Christian sects have had their share of 

oppression, clashing against secular society regarding conduct, methodology and 

beliefs. These types of sects have often been criticized by the dominant society over 

their draconian methodology and control methods, which may be compared to certain 

forms of domestic abuse. 

Similar to the systematics of sects, cults are groups of people that live without a 

concrete network of authority, often in submissiveness with a charismatic leader 

(Richardson, 1993, pp. 349). These groups tend to practise their beliefs in secrecy and 

isolation from the knowledge of non-members and may devote their time and focus on 

a specific person, in the form of a charismatic leader, an immortal being or belief 

system. Members tend to be considered heretics, who are both extreme in their 

practice and devotional behaviour (Langone and Ross, 1988, pp. 19). What may 

characterise fundamental religious sect practices in regards to cult mentality is the 

collaborative purpose of worshipping a god or leader, and any practices that contain 

violence, contradiction, and punishment, which may create a fearful environment for its 

members (Stewart, 2011, pp. 319). Along with Roman Catholicism and Protestantism, 

both sects and cults form what can be described as a separate Christian influence, the 

main difference being the isolated and withdrawn characteristics within sect and cultic 

groups, more so than in their orthodox contemporary. These groups tend to not want to 
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associate with affairs and practises outside the organisation. While cults tend to base 

their conduct on a charismatic leader in a positive and organized orientation, sects tend 

to be more negative regarding mind-set and orientation, in exclusive dedication to the 

organisation (Marty, 1960, pp. 125).   

In this thesis, the theories of Michel Foucault regarding social control and 

surveillance will be used to compare the conduct of fundamental religious sects to 

those of governmental authority procedures. With Foucault’s concepts at hand, this 

thesis will try to determine the essence of these control factors, and try to assert their 

supportive or oppressive nature regarding active members of a fundamental Christian 

sect. With regards to how organisations exercise control and what effects they have on 

their members, this thesis will discuss how these methodologies are in coherence with 

Foucault’s theoretical terms, as well as their effect on members’ view of secular society. 

Regarding the strict manner in how they conduct the lives of their members, this thesis 

will additionally compare their conducts to cult methodology, to find their similarities 

and differences. Because of the majority of fundamental Christian sects active in 

contemporary society, the thesis will only focus on examples from the Jehovah´s 

Witness organisation, a fundamental Christian based religion, regarding the issue at 

hand. In respect for their fundamental belief in biblical texts, Bible quotations will be 

used to further understand the foundation of the members’ behaviour and mind set. 

These examples will be referenced in footnotes throughout the thesis, as direct 

quotations from the New World Translation, the official Bible publication used by the 

Jehovah´s Witness organisation. Therefore, the research questions will be as the 

following: 

1. Is the methodology of fundamental Christian sects supportive or oppressive?  

 How are they with regards to Foucault’s idea of governmentality? 

 How is the use of panopticonic systems used to control members? 

 Is the use of bio-power exercised within these religions? 
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2. Do influences of religion and the shaping methods create a harmful view of 

secular society in the eyes of their members?  

3. Are the control methods of fundamental Christian sects parallel to those 

defined as cult organisations?  

The thesis will be divided into five chapters; the first concerns the definition of 

Foucault’s theories of social control. The second chapter will discuss more definite 

definitions and conducts of fundamental sects and cults, while the third chapter will 

discuss the behavioural and mental conduct of members towards themselves and 

secular society. Regarding the effects of social conduct on members in relation to 

domestic abuse will be addressed in the fourth chapter, and finally, the conclusion will 

compare the facts and theories of the thesis in correlation to the original questionnaire.  
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1 Theoretical approaches 

1.1 The Panopticon 

In Foucault’s book, Discipline and Punish (1977), he mentions Jeremy Bentham’s 

architectural structure, the Panopticon, a discoid structure with an elevated, translucent 

tower at its core that focuses on the all-seeing view of the circular structures divided 

compartments. This building has the ability to monitor the lower compartments, 

without being detected by its residents, as an almost perfect observation platform of 

human behaviour (see fig. 1-2) (Foucault, 1995, pp. 200). The observed individuals, 

ranging from inmates to school children, were to be isolated in their own 

compartments, without communication between each other or their guards in the 

tower central. The usage of this tower was to maintain order and individuality between 

inmates, as well as to uphold order within the structure itself. This order was upheld by 

creating a certain “invisibility’’ of the observers from the inmates, creating an 

unawareness and uncertainty whether and when they were being observed. With this, 

the inmate never had any certainty of privacy, and therefore could never attempt to 

break behavioural values that had been set by the authorities (Foucault, 1995, pp. 200-

201). Foucault described the functional effect of the Panopticon as a way “to induce in 

the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic 

functioning of power’’ (Foucault, 1995, pp. 201). Because of the Panopticon’s 

inorganically created subjection, obedient behaviour from the subjects was acquired 

without forceful constraint. There was no need for outer restraints, such as locks or 

chains, because of the separation between inmates. Therefore, a panoptical 

institutional environment was considered unthreatening and supposedly reassuringly 

safe. The Panopticon could be used for various observational and experimental means, 

as a correctional facility, an experimental platform for medications, as well as for 

behavioural analysis and adjustment. It was even used to test out different forms of 

punishment for the optimum effect for subsequent obedience. With this observational 

advantage, this elevated facility could give insight into mans´ cognitive and behavioural 

patterns and ability, in accordance with a power based strategic maneuverer (Foucault, 

1995, pp. 202-204).  
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However, Foucault criticised the structure’s purpose, considering it to be a political 

mechanism of creation and design to be that of a “cruel, ingenious cage” (Foucault, 

1995, pp. 205). Foucault regarded the power distribution and application of the 

panopticonic system to be an ideal way to utilize power; because of the unequal 

authoritarian hierarchy between inmates and “researchers”, the forcefully repeated 

precognitive regulations and punishment towards disobedience, as well as a lack of 

physical engagements which encouraged disciplinary methods that were exclusively 

psychologically based and endorsed (Foucault, 1995, pp. 206).  

One of the Panopticons´ prime functions is discipline. Foucault defines discipline as 

an anatomical and physical technology of control that specialises in the use of 

procedures, techniques and targets at its disposal, which have been placed in many 

forms of social habitus, such as education, authority, and within nuclear families 

(Foucault, 1995, pp. 215-216). Foucault considers a disciplinary figure to be two-fold: 

first, as a discipline-blockage that uses oppressed methods to isolate misdemeanour 

behaviour from mainstream society, confining convicted individuals and punishing them 

according to their crime. Secondly, he describes the discipline-mechanism, a method 

that designs a more fluent and persuasive form of exercised control and power in 

society. The latter is in coherence with the panopticonic mechanism (Foucault, 1995, 

pp. 209). Foucault considers the importance of disciplinary fixture to be a mixture of 

social control over any harming and unwanted behaviour on behalf of unruly group 

activity, keeping structure in order and avoiding confusion, as well as governing over 

certain movements and arresting if needed, as well as creating deliberate distributions 

within society (Foucault, 1995, pp. 219).  

The extreme surveillance inherent in the Panopticon’s function creates the 

opportunity to view and be viewed in accordance with the surveillance purpose. That 

the inmates´ behaviour might be witnessed at any given time creates the standard 

power division and hierarchy acquired to uphold the buildings purpose (Foucault, 1995, 

pp. 207-216). With this surveillance, the inmate is given an option on how he behaves, 

and decides what to expose to his observer in his given state, a state that is never 

resolved because of the lack of physical confrontation between inmates and researchers 

(Foucault, 1995, pp. 202-203).  
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In the case of religion, disciplinary measures have been a part of religious work for 

centuries. Aiming to discipline members of society, religious and charity-based groups 

have used religious belief to steer man from the “sins of society”, such as dictating 

people from behaviours not in coherence with religious discipline. Members of religious 

organisations would visit people of the outside society in an attempt to abolish any 

ungodly behaviour or institutions, such as blasphemy and gambling institutions, as well 

as visiting the impoverished members of society in favour of spreading their religious 

based mentality to all corners of society. They also taught favourable domestic 

behaviour, such as emphasizing the “fear of God” in child upbringing, banning siblings of 

the opposite sex to sleep in a united bed and demanding proof of marriage when doubt 

lingered over a sexual cohabitation (Foucault, 1995, pp. 212).  

The thesis will use the ideology of the Panopticon structure and use of surveillance 

to compare with the ideology of God, as an all-seeing entity that may witness members´ 

conduct at any given time, haltering any disobedient behaviour or mindset. 
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Figure 1. Panopticon Plate I. Initial architectural sketch of the Panopticon Plate I design from 
1787, previous to its final draft edition of 1791 (Steadman, 2007, pp. 7-8).

 

Figure 2. Panopticon Plate II. Final design of Panopticon Plate II, 1791 by architect Willy 
Reveley. Bentham asked Reveley to alter the design of former plans to alleviate prior defects, 
which resulted in its final draft (Steadman, 2007, pp. 9-10). 
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1.2 Bio-power 

In his introduction to the concept of bio-power, Foucault mentions the historic patria 

potestas, a Roman family law that allowed fathers to hold the power of life, and 

potential death, over their family members (Foucault, 1978, pp. 135) Derived from this 

ancient law, the beginning of capitalism equipped this sense of power to evolve into 

what today is known as bio-power; a control manoeuvre consisted of “numerous and 

diverse techniques for achieving the subjugation of bodies and the control of 

populations” (Foucault, 1978, pp. 140). These techniques are characterized by collected 

researched data regarding economical relationships of citizens, resourced wealth, and 

the study of human population (Macey, 2009, pp. 186). 

The power format is the underlying “right” that governments have to potentially 

face the population with the chance of death, to ensure the biological existence of the 

individual, with the state authorizing the life of an individual body (Foucault, 1978, pp. 

137-143). Foucault considers that this “power over life” arrangement evolved in two 

ways: firstly, as the disciplinary and increased usefulness and capability of the 

individual, his partaking in society’s systems to be controlled economically, and by 

focusing on the body “as a machine” and therefore creating the “anatomo-politics of 

the human body” (Foucault, 1978, pp. 139). Secondly, as treating the body as a symbolic 

machinery of life itself, using an individual’s biological process to collect data and 

regulate over birth and death rates, longevity, health levels, etc., or what Foucault 

called the “bio-politics of the population” (Foucault, 1978, pp. 139). These two key 

factors lead to a system of control that consisted of regulation, discipline, and 

individualization of the human body, as a biological investment to governing 

organisations (Foucault, 1978, pp. 139).  

An example of techniques and faculties used to control through bio-power are 

schools, military operations, and political practices, as well as health care systems and 

economical functions. Introducing biological bodies into the economic system and 

production was a key influence bio-power had on modern capitalism: the technique 

that evolved was a way of keeping constant control of elements in society, while 

advancing forces, life process and propensity. Thus, individual bodies became 

“instruments of the state” (Foucault, 1978, pp. 141), useful in the economical process of 
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production and utilized in institutions such as the military, the academia, as 

authoritarian and within the family nucleus (Foucault, 1978, pp. 140-141). Foucault 

debates whether this control method was a way of obtaining an Utopian society, but 

more importantly, he focused on the essential consequences from the use of bio-power 

by turning bodies and life into a political tool to be controlled by the system, and 

depriving the individual of his human rights (Foucault, 1978, pp. 145).  

David Macey´s deliberation of Foucault’s bio-power takes a somewhat more 

sensitive turn. In his article, Rethinking Biopolitics, Race and Power in the Wake of 

Foucault (2009), he concludes that, unlike Foucault´s rendition of control, power is not 

something that can be objectified to a single entity or authority. He concludes that 

power derives from the constant deliberation between numerous networks and 

connectivity of forces, as well as never being a truly repressive source which can be 

resisted. Much like this definition of power, bio-power is not as easily deliberated as a 

singular force that is exclusively designed to subdue the individual. It is also a rich 

resource of productive and innovative methods that can lead to both destructive and 

advantageous effects (Macey, 2009, pp. 196).  

1.3 Governmentality 

Following the concept of bio-power, Foucault considers that one cannot understand 

bio-politics without understanding where it derives from. With this, he means the 

concept of governmentality (Macey, 2009, pp. 189). According to a lecture conducted 

by Foucault, the definition of governmentality is described as a collective assemble and 

analysis of procedures and institutions, as well as specific control tactics that results in a 

definite form of calculated power, focused on population control by the appliance of 

authority and political economy (Burchell, Gordon, and Miller, 1991, pp. 102-103). 

Sometimes referred to as “conduct of conduct”, governmental control differs from the 

standard idea of discipline, as it focuses mostly on the survival and enhancement of 

state resources and welfare (Li, 2007, pp. 275). This has resulted from a justice system 

originating between the 15th and 16th century which has influenced the modern 

formation of government, that resulted from an 18th century form of convoluted 

control mechanism and liberating methods. This influenced Western society and 

governmental control methods and is the reason for the survival of modern 
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governmental states (Burchell, Gordon, and Miller, 1991, pp. 102-103). The prime 

directive of governments is managing state affairs, such as individuals and everything 

regarding them: economy, resources, wealth, behaviour and thought, through means of 

control and surveillance. They also partake in emergency conduct, such as in the time of 

famine and misfortunes. However, although governmental conduct should always be in 

favour of the individual and population, governments’ priority is not always focused on 

the wellbeing of the individual, but rather the overall common good of society. With 

this, Foucault means the absolute obedience to rule and conduct, in accordance with 

the sovereign in power, whether human or godlike (Burchell, Gordon, and Miller, 1991, 

pp. 92-95). To sustain the common good of a society, governments give themselves the 

right to be rid of any threats opposing the greater good, as well as finding all means 

possible to obtain the optimum results in wealth, resources, and control. By doing so, 

governments impose various tactics to control and maintain the population, regardless 

whether the population is aware of it, rather than emphasising on society laws. The 

population therefore does not only represent the topic of needs and interests, but also 

as an unaware device usurped by the government. An important factor regarding the 

structural development of governments is the family unit, as it is a useful resource of 

collectable data that can be managed, although its information is only secondary 

compared to the whole population. The family has become an instrument for the state, 

to obtain critical information regarding the bio process of the individual, crucial to the 

surviving essence of control in favour of the government (Burchell, Gordon, and Miller, 

1991, pp. 92-100).  

The conduct and techniques governments use to control the population are based 

on imprint measures, such as cultivating certain habits, ambitions, beliefs  and desires 

into social norms. With this, individuals are programmed to seek certain objectives that 

are guided towards the benefit of themselves and society. However, these techniques 

are executed subtlety from a distance, to avoid any confrontation or denial of consent 

from the populace. One distinctive technique used by governments are programs, a 

strategic and technical objective with the goal to effect and attain certain behaviour, as 

a way to connect the population to a certain problem. With this, they create a leeway 

towards a collective evaluation or conclusion that most of the time, is sponsored by the 
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government. Programs may give detail and explanation to many systematic causes in 

society, such as the effects of events and practices, or as Foucault would call it, 

undetermined “fragments of the real" (Li, 2007, pp. 275-278). Governments must be 

aware of autonomous practices and behaviour in society, such as resistance, refusal, or 

informal habits of accordance (Li, 2007, pp. 280), as well as realizing the complexity of 

programs and institutions of the state. Consequently, the idealistic effects of these 

practices may not be so simple to obtain, because of the difference between diverse 

strategies and contrasting realities (Lemke, 2000, pp. 56). 

In the context of discipline concerning governmentality, it is somewhat different to 

the likes of panopticonic techniques, as they focus on units such as monitoring, statistics 

and planning that is not solely based on disciplinary factors in a concealed space. 

Instead, governments must control and survey a population that is constantly relating to 

each other, unlike the imprisoned members within the Panopticon, as well as 

monitoring different processes operating distinctively. In a minimal surveillance state, 

individuals have more opportunities to express critique and revolt against the methods 

of government (Li, 2007, pp. 278-279), unlike the inmates in a panopticonic system, 

even though they have the power to control the behaviour and actions they decide to 

display. Governmentality provides an essential part in understanding power analysis, 

such as understanding the distinction between domination and power, and the 

structure and arrangement between the individual and a governing institute. 

Domination is a state of control that is characterized by an established and near 

irreversible form of hierarchical authority. Individuals under the influence of these types 

of relationships have less behavioural freedom, because of the nature of submissiveness 

in regards to those who dominate. Governmental authority can end up in a dominative 

state of control as a result of effects from certain regulation techniques and 

technologies exercised in power (Lemke, 2000, pp. 51-53).   

Political economy would cease to exist without the notion of bio-power, as it is a 

crucial factor in the process of ascertaining the continuation of individual’s collective 

moral sense of duty to society, as well as the endurance of discipline or autonomy 

regarding institutions and states (Lemke, 2000, pp. 60). Dillon and Neal (2008) claim 

that it is important to note that Foucault’s work is based on the notion to exercise 
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critical thinking, especially towards the re-examination of governmental institutions. 

The combination of bio-power and governmentality can therefore be a useful 

provocation for researchers to question how a state or populace is controlled and by 

whom, as well as the power-based connection between state and government towards 

the individual (Dillon and Neal, 2008, pp. 1).  
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2 Definitions of religious cults  

2.1 Definition of cults 

To understand whether or not fundamental religious sects do in fact possess cult 

characteristics, one must first understand the meaning of the word.  

The American Family Foundation defines cults as a community of people extremely 

devoted to a certain movement, idea, person, or entity, as well as using persuasive 

techniques that are both morally unethical and manipulative to control their members’ 

behaviour and way of thinking. Both the scientific community and the public have often 

labelled cults in a negative way, due to their methods often being deemed manipulating 

and brainwashing towards their members (Aronoff, Malinoski, and Lynn, 2000, pp. 92-

93).  

       Cult ambitions can vary vastly, ranging from political to religious idealism, and often 

have leaders that claim to have divine and even supernatural abilities, claiming their 

words as absolute law. With these claims, leaders ask for absolute and often 

unreasonable submissiveness from their followers. Cults that use immoral and extreme 

means to acquire and retain members within the group are considered destructive cults, 

using control tactics such as manipulation to influence the members’ behaviour, frame 

of mind, opinions, and emotional state. With this, a cult leader may lead members to 

believe that his leadership is the only source of trustworthy guidance, on matters 

regarding personal opinions, political views, moral behaviour and so forth (Langone and 

Ross, 1988, pp. 20). Cult leaders may also feel entitled to direct their member’s 

behaviour and lifestyle, such as controlling their activities, usage of free time and 

personal relationships (Langone and Ross, 1988, pp. 26-29).  

What also defines cult participation is an overwhelming collectivist group mentality, 

as individualism is seen as a weak factor within the group, and members are 

encouraged to behave and make decisions that lie within the groups favour. Members 

are encouraged not to make intimate relationships with non-members, and most of the 

time, are prohibited to engage in sexual conduct with anyone outside the cult. This 

tends to result in limited “outsider” relationships, which maintains the group’s dynamic 

relationships and keeps its doctrine untainted. Personal fulfilment is also not a priority 

within cults, so members might change their perspective and personality to uphold their 
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role in the group, as well as going as far as severing family ties for the “greater good” of 

the organisation (Langone and Ross, 1988, pp. 20).  

Control tactics such as social isolation from non-members, information control, 

mistrusting society and overruling logic with end-justifies-means mentality might halter 

a member’s critical thinking. This might prevent them from ever doubting or leaving the 

organisation, by creating a co-dependent mentality to the cause and paranoia towards 

an unfamiliar secular society (Langone and Ross, 1988, pp. 20-28). High tension group 

characteristics can relate to religious organisations that demand great commitment on 

behalf of their members, as well as dismissing any non-organisational related events 

and relationships. This may result in members finding issues related outside of the cult 

inconsequential, creating a stronger determination to pursue interior goals within the 

group (Shepherd and Shepherd, 2005, pp. 73). Service to a cultic cause may also be 

mandatory, either with volunteer work or donations (Langone and Ross, 1988, pp. 21), 

which may leave members financially unsupported and dependent on the cult, also 

haltering any potential departure (Langone and Ross, 1988, pp. 29). 

Many high-profile cults and religious sects have been extensively researched by 

scholars, such as the famous case of Peoples Temple, a religious organisation that was 

active from the 1950s into the late 1970s under the leadership of its founder, Jim Jones. 

The members of Peoples Temple had collected in Jonestown, a community located in 

Guyana, South America (Richardson, 1980, pp. 240-242). What makes this cult so high 

profile is the tragic end the community met in 1978, when Reverend Jim Jones ordered 

his followers to commit suicide from cyanide poisoning, resulting in the death of 909 

members (Rahman, 2018, pp. 4). The tragedy was considered a mass-suicide, however 

many claim it was intentional murder on Jones´ behalf, as when journalist and author 

Tim Reiterman stated that the act had been manipulated by Jones, as he had 

brainwashed his followers into obeying his orders (Stewart, 2011, pp. 318). In the case 

of Peoples Temple, members chose to follow their leader and beliefs into death, taking 

their children and many non-consenting adults with them. The fact they did not seek 

help or influence from outside affiliations emphasises the characteristics of cults 

regarding the phobia of outer forces and authority, which is normally alleged to be 

malevolent and hostile. Reasons for this might be the strong devotion members have 
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towards their leaders’ opposition against mainstream society, and sometimes going to 

such extremes as to assemble weaponry to use against outsiders or during the 

foreseeing Armageddon (Schwartz and Kaslow, 2001, pp. 14-16).  

2.2 Definition of religious cults  

With the basic definition of cults introduced, one must understand how the nature of 

these organisations works within religion. A religious cult is typically defined as a 

collective group of individuals who are devoted towards a certain belief and can be 

defined as a type of private community. They may view alienated beliefs as opposing or 

even threatening towards their own, and therefore tend to isolate themselves from the 

outside world. Certain rules also tend to be associated with these groups, such as 

maintaining a strictly private social network between members, limited association with 

outside businesses, financial aid, education, or even medical treatment. Some groups 

even go so far as to reject local authority and laws, to be able to maintain their own way 

of conduct without interference from the so-called “mainstream society” (Burchard and 

Malcarne, 1992, pp. 76-77).  

Langone and Ross (1988) describe a certain type of cult practitioners as a group of 

Bible based Christians, of which the leader is believed to be in direct contact to God, 

being his prophet or even the contemporary Messiah. In these groups, the Bible is often 

subjugated, altered, and taken out of context to further support the cults’ beliefs and 

authenticate its leadership. In extreme cases, a religious cult may strongly believe that 

Judgement Day is soon upon them and frankly embraces that truth, believing that their 

leader will lead them from damnation (Langone and Ross, 1988, pp. 21-23). These 

groups, in which Armageddon is a core belief factor that motivates certain behaviour 

and lifestyle, are called doomsday cults (Johnson, 2017, pp. 112-113). Although some 

religious doctrines focus mainly on worshipping God and following his principles, some 

Bible based cults fundamentally emphasise the importance of discipline and 

submissiveness to the cause. However, this “devotion” is most often merely driven by 

fear of violence and punishment, rather than whole-hearted devotion (Stewart, 2011, 

pp. 319).  
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Children who are born within the organisation are an important topic to focus on 

when viewing the membership of extreme cults. Unlike their recruited parents, these 

children have no impression or experience of any other cultural norms other than those 

within the group, with many children being home schooled or taught by fellow 

members. Cult leaders can have great influence on the children, with many leaders 

overruling the parents’ authority, deciding how children are disciplined, educated, and 

even punished. Reports of physical and psychological abuse, as well as medical neglect, 

are also common within some religious cults, as many organisations rely exclusively on 

alternative medicine, prayer, and spiritual healing for illnesses. This mismanagement of 

health-related matters has resulted in the death of a number of children (Schwartz and 

Kaslow, 2001, pp. 16).  

Within a cult, children may be expected to obey their parents and their teachings, 

just as their parents are supposed to obey their leader. Therefore, a cult leader may 

have extreme and intimate power of all individuals of the group, as disobedience may 

make both children and parents feel fearful regarding an unsecured salvation during the 

Apocalypse (Stewart, 2011, pp. 319). In addition, it is often required of members to 

state their loyalty to the cult by publicly announcing their membership, as well as trying 

to recruit new members into the organisation. This may result in a more loyal state of 

mind towards the cause, as forsaking it would be viewed as a breach of confidence or 

betrayal, and creates a stronger ambition for members to distance themselves from any 

doubt or desire to leave the cult (Langone and Ross, 1988, pp. 26-28).  

Although many religious cults that were founded in the 20th century have 

disbanded over the years, some remain to date and have even become quite successful 

into modern times. The Family International, a Christian cult founded in 1968, is an 

example of a New Religious Movement that has evolved and even successfully adapted 

over the years. Originally named The Children of God by founder David Berg (1919-

1994), the cult has had its share of controversy over its 35-year active period. With 

members in over a hundred countries, the organisation has been assiduous for three 

generations, acquiring a number of support from sympathizers, economically supportive 

providers, and devoted followers (Shepherd and Shepherd, 2005, pp. 67). That being 

said, negative opposition and domestic conflict has been a consequential issue for the 
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group during its active career, as The Family has been faced with over 20 charges of 

child molestation and abduction in Europe and other countries (Schwartz and Kaslow, 

2001, pp. 18).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



24 

 

3 Behaviourism, control, and values in fundamental Christian sects   

3.1 Behavioural conduct, social control, and discipline  

Behaviourism and values within fundamental religious sects are quite diverse, as 

countless contemporary organisations active in modern times practise many alternative 

forms of lifestyle, with many viewing the way of mainstream society as indeed, strange 

itself. An example of this may be the Jehovah’s Witness organisation, a Christian 

institution based on a fundamental belief in Biblical texts, believing it to be faultlessly 

accurate evidence of the existence of God and prophecy of Jesus Christ (Woolley, 2005, 

pp. 715). Their media distribution, The Watchtower, is a Bible based religious guideline 

used to distribute media regarding education and charity in a religious manner 

(WATCHTOWER, THE (Magazine), n.d: The Watchtower and Awake! Magazines, n.d.). It 

is published and distributed by the Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society of Pennsylvania 

(or Watch Tower), the official Jehovah’s Witness non-profit institution (What is the 

Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society?, n.d.). Note the semantic wording of both The 

Watchtower and Watch Tower, as the first serves as the publication used to spread 

their teachings, while the latter represents the Jehovah Witness organisation and 

headquarters in the U.S. 

For Jehovah´s Witnesses, devotion is of the upmost importance, as well as living in 

harmony and maintaining a strong relationship with Jehovah, otherwise known as God, 

and is considered the fundamental meaning of life (What Is the Meaning of Life?, n.d.). 

Following his principles are one of the optimum rules and purposes of Jehovah’s 

Witnesses, as he is the only one who can answer individual prays and desires asked in 

parallel agreement to his requirements (Why Pray? Will God Answer Me?, n.d.). They 

also consider collective devotion to be essential, as members must be involved in 

organised religion according to God. Witnesses must devote themselves entirely to the 

religion, and have it influence their everyday life and actions (Is It Necessary to Belong 

to an Organised Religion?, n.d.). Self-love and respect is considers essential to some 

degree, although it is affirmed that God should always be placed first with one’s 

affection, and that members are at their most content when they serve God above all 

else, as well as serving others before themselves (What Does the Bible Say About Loving 
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Yourself?, n.d.). This might create a certain lack of self-sufficiency in members, as well 

as an eager dependency on collectivism and leadership. 

An important duty for Jehovah´s Witness members is resisting against sin, which is 

any activity, emotion or belief that challenges Jehovah´s principles, as well as any wrong 

doing that may be condemned by God´s ruling. Although it is considered impossible to 

go through life without sinning at all, Watch Tower considers that sins can account for 

different severities, as more serious sins such as idolatry, extortion, murder and sexual 

immorality to be some of the worst types of behaviours, especially in a wilful and 

repeated manner (What is Sin?, n.d.). Members are taught that the “fear of Jehovah” 

will prevent them from behaving in accordance with any sinful practice1 (New World 

Translation: Proverbs 8:1-36, n.d.), while affirming that those who go against Gods´ will 

shall be punished, as well as condemning emotions such as jealousy, envy and strife as 

sinful as well2 (New World Translation: To the Galatians 5:1-26, n.d.) This could be an 

example of a fundamental way to rationalize control tactics to keep members in line, as 

well as subjugating human emotions, which may lead to repressed mental health. 

Another demanding discipline acquired from. Witness members is the absence of sex or 

masturbation before marriage, as fornication outside of wedlock is considered one of 

the more serious sins to commit (The Bible´s Viewpoint: Premarital Sex, 2013). By 

upholding this rule, members are proving their love and dedication to Jehovah, as those 

who commit such a sin are at risk of losing their relationship with him. They describe 

types of fornication as “loose conduct”, as well as other impure sexual encounters that 

do not involve intercourse. Sex is exclusively reserved for the married, as thoughts of 

lust and bodily desire might make one yearn for sexual intimacy, or as The Watchtower 

puts it, as “something that does not belong to them” (The Bible´s Viewpoint: Premarital 

Sex, 2013). They encourage members to avoid companionship with those who do not 

believe or uphold these morals, as they might be tempted to commit sexual immorality 

(The Bible´s Viewpoint: Premarital Sex, 2013). 

                                                      
1
 Prov. 8:13 The fear of Jehovah means the hating of the bad. I hate self-exaltation and pride and the evil 

way and perverse speech.  
2
 Prov. 5:20 idolatry, spiritism, hostility, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, dissensions, divisions, sects, 

  Prov. 5:21 envy, drunkenness, wild parties, and things like these. I am forewarning you about these 
things, the same way I already warned you, that those who practice such things will not inherit God´s 
Kingdom. 
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Regarding discipline, fundamental religious sects tend to focus on obedience in 

relation to their faith. Jehovah’s Witness children are taught that respect for ones 

parents is a fundamental principle for Jehovah, such as appreciating and respecting 

them, accepting the authority God has given them, as well as providing for them in the 

future. However, their teaching also reminds children of their own rights, such as 

understanding that parent’s do not have full authority in some instances, as children 

must be in alignment with their parents in matters related to God´s law, but most 

importantly obey God in all circumstances (What Does It Mean to ´Honor Your Father 

and Mother?´, n.d.). With this, the organisation claims more authority over Jehovah´s 

Witness children than their own parents do. They emphasise the importance of 

discipline by encouraging members and children to honour their families, religious 

disciplinary measures, and Jehovah´s principles3 (New World Translation: Proverbs 12:1-

28, n.d.). They also teach children to not question their parents’ guidance and learn 

from their lesson when they are disciplined4 (New World Translation: Proverbs 1:1-33, 

n.d.). This might be an example of the cult characteristics mentioned earlier, regarding 

when a cult leader overrules the parents’ authority. 

Jehovah´s Witnesses are famous for their door-to-door ministry work, as they 

consider it a fruitful way of reaching out to those who are interested in Bible teachings. 

By following Jesus´ instructions of converting people as disciples, the Witnesses 

volunteer their time with the organisation by spreading their message, both at people’s 

residence as well as in public (Why Do Jehovah’s Witnesses Go From Door to Door?, 

n.d.). They consider recruitment of new disciples essential to the cause, for only those 

who are “disciples of Christ can be friends of God” (Study Article 29: “Go. . . Make 

Disciples”, 2019). It is believed that those who adopt a Christian lifestyle are destined to 

ameliorate their lives, as well as being granted hope to live on the New Earth after 

Judgment Day, as they emphasize the importance of giving time out of their schedules 

to conduct bibles studies (Study Article 29: “Go. . . Make Disciples”, 2019).  

                                                      
3
 Prov. 12:1 The one who loves discipline loves knowledge, But the one who hates reproof is unreasoning. 

   Prov. 12:2 The good person obtains Jehovah´s approval, But He condemns the man of wicked schemes.  
4
 Prov. 1:8 Listen, my son, to the discipline of your father, And do not forsake the instruction of your 

mother. 
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The use of bio-power seems to be an evident trait among the Jehovah´s Witnesses 

organisation in matters regarding sexual repression. Another example of bio-power 

would be their probation to receive or donate blood transfusions, (Brydon and Digby, 

2007, pp. 67), their main reasons being God´s instructions to constraint from it, as well 

as for medical reasons (What Does the Bible Say About Blood Transfusions?, n.d.). 

According to three passages in the Bible5 (New World Translation: Acts of Apostles 15:1-

41, n.d: New World Translation: Genesis 9:1-29, n.d: New World Translation: Leviticus 

17:1-16, n.d.) it is unholy and forbidden to accept transfused blood if you are a Witness, 

an act that may result in the loss of eternal afterlife during Armageddon and potential 

disassociation from the community (Woolley, 2005, pp. 715: Brydon and Digby, 2007, 

pp. 68). However, the refusal of a potentially necessary blood transfusion may also 

result in a physical death (Woolley, 2005, pp. 715).  

3.2 Be forgiven or perish: The last days  

Cult leaders tend to programme their members from thinking critically by forfeiting all 

doubt in the organisation, with statements such as “Everything will become clear in 

time” or “If you want to know God, you must reach beyond rationality”. This may result 

in members feeling guilty for using logical thinking to question the principles of the cult, 

as well as becoming fearful that they are being used by Satan to dismantle the cult 

(Langone and Ross, 1988, pp. 26-27).  

Jehovah Witnesses believe that God´s forgiveness is ultimate and permanent, as no 

man has the authority to forgive a sin against God. According to Watch Tower, God can 

forgive most sins as his forgiveness is far superior to any sin that man may commit (Will 

God Forgive Me?, n.d.). However, they mention “The Unforgivable Sin”, committed by 

those who have become disassociated from Jehovah and do not seek to earn his 

forgiveness (What Is the Unforgivable Sin?, n.d.). They quote Jeremiah, as a way to 

explain that one´s feelings and intuition may not always be trusted6 (New World 

Translation: Jeremiah 17:1-27, n.d.), and not to seek guidance from those who do not 

                                                      
5
 Acts 15:20 but to write them to abstain from things polluted by idols, from sexual immorality, from what 

is strangled, and from blood. 
6
 Gen. 9:4 Only flesh with its life – its blood- you must not eat. 
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follow Jehovah´s principles7 (New World Translation: Jeremiah 17:1-27, n.d.). Therefore, 

becoming disassociated with the religion and God’s law is considered to be an 

unforgivable sin and betrayal in the eyes of the sect (What Is the Unforgivable Sin?, 

n.d.). 

The Jehovah´s Witnesses expect the eventuality of Armageddon and emphasise the 

importance of remaining faithful and recruiting new believers (What Is the Sign of “the 

Last Days,” or “End Times”?, n.d.). Members believe that humanity is living through 

their “Last Days”, which began in 1914. They consider contemporary issues such as war, 

massive earthquakes, disease epidemics, rejection of religion and disobedient children 

to be simulations of the foretelling prophecy of Jesus´s return. They also consider an 

amplified acceptance of Bible prophecies, increased campaigning of the Kingdom of 

God, and man’s widespread rejection of Armageddon to be foretelling of the end of 

times (What Is the Sign of “the Last Days,” or “End Times”?, n.d.). They consider 

Jehovah to be the only salvation of man, as he alone can provide peace on earth, as he 

proclaims to end all wars and make Jesus Christ ruler in God´s Kingdom (Peace on 

Earth—How Will It Come?, n.d.). It´s believe that those who have served him, both living 

and deceased, will have a chance of gaining eternal life, and those who have died will be 

resurrected when Jesus returns to earth during the end of the world. According to The 

Watchtower, passing away is not necessarily a person’s ultimate demise, as God has the 

ability to resurrect those he sees fit to receive eternal life (What Happens When You 

Die?, n.d.). However, Jehovah makes it very evident that he will condemn those who do 

not serve him8 (New World Translation: Proverbs 1:1-33, n.d.), as he describes the 

damnable fate of those unfaithful when the calamity finally arrives, while those who are 

devoted to him will stay safe9 (New World Translation: Proverbs 1:1-33, n.d.). In 

comparison with the definition of doomsday cults, Jehovah´s Witnesses believe God will 

judge all during Judgement Day and members must work towards reaching salvation 

within their religion, although not as dramatically as some cults have done in the past. 

                                                      
7
 Lev. 17:14 For the life of every sort of flesh is its blood, because the life is in it. Consequently, I said to 

the Israelites: „You must not eat the blood of any sort of flesh because the life of every sort of flesh is its 
blood. Anyone eating it will be cut off.“ 
8
 Prov. 1:25 You kept neglecting all my advice And rejecting my reproof,  

   Prov. 1:26 I also will laugh when disaster strikes you; I will mock when what you dread comes. 
9
Prov. 1:33 But the one listening to me will dwell in security, And be undisturbed by the dread of calamity. 
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In a more psychological and behavioural sort of way, the fear of Armageddon steers 

members to act in accordance with the religion, leaving no room for doubt, out of fear 

of retaliation from God.  

Cult leaders may promise members salvation and life fulfilment for following the 

organisation, as well as threatening the consequences of departing, such as members 

being damned to hell and their souls´ lost if they forsake the cause. With this, members 

might become frightful or hesitant of leaving the organisation, as well as dreading the 

consequences of disobeying their leader or cause (Langdon and Ross, 1988, pp. 28). In 

their article Expelling, Watch Tower explains the consequences of a Jehovah´s Witness 

member being disfellowshipped from the organisation. Disfellowshipment, also known 

as judicial excommunication, dismisses those who have been banished from the 

religion, either for sinful behaviour or their decision to leave the association. This is 

done to preserve the institutions morality and doctrine, with fear that the entire 

organisation will be rejected by Jehovah if the guilty party is allowed to spread his 

blasphemous beliefs. Misdemeanours such as thievery, murder, fornication, 

homosexuality, adultery, and extortion can be a cause for disfellowshipment, as well as 

creating a moral rift among members (Expelling, n.d.). The organisation also makes it 

clear that after disassociation, members must stop socializing with the guilty party. For 

their means of disfellowshippment caused by sinful behaviour they quote Apostle Paul10 

(New World Translation of the Holy Scriptures (Study Edition): The Second to the 

Thessalonians, n.d.) and for those rejecting the organisation they quote both Paul11 

(New World Translation of the Holy Scriptures (Study Edition): The First to the 

                                                      
10

 2 Thess. 3:6 Now we are giving you instructions, brothers, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, to 
withdraw from every brother who is walking disorderly and not according to the tradition that you 
received from us. 

   2 Thess. 3:11 For we hear that some are walking disorderly among you, not working at all, but meddling 
with what does not concern them. 

   2 Thess. 3:13 For your part, brother, do not give up in doing good. 

   2 Thess. 3:14 But if anyone is not obedient to our word through this letter, keep this one marked and 
stop associating with him, so that he may become ashamed. 

   2 Thess. 3:15 And yet do not consider him an enemy but continue admonishing him as a brother.  
11

 1 Cor. 5:11 But now I am writing you to stop keeping company with anyone called a brother who is 
sexually immoral or a greedy person or an idolater or a reviler or a drunkard or an extortioner, not even 
eating with such a man.  



30 

 

Corinthians, n.d.) and John12 (New World Translation of the Holy Scriptures (Study 

Edition): The Second of John, n.d.). Members who have been disfellowshipped may 

return to the congregation in exchange for utter repentance, to ensure that the 

congregation is protected from the harmful influences that Satan has inflicted on the 

disassociated member (Expelling, n.d.). 

3.3 Christian sects and secular society  

Jehovah’s Witnesses define all those who oppose, deny or falsely claim to be Jesus 

Christ to be the so-called antichrist, as well as those who try to persecute his believes or 

pretend to be a Christian without following religious practices (Who Is the Antichrist?, 

n.d.). They do not view all religions as equals, disdaining religions that pray to “false 

gods” or by worshipping the one true God in ways that are against Jehovah’s wishes 

(Are All Religions the Same? Do They All Lead to God?, n.d.).  

According to the New World Translation Bible, in accordance with proverbs 23:913 

(New World Translation: Proverbs 23:1-35, n.d.) and proverb 26:414 (New World 

Translation: Proverbs 26:1-28, n.d.), Jehovah´s Witnesses give reason for the ignorance 

of secular society. Stupidity is a subjective term, but most likely refers to those who do 

not “know” the ways of Jehovah, and therefor are unaccustomed to their ways. As the 

proverbs suggest, one should not fall to the level of those unfamiliar with the religion, 

and suggestively not even answer them if they speak in contrast to Jehovah. In proverb 

1:1015 (New World Translation: Proverbs 1:1-33, n.d.) the Bible mentions the noun 

“sinners” as a collective adjective describing individuals that may try to entice 

Witnesses. However, this subjectivity can be compared to proverbs 1:2916 (New World 

Translation: Proverbs 1:1-33, n.d.), and proverbs 10:27-10:2817 (New World Translation: 

                                                      
12

 2 Jn. 1:9 Everyone who pushes ahead and does not remain in the teachings of the Christ does not have 
God. The one who does remain in this teaching is the one who has both the Father and the Son. 

    2 Jn. 1:10 If anyone comes to you and does not bring this teaching, do not receive him into your homes 
or say a greeting to him. 
13

 Prov. 23:9 Do not speak in the ears of the stupid one, for he will despise the wisdom of your words. 
14

 Prov. 26:4 Do not answer the stupid one according to his foolishness, So, that you do not put yourself 
on his level. 
15

 Prov. 1:10 My son, if sinners try to entice you, do not consent. 
16

 Prov. 1:29 Because they hated knowledge, And they did not choose to fear Jehovah. 
17

 Prov. 10:27 The fear of Jehovah prolongs life, But the years of the wicked will be cut short.  

    Prov. 10:28 The expectation of the righteous brings joy, But the hope of the wicked will perish. 
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Proverbs 10:1-32, n.d.), where they compare sinful conduct to anyone who denies the 

teachings of Jehovah, even though they might have no intention of affiliating with 

members. These proverbs might encourage Witnesses to stay away from both advice 

and companionships of non-members, fearing that they might wish them harm, without 

proof of their true intentions.  

In The Watchtower study article Prepare Now for Persecution, members are warned 

of secular society and of those who oppose the Jehovah’s Witness organisation. With 

the forthcoming of Armageddon, they should prepare for even more persecution from 

those who are against “true worship”. They advise their members to continue to 

reinforce their connection with Jehovah, despite any protests, as well as give pointers 

on how to manage the hatred from adversaries18 (Study Article 27: Prepare Now for 

Persecution, 2019). The Watchtower reminds members that Jehovah truly loves them 

and will never abandon them19 (Study Article 27: Prepare Now for Persecution, 2019) 

and encourage their members to continue their daily Bible studies and pray habitually. 

They are also to remember the authenticity of Jehovah’s promises, as the article 

expresses their view on secular society 20 (Study Article 27: Prepare Now for 

Persecution, 2019). With this, Watch Tower firmly states their determination of not 

yielding to the hatred of non-members and those who oppose them.  

In their article Overturn Every Reasoning That Is Against the Knowledge of God!, The 

Watchtower instructs their members to be wary of being influenced by controlling 

forces that may try to shape their way of thinking21 (Study Article 24: Overturn Every 

Reasoning That Is Against the Knowledge of God!, 2019: New World Translation: To the 

Romans 12:1-21, n.d.). With this, they mean the ideas and reasoning of Satan’s secular 

society, of features found in its culture, education or backgrounds which might lead 

members to be exploited. To do this, members must believe that Jehovah can help 

                                                      
18

 „Never allow anything that mere humans say or do to make you feel ashamed of being one of 
Jehovah´s Witnesses.“ 
19

 „To face persecution successfully, we must love Jehovah and trust in him completely, never doubting 
that he has affection for us. – Matt. 22:36-38; Jas. 5:11.“ 
20

 „We are no part of the world. We live according to Jesus´teachings and preach the message that he 
preached. As a result, the world hates us. (Read John 15:18-21.) We want to please Jehovah. If men hate 
us because we love our Father, that is their problem. “ 
21

 Rom. 12:2 And stop being molded by this system of things, but be transformed by making your mind 
over, so that you may prove to yourselves the good and acceptable and perfect will of God. 
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them alter their prime state of mind, tendencies and presiding cognitive attitude, as 

well as their motivations and desires. By obtaining this, members are encouraged to 

pray devotedly, meditate on Gods principles, and surround themselves with appropriate 

social circles and individuals who can support their mental conversion, who 

coincidentally, can be found at Christian gatherings. The article also teaches members 

how to deal with difficult questions from society, such as God´s opinion on same sex 

marriages or blood transfusions, so they won´t ever doubt in his teachings, even when 

faced with compelling inquiry (Study Article 24: Overturn Every Reasoning That Is 

Against the Knowledge of God!, 2019).  

Watch Tower warns members of tactics Satan uses to try and entice people to sin 

against God, such as “blurring people’s view of Jehovah” (Study Article 23: “Look Out 

That No One Takes You Captive”!, 2019) and appealing people to immoral and natural 

desires. Examples of these immoral acts and temptations are fornication, homosexuality 

and educational systems that teach evolutionary theory, which contradicts with the 

Bible regarding God’s creation process. This also refers to human philosophy, where 

students are taught logical thinking and are motivated to inquire about God´s existence. 

They accuse human philosophy of tainting students’ minds with a sense of arrogance 

and pride, as they become more prone to respect their individuality, as opposed to the 

humbler mind set God expects from his children. They accuse university education of 

”molding” the mind set of their students in accordance with humane thinking, in 

contrast to God´s intellect (Study Article 23: “Look Out That No One Takes You 

Captive”!, 2019). 
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4 Effects and abuse  

4.1 Defining domestic abuse tactics  

Those under a great deal of demise, such as grief, separation, and loneliness, may be 

more prone to accept the offer and comfort that cults might offer, as a way for them to 

heal their dejected situation and state of mind. This may also apply to those who are 

suffering from psychological disorders, which have a tendency to magnify due to the 

cult’s corrupt influences and lack of personal development in favour of dependency. In 

some cults, members are deprived of their responsibility of self, identity, and 

association to life outside the group, leading many to lead their life with a collective 

mind set. Harmful effects of destructive cults are multiple, ranging from physical and 

psychological harm (Langone and Ross, 1988, pp. 32-34). It might be argued that there 

are similarities between this situation and what is implied in domestic violence, because 

of similar tactics as well as because of cults´functioning frequently as a family and home 

for its members. 

Domestic abuse is defined as any pattern or incident of threatening or controlling 

behaviour towards a victim within the home. This could be considered either physical or 

psychological abuse and is used to control the victim’s behaviour and mind-set in 

accordance with the abuser’s entitlement. While physical abuse is more often an 

evident factor of control, mental abuse can be just as harmful, as well as affecting the 

victim’s welfare and self-awareness (Sanderson, 2008, pp. 21-22). Physical neglect is 

also a form of abuse, such as incompetent care resulting in a lack of basic needs like 

health care, rest, food, and security. Emotional abuse is characterised by persistent 

verbal or gestural inclinations that cause a decrease of a victim’s self-esteem. This could 

either be in the form of misappropriation, criticism, validated rulemaking, and 

justification of punishment when disobeyed. This abuse later wavers back to 

affectionate behaviour, which keeps the victim mentally bound to the perpetrator. 

Abusers might also use psychological harm to make victims participate in acts against 

their morality (Sanderson, 2008, pp. 23-24).  

Domestic abuse can range from several types of acts, including 

physical/psychological and emotional harm, coercive control, intimidation, threats, 

isolation, confined personal privacy and social neglect. An emphasised characteristic 
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factor of cognitive neglect is the victim’s isolation from certain social factors, which 

make them lack in interpersonal experiences and become progressively dependent on 

the offender, and less likely to abandon their situation (Sanderson, 2008, pp. 24-25). 

Victims might also experience a sense of terror, as abusive control tactics may make the 

victim fear the consequences of not complying with the abuser and become silent of 

their needs and yearnings. They inflict the bias identity the abuser has given them upon 

themselves, as well as giving up any logical judgment, self-dependency, and 

independence apart from the relationship. Victims often blame themselves for the 

actions of the abuser, as they have been force fed a distorted version of reality. This 

reality might also represent a false perception of their environment, such as considering 

outsiders and the world around them as dangerous and untrustworthy, which results in 

a hesitant approach to confide in others. Submission to abusive behaviour might even 

affect children’s behaviour, as they are told to obey demands and not to defy the 

offender, or else suffer punishment (Sanderson, 2008, pp. 21-53). An abuser might try 

to isolate a victim from their family, friends, or any outside assistance to gain 

omnipotent power over them (Sanderson, 2008, pp. 61-62). The distorted unreliability 

of others, as well as fearing unknown life outside the relationship, results in the victim 

keeping put in an abusive situation, which is familiar and understood (Sanderson, 2008, 

pp. 46). The lack of connections to others outside the relationship leads to the increased 

power of the abuser over the victims, making them more vulnerable to submit to them 

and more willing to accept their view of the world, which is more often than not 

portrayed in a negative way. In many instances, the offender uses manipulative and 

undermining behaviour to control the victim, establishing fear through indirect control. 

This could include dismissal, indifference, or intimidation towards the victim, or using 

passive-aggressive behaviour to force victims to comply (Sanderson, 2008, pp. 67).  

Fear is considered the core element regarding religiously based cultic control 

tactics. They make members fear multiple aspects of life, such as mainstream society, 

failure, punishment, and even the fear of one´s inner thoughts. They use fear tactics 

such as abuse, shunning, and threats to keep members in line and to not defy the order 

of God, or those second in command (Matthews and Salazar, 2014, pp. 199). Using the 

idea of God as panopticonic control, members might also experience reduced privacy of 
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their intimate thoughts, which could diminish any chance of revaluation of either 

themselves or the religion. Examples such as the foretelling of Armageddon may keep 

Jehovah´s Witness members in fear of betraying their belief, believing that all who 

forsaken their Lord will perish. That is, the entirety of secular society and its philosophy 

will be damned in the last of days, and members must therefore keep away for any 

chance of joining the statistic. Using Biblical texts to justify religious means and 

imprinting fear of unruly behaviour in the eyes of members is an essential control factor 

for the separation between the religious and the secular. These examples lead to a 

formed opposition against secular society, considering it a hostile, fearful and sin 

induced world, which prime directive is to lead the faithful away from the grace of God. 

4.2 Mental and physical health  

Religion can be a great source of support for members, as well as having positive effects 

on their psychological and physical wellbeing, by being a fundamental aspect of one’s 

identity and sense of necessity (Friedson, 2015 pp. 695). Scholars have researched how 

fundamentalist beliefs can affect members’ mental health, as well as how 

psychotherapy may have a distinct effect on their wellbeing. Meredith Friedson (2015) 

addresses this issue in her article Psychotherapy and the Fundamentalist Client, where 

she calculates which elements of the Jehovah Witness organisation can have a negative 

effect on their member’s mental and physical health. As referenced earlier, these 

include isolation, disfellowshippment and disassociation from mainstream society, 

which may make it difficult for members to seek out psychotherapy for their needs 

(Friedson, 2015 pp. 693). Watch Tower publicly encourages members to seek both 

physical and mental medical help when needed, even though they do not endorse any 

explicit type of treatment (Can the Bible Help Me if I’m Depressed?, n.d.). However, 

Friedson argues that members might still be hesitant to seek out help, due to the 

complex nature of isolation and the theologised perspective that faith can cure all 

illnesses. They believe that all happiness and life fulfilment which is needed can be 

obtained exclusively through their practice of belief and in connections with Jehovah. 

Members might rely on their mental health as a way to determine where their faith in 

God lies, as happy and healthy people allegedly have a good relationship with him, 

oppose to those who are sick and depressed must be neglecting him in some way. This 
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might become contradicting to those members who fully devote themselves to the 

organisation and suffer from mental health issues, as they might feel guilty and 

shameful for being depressed, believing they are not fully devoted to God because of 

their mental health (Friedson, 2015 pp. 693-695).   

Extreme collectivism may also play a big part in the development of mental health 

issues, as independent and logical thinking is discouraged, leading many to oppress 

their true feelings, opinions, and desires, in favour of the group mentality. Friedson´s 

article mentions a Jehovah´s Witness patient who underwent so much stress during his 

time in the organisation, that he had developed a prolonged duress stress disorder due 

to enduring anxiety and intimidation techniques. This especially applies to those 

members who are sexually explicit or homosexual, as “wrongful” sexual acts are 

compared to wicked behaviour, and because of the unforgiving attitude towards 

alternative sexualities, members becoming fearful of their natural urges. This might lead 

to depression, suppression, internalized homophobia, and self-loathing, as well as 

members having trouble forming a self-personalized identity (Friedson, 2015 pp. 698-

700). In this context, one can see that threats of disfellowshippment are in fact a form 

of social control. The idealism of fundamental religious sects based on categorizing 

complex behaviours, desires and mind-set may lead many members to be more prone 

to psychosis and psychotic mentality (Friedson, 2015 pp. 699-705).   

4.3 Guilt and shame proneness in behaviour  

Two important effects of cult abuse that are important to mentioned are the cases 

when members experience guilt and shame during their involvement in the 

organisation. Guilt and shame are felt by an individual after an incident of immoral 

behaviour or mind-set occurs, either privately or in public. Guilt resonates from 

negative self-evaluation from a certain behaviour that affects another, whereas shame 

relates to a breach in personal morals. While the first seeks a way to reduce or minimize 

the harm the individual has cause, the latter makes one feel lesser for the fact and 

individuals may succumb to self-consciousness. The consequences of each emotion also 

differs, as guilt may motivated individuals to repair their behaviour and prevent it from 

repeating itself, whilst shame results in a withdrawn notion of defence, and individuals 

are prone to persist in the behaviour (Beursken, J. et al, 2014, pp. 1278-1279).  
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Research has shown that children more prone to feelings of guilt during their 

childhood are less likely to take up precarious behaviour as they mature, whilst children 

who experience more shameful incidences are more likely to act upon perilous 

behaviour in the future (Dearing, R. L. et al, 2014, pp. 224). Shame prone mentality is at 

a higher risk for psychological issues, such as depression, while guilt prone mentality 

focuses more on remorse from behaviour, and thus, less personal evaluation (Bennett, 

Lewis, and Sullivan, 2010, pp. 306). Guilt has been a connecting factor regarding 

conflicts individuals might have regarding their behaviour, mentality, and religious 

beliefs. This could include people adjudicating their sexual orientation as well as their 

psychological health (Gobet and Yousaf, 2013, pp. 669). For Jehovah’s Witnesses, 

behaviours and feelings like doubt, sexual instincts and opposition are oppressed, but 

may result in the individual feeling guilty and shameful for his conflicting actions or 

mentality (Friedson, 2015 pp. 705). One feature of destructive cults are so called 

confession sessions, where individuals disclose personal information to a member of 

the cult, such as sins they have committed or immoral thoughts they might have. A 

sense of guilt followed by the relief of confessing could lead an individual to become 

dependent on the sessions, to relieve themselves from feelings of guilt (Langone and 

Ross, 1988, pp. 27). Confession and salvation are also important for an individual’s 

elimination of shame, as well as their liberation of guilt (Wilson, 2014, pp. 165). For 

Witnesses, members might change their behaviour or mentality to ensure a sin is not 

committed or repeated, providing evidence that the mentality towards sinful behaviour 

is more guilt emphasised, regardless of the action or whom it affects (Will God Forgive 

Me?, n.d.).  

Considering the ideology of the terms shame and guilt in this essay and regarding 

the facts presented, a contradiction in religious ideology seems apparent. By comparing 

definitions of both terms and applying them to the examples of the sinful behaviours 

referenced, it comes to light that most of these behaviours are provided with a “guilt 

proneness”22 methodology in religious sects. In ways of dealing with shamed 

behaviours, leaders tend to focus on the guilt proneness characteristics of the action, 

such as the individual breaking the principles of God, instead of their own. With this, 

                                                      
22

 Noun used in article by Bennett, Lewis, and Sullivan, 2010. 



38 

 

leaders are able to shift the shameful characteristic of sin over as guilty behaviour, 

making individuals feel that they have sinned against God, rather than themselves. 

Confusing the difference between guilt and shame may keep members prone to 

redemption rather than repeated behaviour, as well as avoided personal insight 

concerning shameful feelings. Thus, by implying a deep-rooted belief that all sins are 

guilt worthy, members are less prone to repeat any sinful behaviour, no matter how 

much the behaviour was in fact none of anyone else’s concern. By making members feel 

guilty over shame prone related behaviour, fundamental religious sects establish an 

even tighter hold on their members, by making sure the sin is never committed, or 

questioned, again. 

Even though the comparison of cult institutions to religious sect organisations may 

seem relevant, it still remains a farfetched issue, as the definition of cults are profuse 

and do not always apply to the definition of sects. Instead, one must examine what the 

common denominator of cults and fundamental religions are, and that would be the use 

of characterized abuse-based control. With the characteristics of domestic abuse in 

mind, the comparison of fundamental religious sect behaviours and cults tactics 

become quite parallel. Control tactics, such as isolation, enforced identity and negative 

perception of the world are all comparable to the examples mentioned in the thesis 

regarding the control methodology of Jehovah´s Witness members. Threats in Bible 

proverbs, such as the “fear of Jehovah”23 (New World Translation: Proverbs 10:1-32, 

n.d.) following affirmations of unconditional love for his children24 (Study Article 27: 

Prepare Now for Persecution, 2019) are examples of wavering situations of affection 

and extortion. Members might blame themselves for any sinful behaviour against God, 

thus accepting their role as potential sinners and must be careful to behave in 

alignment with his will. Isolation from secular society strengthens the bond between 

member and their religion, making them lack experiences and information unrelated to 

religious practices, like university education. By limiting their connections and trust 

towards the outside world, it makes them less likely to abandon the religion, or consider 

alternative options. They also adapt learned helplessness, as they believe that only God 

                                                      
23

 Prov. 10:27 The fear of Jehovah prolongs life, But the years of the wicked will be cut short. 
24

 „Be convinced that Jehovah loves you and that he will never abandon you.“ 
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can provide forgiveness and salvation, which leads to lack of self-deficiency. Coercive 

control and intimidation are also exercised in a form of disciplinary methods, such as 

threats of disfellowshippment.  
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Conclusion  

Summarising the thesis, the conclusion is that many items regarding Foucault’s theories 

stand to reason. When faced with the question whether the methodology of 

fundamental Christian sects are supportive or oppressive, the answer is both. Faith can 

be a major source of support for members, as well as their collective social structure, 

providing meaning and personal disciple in appropriate circumstances. However, this 

factor can also become an oppressive control method, if applied in an exploitive 

manner. Regarding governmentality, fundamental religions may use tactics that 

resemble those used in governmental affairs, such as establishing certain moral 

regulations, justified by religious text and proverbs. They tend to use an outdated form 

of governmentality, which focuses on control directed towards the family unit, such as 

directing parents on child-discipline and upbringing in alignment with the faith. It is also 

similar to how cults use this domination to control these closely connected and 

influenced communities, as parents that become members often have children and 

grandchildren that follow. By keeping family units as submissive members, they 

maintain generations of families to procreate within the organisation, which allows the 

cult to thrive.  

Foucault’s´ theory regarding „the common good“ lies parallel to the concept of 

absolute obedience in religion for the sake of organisation, no matter the sovereign in 

power. Without it, leaders face the possibility of retaliation from members, so it is 

sustained with threats such as disfellowshippment and psychological fear of damnation. 

Dillon and Neal´s notion (Dillon and Neal, 2008, pp. 1) of the importance of critical 

thinking is also significant in this context, as fundamental religious organisations tend to 

oppose doubtful talk and deliberation, which can be seen in their protest against 

philosophical and evolutionary education. Threats of dismissals, such as 

disfellowshippment, may be used as a restrictive technique to force members to obey 

the organisation, or disassociate from those who have been banished, to avoid any 

circulation of disobedient behaviour or ideas among members. Disfellowshipping25 

members can also be an example of exercised governmentality, when governments use 
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 This verb is used in their referenced article Expelling. 
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their “right” to remove any unlawful or threatening individuals or procedures from 

society, for sake of the common good.  

The Panopticon may be used as an example of control, as the idea of an all-seeing 

God that keeps constant watch helps ensure that members keep to appropriate 

behaviour at all times. With this, members ensure they stay in line and uphold the 

religions favours, lest their behaviour be witnessed by an invisible, all seeing entity 

which is always present. Similar to the relationship between inmates and watch guards, 

members have the option to choose not to sin in the eyes of God, therefore upholding a 

power relation that will never be resolved because of the unlikelihood of ever 

encountering a physical hearing with God. Similar to panopticonic systems designed as 

materialistic environments for control, members born within fundamental religions are 

moulded by learned behaviour from birth. Unlike mainstream governmental procedure, 

fundamental religious sects use panopticonic measures to isolate their members from 

certain philosophies opposing the religion. Much like the Panopticon isolating inmates 

within a certain space, religious sects create groups of individuals that think and behave 

in a collective manner, where there lacks the ambition to revolt against any contrasting 

ideas. When viewed in context to cults, it is the optimal necessity that the panopticonic 

feature is embedded in ways of control, otherwise there would be far too much 

potential for doubt within the congress or between members.  

As for the use of bio-power within these fundamental Christian religions, examples 

such as forbidden blood transfusions, disciplinary measures regarding sexuality and 

labour work are transparent. In one of these cases, the power over an individual’s body 

regarding life threatening matters is analogous, although in most of these cases there 

lies more purpose to manipulate behaviour and thought. Most evident would be the 

prohibition regarding premarital sex, as a way of controlling members’ urges to 

maintaining their sexual freedom to a minimal, to dictate one of their most natural 

instincts in favour of the religion. By doing this, they hold a tighter reign over sexual 

relationships, in a way to steer individuals closer to the reproduction of children within 

religious marriages, as born-to-be moulded members. Similar to the authoritative 

exercise of bio-power, religious leaders might believe they have the right to an 
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individuals´ life process and existence, for the sake of the continuation of the 

organisation.  

Regarding the question whether the religions’ influences and shaping methods 

create a harmful view of secular society in the eyes of their members, the answer is sadly 

accurate. In some cases, sects may manipulate members’ idea of life outside the 

religion, as well as of those who do not participate in the organisation. Compared to cult 

mentality, scepticism towards secular society reduces members’ ability to trust anyone 

outside their lifestyle or faith, believing that their mentality and opinions are toxic or 

dangerous. This leads to isolation in some cases, whether it is a physical removal from 

society, or a mental segregation from any non-related religious manners or ideas. An 

example of this is Watch Tower´s gospelized teachings of Satan’s manipulation of 

outsiders’ behaviour, trying his utmost to entice members to sin against Jehovah.  

Lastly, we ask if the control methods of the fundamental Christian sects parallel to 

those defined as cult organisations. The thesis has provided definitions, explanations, 

and comparisons regarding the religious work to cult characteristics. However, it still 

stands as an incredibly complex issue. In comparison with the Jehovah´s Witnesses, 

some of these elements are quite corresponding. Similar to religious cults, Watch Tower 

argues that it alone preaches the absolute truth, dismissing any other alternative. The 

religion also focuses on having members utilize most of their time in regards to their 

faith, having them donate work and free time in the favour of the religion and the 

group. An example of this would be the Witnesses obligatory volunteer labour of 

recruiting new members with their door-to-door work, as well as using their free time 

to focus on religious study. Abuse tactics, such as threats and manipulation, are also 

corresponding in regard to cult characteristics. These would be threats of 

disfellowhippment, establishing phobias of secular society or belittling members to 

remain faithful to the organisation. The mental and physical effects of these control 

methods are also evidently corresponding to those suffered by domestic abuse victims. 

Love is a four-letter word, but alas, so is fear. Whether or not fundamental Christian 

sects are affiliated with cult mentality or unauthorised control will always be up to 

debate between those looking in, and those defending it. However, one can´t help but 
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wonder how uncanny the similarities are between a watchtower, and the Panopticons 

structure and control. 
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