01:050:330 American Cults and Communes

This course looks at American religious and communal experiments from our
early history to today. Many such experiments have become “respectable” over
time while newer ones are generally disparaged with the term “cults.” The
course argues that, in a sense, all religions, and many communal experiments,
begin as “cults.” We will look at such early groups as Shakers through the
communes of the 1960s, as well as some of the suicide cults closer to our own
time such as Jonestown and Heaven'’s Gate. We will find disturbing similarities
between these groups in their rejection of democratic processes as they seek
utopia. The course will employ memoirs, novels, and documentary and feature
films, as well as some highly controversial materials. Guests from some groups
presently in existence will be invited to class.



