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A key th em e of th e d ec i s i o n i s t h e d i sc red i ted
pse u do-sc i e nt i f i c t h eo ry tha t "c u l ts" v i ct i m i ze
the i r mem be rs th rough "menta l ma n i pu l a t i o n ."
by Massimo Introvigne

Arti c le 2 of 6 . Read a rti c le 1 .

The myth of "brainwashing. "Al elaborationfrom cartoons of the 1970s.

I n th e fi rst a rt i c le of th i s seri es , I p rese nted the H igh Cou rt's ma l i c iou s a n d
ca r i catu ra l recon struct io n of the U n i fi cat i o n Chu rch as a money-ma k i ng

enterp r i se rath er th an a bona fi de re l ig i on . A second centra l theme of the dec i s i on
i s menta l man i pu lat i o n a s the ma i n too l th ro ugh wh i ch th e Ch u rch a l l eged ly

p u rsu es i ts a ims .

The H igh Cou rt dec i s i on re i te rates th i s theme across twe lve d i ffe rent pa ragra ph s ,

X Get Exc l usive Ins ights
lg that the U n i fi ca t ion Chu rc h emp l oys techn i q ues
I I " a nd p lac i ng i ts "vi ct im s" " i n a state i n wh i ch it i s d i ffi cu lt to

Ldgment." The cou rt be l i eves th ese techn iq ues a re so

Chu rch] d oct r i ne . " U l t imate ly, the free wi l l of the be l ieve r i s n ot on ly " rest r i cted"
b ut "su pp ressed ." The co u rt states that th i s extreme outcome is a ch i eved th rough
spec ia l i zed tec h n iq u es of "psycho l og ica l i n fl uence ."

The dec i s io n avoid s us i ng th e wo rd "bra inwash i ng" b ut l a rge ly reprodu ces its

l og i c . Th e idea th at certa i n re l i g i ou s groups have myster ious tec h n i q u es ca pa b l e
of ove rr i d i ng i nd ivid ua l ch o i ce has a l o ng a nd tro u b l ed h i sto ry. I t has been used
for ce ntu ries to d iscred i t u npopu la r m i nor it i es, a n d mode rn scho la rsh i p

cons i stently rejects it a s pseudosc i ence . Yet, the H igh Cou rt treats i t as fact, as i f
mentio n i ng menta l man i pu l at ion exp l a i ns why thousa nds of J a panese c it i zen s

vo l u nta r i ly j o i ned and supported th e Un i fi cat io n Chu rch for decades .

The not ion th at re l ig iou s convers i on must be the resu l t of some h id d e n coerc ive
force i s fa r o l d e r tha n the co ntempo ra ry anti -cu lt movement . I n th e n i neteenth

centu ry, cr it i cs of the Latte r-d ay Sa i n ts i ns i sted that n o rat iona l person cou l d
emb race Mormon i sm u n less subjected to "mesme ri c" i nfl u en ce . Long befo re that,

Roman authors desc ri bed ea r ly Ch r i st i a ns as v ict i ms of sorce ry, wh i l e C h i nese
i mper ia l offi c i a l s accu sed u n a uthori zed re l ig iou s movements of us i ng b l ack mag i c
to e nsn a re fo l lowe rs . Med ieva l E u ropean po lem ici sts recyc l ed the same

a ccu sations aga i nst gro ups th ey la be led "h eret i ca l ." The pattern i s a lways th e
same : when a re l ig io n a ppea rs too unfam i l i a r, too demand i ng, or too th reate n i ng
to estab l ished i nst itu t i o ns, i ts converts a re port rayed as dupes rather th an agents .

Modern a nti-cu lt i d eo logy rep la ced th e vocabu la ry of mag i c w i th th e vocabu la ry of
psyc ho logy. After th e Ko rean Wa r, Western i n te l l i ge n ce age n c ies became
fasc i nated wi th the idea th at Com mu n i st reg imes had deve loped tec h n iq u es to

forc i b ly "convert" p ri so ners . The term "bra i nwas h i ng" itse l f was co i ned not by

sc ienti sts but by a jou rna l i st wi th i nte l l igence ti es, a n d it e nte red p ub l i c d i sco u rse
th rough se n sat iona l i st accou nts rath e r tha n emp i r i ca l resea rch . Th e U .S.
gove rnment late r acknowledged that these ea rly theories were specu la t ive a nd

po l it i ca l l y mot ivated . N eve rthe l ess, they prov id ed a temp late for l ate r c l a ims that
new re l i g i o u s movements u se s im i l a r methods .
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Anti-cu lt act ivi sts i n th e 1 960s a nd 1 970s revived the bra i nwa sh i ng n a rrative to



exp la i n why young peop l e were jo i n i ng n ew re l ig ious movements . The i r theor i es

ga i ne d tra ctio n among anx ious pa rents a nd the med ia , bu t th ey fa red poo r ly
u n der lega l sc ruti ny. The dec i s ive moment came i n 1 990 , when a U .S . fed era l
cou rt exam i n ed the sc i e ntifi c status of "coerc ive persuas i on" i n th e "Fi shman"

case . Afte r revi ewi ng exte n s ive expert test imony, the cou rt conc l u d ed that such
theo r ies la cked em p i ri ca l fou ndat ion . It ru l ed that "Theo ries rega rd i ng th e

lact i ced by re l ig ious cu l ts a re not suffi c iently esta b l i s h ed to

re i n fede ra l cou rts of law." The j u dge a l so exc l u d ed expe rt
|ese mode l s, fi nd i ng th at th ey d i d not meet m i n ima l

sta nd a rds of sc i e nt ifi c re l i a b i l i ty.
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E u ropean j u ri s p rud en ce reach ed s im i l a r conc l us ions . I n 20 1 0, the E u ropean Cou rt
of H uma n R ights noted that "there is no genera l l y a ccepted a nd sc ie nt ifi c
d efi n it i o n of what co nst i tu tes 'm i nd contro l . '" I t fu rth e r obse rved th at many
behavi o rs c ited as evi d ence of coerc i o n— i nte n se com m itment, defe re nce to
l ead ers, communa l l ivi ng, enth u s iast i c prose lyti sm—are common a cross a wide
ra nge of re l ig ious t ra d i t ions . Th e I ta l i a n Constitu t io na l Co u rt h ad a l ready
abo l i s h ed th e crime of "p lag io," a Fasc i st-era statute a k i n to "bra i nwas h i ng, " in
1 98 1 , d ec la ri ng i t i ncompat i b l e w i th both sc ienti fi c kn owl edge a nd re l ig ious
l i be rty.

Father Emilio Grasso, a Catholic priest, was accused of "plagio" in the case that led to the

declaration of the non-constitutionality of the relevant Italian statute in 198 1 .

These l ega l p reced e nts matter beca use th ey refl ect a broa d i ntern at i o n a l
recogn i t io n : c l a ims of "psycho l ogi ca l man i p u l at io n" i n re l igi ous contexts a re too
vague, too ideo l ogica l ly l oa ded , a n d too eas i ly a bused to serve as a ba s i s fo r state
i nte rve nt io n . They a l l ow cou rts to subst i tu te the i r own va l u e j u dgments fo r the
l ived expe rie n ces of be l i evers . They a lso create a d a ngerous asymmetry:
ma i nstream re l i gions a re assumed to attract fo l l owers th rough leg it i mate
pe rsuas i o n , wh i l e m i n o r ity re l i gio n s a re p resumed gu i l ty of man i pu la t i on u n less

X Get Exc l usive I ns ights dec is ion fa l l s sq ua re ly i n to th i s pattern . I t a sserts th at the

Is "psycho logica l i n fl u ence ." St i l l , it n ever defi nes th e te rm,

neve r exp la i ns how su c h i nfl u ence d i ffers from o rd i na ry re l ig i ou s exho rtation , and
neve r demon strates that members we re d ep r ived of the i r ca pa c i ty to choose .
I nstead , i t re l i es on the assumpt ion—common i n anti - cu l t d i scou rse—that i ntense

re l igiou s comm itment i s i n h e re nt ly s u sp i c ious . When be l i eve rs don ate ge nerous ly,
the cou rt i n te rprets th i s not a s a n express ion of fa i th bu t as evi d e n ce of
man i pu l at ion . When they accept theo log i ca l teach i ngs a bo ut sacri fi ce , p rovi dence,
ka rma , or th e a ncestors, the cou rt t reats th ese be l i efs as too ls of coerc io n rath e r

tha n a s s i ncere convictions .

Th is a pp roach is deep ly prob lemat i c . A l l re l ig ions encou rage g ivi ng, ofte n i n
strong te rms . Many emphas i ze the sp i r i tua l va l u e of sa c ri fi ce, the importa nce of
su pporti ng th e commun i ty, o r the mora l d uty to contr i bute to a la rge r m iss i o n . I f
su ch exho rtati ons a re re i nte rp reted as "psycho logi ca l i n f l u e n ce," th e n th e
bou nda ry between legi t imate re l igio n a nd i l l i c it man i pu lati o n becomes imposs i b l e
to d raw. Th e H igh Cou rt's reason i ng wou ld a pp ly equ a l l y to P rotesta nt ti th i ng,
Catho l i c a ppea l s fo r cont r i b ut i ng to the Vati ca n's "Peter's Pe nce ," B u dd h i st
fu nd ra i s i ng for temp le const ruction , or Sh i nto requests fo r offeri ngs . The

d i ffe re n ce l i es n ot i n the method s b ut i n th e eva l uato r's a p p rova l or d i sa pp rova l
of the unde rlyi ng theo logy.

Moreover, the cou rt's a n a lys i s igno res the most bas i c p ri nc i p le of re l ig ious
freedom : adu l ts a re e ntit l ed to make comm itments th at othe rs may fi n d

excess ive , i r rat i o na l , o r i ncomp re hens i b le . The state does not h ave th e authori ty
to dec la re that certa i n be l i efs a re too stra nge to be s i nce re ly h e ld , o r that certa i n
forms of devotion a re i ncom pati b l e w ith free wi l l . To do so is to t reat devotees of

re l igi ou s m i no ri t i es as i n he rently l ess ca pab le of age ncy th a n members of
majo rity fa iths.

The H igh Cou rt's re l ia nce on "psycho logica l i nfl uence" th us represents a step
bac kwa rd , revivi ng a d isc red ited concept i n both a ca dem ic a nd l ega l c i rc les fo r

d ecades . I t a l l ows the co u rt to patho logize re l ig iou s comm itment, re i n te rpret
vo l u nta ry acts as coe rced , a n d j u st ify extreme state i ntervent ion based on



specu l a t i ve , u nsue i i u i ic assump t ions , i n uo i ng su, i l i i s k s u nue i r n i n i ng u ie ve r y

foundations of freedom of re l ig i on or be l i ef i n Ja pa n .

e l ig io us L i berty, U n ifi ca t ion Chu rc h
X Get Exc l usive I ns ights

A l ega l system comm itted to co nst i tu t iona l pri nc i p les shou ld not re ly o n theo ries

that cou rts e l sewhere have rejected as pseudosc ience . The Tokyo H igh Court's

d ec i s ion , by em brac i ng the la nguage of "psycho log i ca l i nfl u e nce, " crosses a l i ne

that d emocrati c soc i et i es have long recogn ized as da ngerous . The consequences

wi l l exte n d fa r beyond the U n i fi cat ion Chu rch u n l ess th is reason i ng i s cha l l enged .

Mass i mo I n t rovign e

Mass imo I ntrov igne (born J u ne 1 4, 1 955 i n Rome) i s a n

I ta l i a n soc io log i st of re l ig ions . H e i s the founde r a nd

ma nag i ng d i rector of the Center fo r Stud ies o n New

Re l ig i ons (C E SNU R), a n i n te rnationa l netwo rk of scho lars

who stu dy new re l ig ious movements. I nt rovigne i s the

auth o r of some 70 boo ks a nd more th a n 1 00 a rt i c l es i n the fi e l d of

soc io l ogy of re l ig i o n . H e was the ma i n a uthor of the Enciclopedia delle

religioni in Italia ( E n cycloped ia of Re l i g i o ns i n I ta ly) . H e i s a member of th e

ed ito ri a l board for the I n te rd i sc i p l i na ry l ou rna l of Resea rch on Re l i g i o n and

of the executive boa rd of U n ive rs i ty of Ca l iforn i a Press' N ova Re l ig io . F rom

Ja n u a ry 5 to Decem be r 3 1 , 20 1 1 , he h as served as th e " Representative o n

com bati ng rac i sm, xenophob ia a nd d i sc rim i n at ion , with a spec ia l focu s on

d i scrim i nation aga i nst Ch r i st i ans and members of othe r re l i g i o ns" of

the O rga n i zati on for Secu r ity a nd Co-operat i o n i n Eu rope (OSCE ) . F rom

20 1 2 to 20 1 5 he served as cha i rperson of the Obse rvato ry of Re l ig ious

L i berty, i nst itu ted by the I ta l ia n M i n i st ry of Fore ign Affa i rs i n ord e r to

mon itor prob l ems of re l ig i ous l i berty o n a wo rl dwide sca l e .
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