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At the moment, the “New Religious Movements” series — part of the extensive
“Cambridge Elements” project — consists of 38 titles, and that number is growing
roughly every month. Four titles have been selected in this review to serve as
examples in order to introduce the series.

The most recent of these four publications is that titled Minority Religions, the
Law, and the Courts: Cases and Consequences, written by James T. Richardson,
professor emeritus at the University of Nevada, Reno. Richardson is a sociolo-
gist and lawyer who has become arguably the most respected expert in the field
of religious freedom and the legal status of religious communities. The first four
chapters of his book describe the legal situation of minority religions in three
groups of states and before the European Court of Human Rights. In the fifth and
sixth chapters, the author examines the impact of legal status and court proceed-
ings on religious communities, as well as the reverse process of the influence of
court proceedings involving religious minorities on the courts themselves.

The first chapter focuses on countries with the “rule of law” but “mixed re-
cords on religious freedom” (p. 8). The United States can be found among them,
as its president, in his second term, is weakening or ignoring democratic insti-
tutions. Richardson observes the restriction of religious communities that use
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psychedelic substances for ritual purposes and considers it as a cause for con-
cern. In second place, Richardson criticizes Germany, where government agen-
cies harbor a traditional distrust of “youth religions,” that is, new religious
movements (NRMs). Richardson points out that German authorities often col-
laborate with people who can be classified as part of the so-called anti-cult
movement. However, the rule of law ultimately prevailed convincingly, for ex-
ample, in a series of court cases in which Jehovah’s Witnesses were ultimately
granted the status of a public corporation in all German states.

The anti-cult movement’s influence on public life in France is even great-
er, as the state directly funds organizations with this focus. The French About-
Picard Law of 2001 is particularly controversial, especially because it recognizes
“the fraudulent abuse of the state of ignorance or weakness.” The law has not
yet been applied to well-known controversial new religions but has been used
against marginal New Age groups. The situation in the last country covered in
this chapter, Belgium, is similar to that in France. Richardson notes in particular
the closely watched court case against the organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses
regarding its practice of “shunning” former members. In 2022, the Witnesses
gained a major victory in this case.

The second chapter discusses religious freedom in four other “rule of law”
countries — Italy, Denmark, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom — where
anti-cult moral panic has been successfully managed. The third chapter focus-
es on the European Court of Human Rights; Richardson praises it for having
“contributed considerably to the social construction of religious freedom in the
contemporary world” (p. 27). The fourth chapter, by contrast, deals with coun-
tries where the rule of law does not prevail (“non-rule of law countries™). In the
sections on China, for example, Richardson mentions the Falun Gong move-
ment, whose followers have been killed, imprisoned, or driven underground by
the government; in the sections on Russia he discusses the role of the Russian
Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate in suppressing minority religions
and supporting the autocratic political system, and in the section on Iran, the
author addresses the persecution of Baha’is.

Perhaps the most interesting chapter in Richardson’s book is the fifth, which
discusses the “deformations” that laws and legal proceedings have caused among
minority religions. By “deformations” is meant “the changing of modes of or-
ganization and operating, as well as of beliefs, from those that served as the basis
of the original group” (p. 35). An example of this might be the lawsuits that the
Scientology movement files in defense against criticism, which have become
a characteristic feature of the movement. Changes are also noted in the Unifica-
tion Church, the Children of God (The Family), or — perhaps the most striking
example — the Hare Krishna movement. Richardson links the so-called “Hindu-
isation” of the movement (which means the effort to appeal to the ever-growing
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Indian minority in the United States) to the need to cover the $9.5 million in
expenses the movement paid to victims of child abuse at its boarding schools
(gurukulas). Changes in other communities are described as well. The final, sixth
chapter of Richardson’s publication then provides examples of how courts have
used cases involving new and minority religious communities to expand their
scope of authority and jurisdiction.

Richardson’s excellent overview is somewhat undermined by the fact that it
overlooks important problems. For example, regarding the Jehovah’s Witnesses’
practice of “shunning,” Richardson writes that it is “sometimes applied against
members who violate important principles and practices of the Witnesses”
(p. 19). That is not the case, however. Until August 2024, this principle was
applied not only to such members, but also to all other baptized Witnesses who
left the community, even to those who left voluntarily and with no sign of an-
imosity. The Witnesses’ position changed slightly at that time, but even today
it does not correspond to the author’s statement. Equally one-sided is Richard-
son’s characterization of the Scientology organization OSA (Office of Special
Affairs), which, according to Richardson, “handles public relations, government
affairs, and also promotes social programs sponsored by the Church, along with
managing any legal action in which the individual Church is engaged” (p. 38).
But in fact, the OSA’s agenda includes the covert surveillance of individuals
labeled as “suppressive persons” and a calculated smear campaign. The reviewer
has experienced both and can hardly agree with Richardson’s one-sided portrayal
of the OSA.

Throughout the text and in his entire professional career, James T. Richard-
son rightly criticizes the anti-cult movement, which blindly attributes the worst
intentions and practices to non-traditional religious communities. But it is pre-
cisely such small distortions (as in the case of shunning or OSA) that irritate in-
formed readers and open the door for them to anti-cult activists, who do not gloss
over the problematic practices of new religious movements (but, unfortunately,
exaggerate them). Even Richardson’s magnificent life’s work is, unfortunately,
not without flaws.

In Sarah Harvey’s book Abuse in New Religious Movements, the lega-
cy of British sociologist of religion Eileen Barker is very evident. The influ-
ence of Barker and of INFORM, designed to foster contact between academia
and the general public, makes Harvey’s approach different from that of James
T. Richardson, which is somewhat detached from lived religion. Harvey belongs
to the researchers who acknowledge that abuse can occur within new religious
movements (NRMs) and that it has indeed occurred in some cases, but who
do not demonize these movements or use individual cases to discredit entire
communities. Researchers with this approach do not downplay the danger of
abuse in new religions, for example, by claiming that abuse occurs in many other
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segments of society as well. On the contrary, they are aware that — in the words
of Eileen Barker — “there are certain characteristics that the movements are more
likely than older religions to have, just because they are new and some of these
characteristics can predispose new religious movements toward situations in
which harm might ensue.” (p. 8).!

Similarly to Eileen Barker,> Sarah Harvey suggests that the hostility between
academics and the anti-cult movement can be overcome. The issue of abuse, in
fact, links academic work with cultic studies, which form the intellectual foun-
dation of the anti-cult movement. Harvey recognizes that “in practical, day-to-
day work, rather than in theoretical literature, there is arguably greater conver-
gence between some areas of NRM and cultic studies” (p. 5). Harvey belongs
to a younger generation of religious scholars and sociologists who are able to
overcome the “cult wars” between scholarly and activist approaches to new re-
ligions, typical of the period from the 1970s to the 1990s. Of course, to a certain
extent: “If cultic studies scholars approach cults from an assumption of harm, it
could be argued that NRM studies scholars approach NRMs from an assumption
that they are not necessarily problematic, or at least are innocent until proven
guilty. Generally, NRM scholars approach the study of these new movements no
differently than that of mainstream religions...” (pp. 7-8).

At the heart of Sarah Harvey’s book is a model of structural and cultural fac-
tors, the presence of which “in a religious movement does not mean that abuse
will occur but rather that a combination of some of them might enable harm-
ful and abusive situations.” These factors “can make people more vulnerable
to abuse but there will also be other, non-religious elements at play...” (p. 12).
Harvey identifies organizational structure and interaction with the outside world
as structural factors. She thus examines the group’s isolation, its leadership, its
membership, unclear boundaries within its structure, its members’ opportunities
to obtain a secular education, and its attitudes toward health. Cultural factors
include religious doctrines: unambiguous and unquestionable beliefs, teachings
on gender, sex, and purity, various forms of punishment and coercion, and finally,
leaving the community and avoiding former members. All factors are discussed
in detail and illustrated with numerous practical examples.

The final section of Sarah Harvey’s book consists of a practical applica-
tion of the abuse model to the Jesus Fellowship Church. Although this British
congregation never condoned abuse, its hierarchical authority structures and
power dynamics enabled abuse and made it difficult to detect. This created an

1 Eileen Barker, “Harm and New Religious Movements (NRMS): Some Notes on a Socio-
logical Perspective,” Cultic Studies Review 2, no. 1 (2002), 106.

2 FEileen Barker, “From cult wars to constructive cooperation — well, sometimes,” in Cult
Wars’in Historical Perspective, ed. Eugene V. Gallagher (Routledge, 2017), 9-22.
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environment conducive to the abuse of certain members (p. 57). Overall, Har-
vey’s fresh writing and innovative model can be described as highly inspiring.

I had a similar impression while reading another of the four books in this
review that represent the “New Religious Movements” series of the “Cambridge
Elements” project. The book Children in New Religious Movements by Swed-
ish religious studies scholar Sanja Nilsson is very sober and factual. In the first
chapter, she reflects on research into the issue against the backdrop of the fact
that criticism of NRMs during the 1980s and 1990s shifted from the concept of
brainwashing to charges of abuse of children and youth. This contributes to the
difficulty of the research: it is very hard to gain the trust of parents, especially in
community-based NRMs. Most of the data therefore comes from adults’ memo-
ries of their childhood in the community. This data is, of course, valuable, but it
must be taken into account that it may contain various types of bias.

The book also contains numerous descriptions of unusual or even problematic
doctrines, practical situations, and extraordinary events connected with NRMs.
These are interspersed with applications of sociological (Chris Jenks) and an-
thropological theories (Mary Douglas). Already in the first chapter on concepts
of childhood, utopian community experiments of the 19th century are described
briefly but aptly, and such descriptions of other religious communities continue
in the chapters on upbringing and education. It is very enriching that the author
is able to view the consequences of religious socialization in a nuanced way. For
example, in the paragraph on the common practice among Jehovah’s Witnesses
of discouraging children from having outside-of-school contact with peers, she
writes that “some adult children report that this nonparticipation could feel em-
barrassing and that it was hard growing up as a Jehovah’s Witness in the public
school system; others, however, have felt superior through identifying with an
elite group and seen it as their privilege to be Witnesses” (p. 24). The issue of
the Hare Krishna gurukulas is discussed in greater detail, and (somewhat surpris-
ingly, in the chapter on boarding schools) Waldorf and Scientology pedagogies
are briefly described with respect to religion. In the chapter on health, indigo and
crystal children are appropriately mentioned, although it is questionable whether
they and their parents can be considered part of NRMs.

The final chapter before the Concluding Observations is devoted to issues of
custody and abuse and consists of several case studies from the Hare Krishna
movement, the Children of God (The Family International), the Twelve Tribes,
the People’s Temple, the Fundamentalist Latter-day Saints church, and the Pen-
tecostal community in Knutby, about which Nilsson has written a separate book.
These cases also caused “deformations” (to use Richardson’s term), though not
always in a direction that reduced tension in relation with the surrounding soci-
ety: “Allegations of abuse ... have sometimes caused profound changes within
the groups, such as fear of authorities, frequent relocation, and further isolation
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and/or aversion toward mainstream society” (p. 34). Even more serious harm
can result from raids by law enforcement agencies on religious communities. On
this point, Nilsson cites Richardson and Schreinert,® who argue “that the most
troubling aspect of the use of government raids to remove children from religious
minorities is that this way of handling the potential threats of abuse prevents the
possibility for actual abuse victims in the groups to make themselves heard; they
are often afraid of the harsh treatment by the authorities” (p. 46). In any case,
however, it is generally true that “the new generation will be the one to bring
about religious changes” (p. 11).

I would describe Sanja Nilsson’s book as excellent. It truly covers the full
range of issues faced by children in NRMs, but given the limited scope of the
book, she was unable to explore them in the depth we might be accustomed to
from the seminal work in this field by Palmer and Hardman.* It is, however, won-
derful that Nilsson is continuing the work of her late colleague Liselotte Frisk.’

While all the books in the “New Religious Movements” series of the “Cam-
bridge Elements” project mentioned so far have been written by academics, the
publication on Jehovah’s Witnesses was authored by academically-educated
Jehovah’s Witnesses themselves. Jolene Chu is a staff member at the World
Headquarters and the author of several publicly available texts about her reli-
gious community.

The book is divided into an introduction, five chapters, and a conclusion. The
introduction includes an interesting annotated bibliography on Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses, which shows that the authors are well-versed in the scholarly literature,
even though they do not cite, for example, the highly acclaimed critical works
of former Governing Body member Raymond Franz or the standard work by
historian James A. Penton. In doing so, they reveal what is unfortunately evident
throughout their work: that they clearly prioritize principles adopted from the
community of Jehovah’s Witnesses over the principles of academic work. In this
case, the principle of ignoring so-called apostate literature — that is, everything
published by former members — regardless of the quality.

The first chapter, devoted to the history of the Bible Students (later known
as Jehovah’s Witnesses), provides an excellent overview. The only criticism
that could be leveled at it is the lack of clarity in its description of the com-

3 James T. Richardson and Tamatha L. Schreinert, “Pyrrhic Victory? An Analysis of the
Appeal Court Opinions Concerning the FLDS Children,” in Saints under Seige: The Texas
State Raid on the Fundamentalist Latter-Day Saints, ed. Stuart A. Wright and James T.
Richardson (New York University Press, 2011), 232-35.

4 Susan J. Palmer and Charlotte J. Hardman, eds., Children in New Religions (Rutgers Uni-
versity Press, 1999).

5 Liselotte Frisk, Sanja Nilsson, and Peter Akerbick, Children in Minority Religions: Grow-
ing Up in Controversial Religious Groups (Equinox, 2018).
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munity’s origins. While several self-taught preachers are named who — accord-
ing to other historians — significantly influenced the founder Charles T. Russell
(1852—-1916), the authors downplay their influence by claiming that even the ear-
ly Bible Students felt no connection to these preachers. The authors thus defend
the current Witnesses’ doctrine that the community arose through the mere study
of the Bible (p. 12) and not as a late offshoot of the widely ramified Adventist
movement. The historical chapter concludes with the death of the second presi-
dent of the Watch Tower Society, Joseph Franklin Rutherford (1869-1942).

In the second chapter, titled “Doctrine,” the authors unfortunately abandon
any academic approach entirely. Many passages in this chapter could easily
have been taken from The Watchtower magazine or another publication of Je-
hovah’s Witnesses. At one point (p. 30), they even refer to the apostolic leader-
ship of the early Christian communities as a “governing body,” and, following
The Watchtower s example, project the current organizational structure of Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses onto a history dating back two thousand years. One might expect
academic authors to offer a critical examination of main Witnesses’ doctrines.
However, nothing of the sort is found in the chapter: all doctrines are presented
as unambiguous, pure biblical truth entirely in the spirit of The Watchtower and
other Witnesses’ publications, without any context or critical reflection.

However, this chapter also reveals another feature characteristic of Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses’ writings: subtle manipulation of the facts. For example, while
it is true that the Governing Body is not considered infallible (p. 23), the authors
fail to mention that every individual Witness is required, under threat of expul-
sion, to agree with the Governing Body’s position and act in accordance with it.6
A similar manipulation of facts lies behind the account of the profound disap-
pointment over the failed end of the world (Armageddon) in 1975. Chu and Pel-
tonen attempt to downplay this disappointment by claiming that “Witnesses do
not consider their interpretations of biblical prophecies to be infallible” (p. 24).
This is certainly true today in hindsight, but it is entirely clear from the Witness-
es’ literature of that time and from numerous testimonies that prior to 1975, this
interpretation was considered infallible.

This typical handling of uncomfortable facts continues in the following chap-
ter, titled “Identity.” Among other things, the authors discuss the issue of child
sexual abuse, which Jehovah’s Witnesses began to address in 2019 (and it seems
they have done so with genuine sincerity, arguably better than some other Chris-
tian churches). Chu and Peltonen begin the passage on abuse with the words:

6 For example: “For this reason, all in the congregation view it as their sacred duty to follow
and uphold the direction coming from the faithful slave and its Governing Body.” — “Loyal
to Christ and His Faithful Slave,* The Watchtower — Study Edition, April 1, 2007, https:/
www.jw.org/en/library/magazines/w20070401/Loyal-to-Christ-and-His-Faithful-Slave/.
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“In line with increased public awareness of the crime of child sexual abuse...”
That certainly sounds nice, but it borders on a lie: it was not “public awareness”
that led the community of Jehovah’s Witnesses to a thorough reflection, but the
exposure of an unexpected number of pedophile scandals within their own con-
gregations.

According to the authors, the fourth chapter, “Organization,” is not intended
to serve as “self-promotion” (p. 46), yet much of the data regarding the global
community of 8.8 million Witnesses is highly interesting, even admirable; for
example, the fact that the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ website features content in 1,090
languages (p. 55) or that the organization has provided internet access to 1.4
million Witnesses (p. 57) . The final chapter is titled “Interaction” and discusses
several hotly debated public issues: the rejection of blood transfusions, the doc-
trine of political neutrality, the persecution of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia, and
legal disputes between the Witnesses and their opponents.

To sum up: for those who follow the development of doctrines and practice of
the community of Jehovah’s Witnesses, Chu and Peltonen’s book will not offer
much that is new. However, it may save those unfamiliar with The Watchtower
magazine and other publications the trouble of reading them. However, while
glossing over facts and downplaying unpleasant truths is understandable in reli-
gious and promotional publications (not just those of Jehovah’s Witnesses), it is
less understandable to classify a text written in this apologetic and promotional
genre as an academic work. This text cannot be compared to the aforementioned
truly academic works by Richardson, Harvey, or Nilsson, and unfortunately calls
the quality of the series into question. It is, however, reasonable to hope and as-
sume that such a text is the only one among the 38 publications of the excellent
“New Religious Movements” series released to date.
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