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") few years ago a group of people in the United States received nessages
that the end of the world was coming in a few month's tine. They lcarncd that
they were to be rescued by 'flying saucers', while the rest of the world would
be destroyed by flood. They were instructed to prepare themselves and to be
ready. They were firnly convinced of the truth of this prediction, so the
nenbers of this group, which included a doctor and a number of university
students, gave up their jobs; they set about selling their hones, and they gave
awey all their money in preparationfor the cnd.

Given this belief, their bchaviour was cntirely logical. In tinmes of war
nen give their lives in rash acts of bravery for causes which they believe
to be right. The ultimate outconme is not inporfant; the spur to action lics
in the belief itself. Our actions are defined by the way we view the situation
at any tine. Normally we set oui alarn clocks at night because we belicve that
we shall live to be awakened by d¢hen in the nerning. But if we were to becone
firnly convinced that we should dic in the nicht, we would probably not vothcr
to sot then. The finerican sociologist W.I, Thonas, in sumnarizing the impeort-
ant place of belief in the understanding of social behaviour, pointed out that
'if neon defined situaticens as recal, they are real in their conscquences', Our
understanding of how p.ople, hchave depends to a considerable degree on know-
ing how thc world looks to then, and how they define their situation in it,

When socictics arc changing rapidly the cstablished truths of rcligion and
intellectunl authority arc thrown apen to deubt and question. Both sacred
and sceular rclativisn arc currently breaking down the traditional patterns, and
have already created large arcas of anxicty ahd uncertainty. Such a situation
provides an opportunity for thosc who ean still offer certainTy instead of
doubt - a certainty based on an alternative sect of beliefs, and usually derived
from a transcending source of authority. A4s indeced has happened in the past,

we would expect cults to rom around the chicf stresses in the seccial and cul-
turnl fabric of cur socicty.

The belicf systens of cults arc forned to ncet undefined or inadequately
explained arcas of cxpcrience. They have usvally been concernced with aspects
of such basic problens of human cxistence as death and the hereafter; the
problen of inproving humnn nental and spiritual capacity; and the problen of
the destiny of the world. Spiritualist, for instance, has developed as a
specific cult of the dead, in responee to the uncertninty and apparent neglect
of this topic in ccclesiastical teaching in the nincteenth century.

New belief systens secic to resolve sonc of the conflicts of social change
by rencving the comnon anxieties of their £ 1lowers, and by giving then an
acceptable explanntion of shifts in a world which they appear to be able neithe:
to explain nor control, The particular appeal of these beliefs is to those who
feel that they have been deniced the rewvards that others appear to have; thosc
who have failed in the conpetition for success; and these who can IO longer
accept the approved valucs by which the existing sccinl structure is supported
and justified, Alternative cxplanations at any of these levels can help to
provide new purpose and status to replace the old; & ncw sct of beliefs to tran-
forn a sensc of failurc into a certainty of success; and a newly defined causc
to provide a channel for uscful cnergies, fresh opportunitics for participation
and the cxercisc of power. In this way, the rejected of the 0ld ordcr can
becone the clect of the ncw,"
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