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Thesis Abstract 
 
Many deconstructions of Watchtower Society freedom through paradigms of power and 

domination yield conclusions that cannot adequately account for the unique Watchtower 

Society contributions to twentieth century freedoms. These contributions have taken the form 

of extending American constitutional freedoms, collective and personal resistance to secular 

totalitarian and genocidal discourses, and life-promoting transformation of subjectivity for 

millions of Watchtower Society members. In contrast to the more common representation of 

the Watchtower Society as a quasi-totalitarian religious organisation, this thesis presents a 

poststructural, macro-content analysis of Watchtower Society freedom, utilising insights from 

evolutionary sociology, expanded and triangulated by the social theories of Foucauldian 

Biopower and Genealogy; Hegelian Master/Slave and Cunning of Reason, and Bourdieu’s 

Habitus and Symbolic Violence.  

 

The conclusions rendered in this thesis through the above interpretive instruments align with 

the Watchtower Society’s historical trajectory and suggest that the Watchtower Society 

functions as the primate equivalent of eusocial insect colonies (superorganisms).  Members 

subordinate personal aspirations for the common good of the Watchtower Society, regulated 

by discourses of fear, hope and love. Survival, longevity, productivity, belonging, meaning, 

and hope, emerge as the characteristic forms of Watchtower Society freedom.   

 

An analysis of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ life-narratives suggests that the Watchtower Society 

functions as an effective recovery community for various destructive addictions. However, 

anonymous online blogs by Jehovah’s Witnesses with same-sex attraction demonstrate that the 

freedom experienced in the Watchtower Society is contingent on loyalty and conformity to 

Watchtower Society discourses and preferred subjectivity.  Thus, Jehovah’s Witnesses with 
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same-sex attraction are used as a test case for loyal non-conformers in relation to the 

construction of freedom in the Watchtower Society. 

 

Religious discourse is identified in this thesis as a power that operates biopsychosocially to 

either promote or compromise life and freedom for various sectors of the Watchtower Society 

global population. This biopsychosocial approach acknowledges the role of evolutionary 

selection pressures (for survival), as well as social constructionist mechanisms for imagining 

‘possible lives’ and generating cultural representations as bearers of meaning.  

 

Keywords 
 
Watchtower Society, freedom, apocalyptic millenarianism, survival, fear management, unity, 

obedience, loyalty, conformity, struggle, surrender, superorganism, immuno-politics, 

Alcoholics Anonymous. 
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 Chapter 1: The Discursive Construction of Freedom in the Watchtower Society 
 

The Freedom Claim in the Watchtower Society 

 
What is the secret to gaining true freedom…Jehovah has already begun preparing his 
servants for that freedom….“the perfect law” (that) has no need for a long list of 
sanctions or penalties, for it is founded on love and is engraved on minds and hearts, 
not on tablets of stone…(As) we loyally adhere to the law of freedom, we taste its 
liberating powers even now…Among other things, it produces within us qualities that 
are essential to freedom—“love, joy, peace, long-suffering, kindness, goodness, faith, 
mildness, self-control.” (Gal. 5:22, 23) Without those qualities, especially love, no 
society can be truly free…(You) have the privilege of being among the only people in 
the world who can rightly be called “a free people.” (Watchtower Bible and Tract 
Society, 2012, July 15, pp. 7-11).1  

 
 
 

As well as claiming to offer the only true freedom, the Watchtower Society (WTS) lives within 

an apocalyptic narrative wherein its role is to proclaim an imminent end to all forms of tyranny 

and enslavement: fear; alienation; oppression; poverty; inequality; violence; crime, dishonesty, 

and the greatest terror of all -death.  In terms of its own survival, the WTS has, arguably, proved 

a successful, transnational, united ‘brotherhood’, incorporating members from almost all 

countries, races and ethnicities.  Central to the WTS defining narrative, is the God whose name 

is Jehovah.  In WTS discourse, the name ‘Jehovah’ occurs approximately 7,000 times in the 

original text of the Bible and means ‘Jehovah will become whatever is necessary to accomplish 

his purpose’ (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2010, April 1, p. 7).2 

 

Becoming is an evolutionary concept, thus it stands to reason, that the followers of Jehovah 

also need to be flexible as they endeavour to keep up with ‘Jehovah’s Heavenly Chariot’ 

                                                
1 Let Jehovah lead you to true freedom. The Watchtower (Study Edition), 7-11. 
2 What Jesus Taught About God. The Watchtower, 6-7. 
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(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2016, November, p. 16).3  Drawing on Ezekiel’s vision 

of a celestial chariot, the WTS article interprets this Bible prophecy as follows: 

Jehovah rides on this chariot, and it goes wherever his spirit impels it to go…The 
chariot certainly has been on the move! Think about the many organizational changes 
that have been made during the past decade—and bear in mind that Jehovah is behind 
such developments…Reflect on what the earthly part of God’s organization has been 
accomplishing in these last days (p. 16). 

 

 

Indeed, the accomplishments of the WTS over its history have been outstanding for a group of 

its size.  To have stood against, and outlived, two twentieth century totalitarian regimes4 bent 

on eradicating the organisation (Baran, 2006, 2011a, 2011b, 2014; Buber-Neumann, 1949, 

2009; Hesse, 2001; C. King, 1982; Longman, 2001; Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1994, 

December 15, 1996), and extended first amendment freedoms in the United States of America 

(Barringer Gordon, 2011; Grohsgal, 2011; Henderson, 2002; Peters, 2000); to be 

acknowledged as the global publishing titans (Meyers, 2010); to have the most comprehensive 

language translation service on the internet; to be able to erect modern public buildings catering 

to hundreds of attendees in a matter of days, and to bind people from different countries and 

ethnic and cultural groups into a united global brotherhood, certainly demands respect and 

further investigation.  Furthermore, where other nations5 have difficulty promoting cohesion 

and cooperation within their own borders, the WTS has been able to mobilise over eight million 

                                                
3 Do you highly esteeem Jehovah's own book? The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 14-18. 
4 The Nazi Holocaust and the Stalin era (Buber-Neumann, 1949, 2009). 
5 Jehovah’s Witnesses consider themselves part of Jehovah’s nation. In WTS discourse, Jehovah’s nation is ‘a 
people’ under a Heavenly Government, residing in a symbolic (discursively constructed) ‘land’ as ‘Spiritual 
Israel’. Currently, only the ‘anointed class’, represented by the WTS Governing Body (the ‘Faithful and Discreet 
Slave’) are citizens of this nation. The ‘other sheep’ are regarded as ‘alien residents’ whose security and salvation 
depends on loyal association and service to Christ’s representative co-rulers, and each other.  However, when all 
the anointed members (‘memorial partakers’ numbered at 18,564 in the 2017 Grand Totals –see jw.org) have 
finished their earthly course, and are part of the Heavenly Government, the faithful ‘other sheep’ will become the 
sole occupants and citizens of a paradise earth (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1959, June 15, 1968, 
November 15, 1982, July 1). 
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people from almost every region of the world, without armies or physical force, to voluntarily 

work together for the common good of its global family.  

 

To explore how the WTS constructs freedom for its members is then the focus of this thesis, 

guided by the following research questions: 

1) How does the Watchtower Society discursively construct freedom for its members? 

2) How is freedom experienced by members of two distinct groups within the WTS: 

a) Jehovah’s Witnesses who conform to the preferred WTS heterosexual subjectivity; 

b) Jehovah’s Witnesses who do not conform to the WTS preferred heterosexual 

subjectivity and are identified as ‘heterosexually challenged’ because they 

experience same-sex-attraction6? 

 

Contextualising the Watchtower Society 

 
 
The Watchtower Society arose as a premillennial7 apocalyptic sect in the New England district 

of North America in the 1870s (Underwood, 1993, p. 112).  While there were many contesting 

religious and political ideologies in circulation at that time, the two most successful apocalyptic 

groups in the mid-nineteenth century were the Mormons8, and the Millerites (p. 112).  The 

Millerites were named after William Miller (1782-1849), an upstate New York farmer, who by 

a complex method of symbolic and typological interpretation of the Bible, concluded that the 

second coming of Christ to earth would occur around 1843, later revised to 1844 (p. 112).  The 

                                                
6 Same-sex-attraction is the term used in the Watchtower Society (WTS) to describe a homosexual orientation.  
The term ‘homosexual’ is often equated in the WTS with homosexual acts and is therefore regarded as an 
abomination.  Same-sex-attraction in WTS discourse, on the other hand, is a ‘challenge’ that may be resisted, thus 
does not necessarily compromise the integrity of the afflicted subject (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2008a, 
2010, December, 2014).  
7 Two rival millenarian paradigms were dominant in mid-nineteenth century America – 1) premillennialism or 
millennial apocalypticism, and 2) postmillennialism (Underwood, 1993, pp. 3-5).  Postmillennialism envisaged a 
gradual Christianisation of the entire world through successful evangelism, followed by resurrection, Day of 
Judgement, and Christ’s return to the earth at the end of a thousand years (p. 5). 
8 The Mormon Church prefers to be referred to as The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS), but I 
have used the name cited by the author. 
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Seventh-day Adventist Church and the Watchtower Society developed out of the Millerite 

movement (Cragun & Lawson, 2010; Lawson, 1995a).   

 

Population growth in North American cities had rapidly increased from the 1820s, with crime 

rates rising four times as rapidly as the population, so that by 1860, Philadelphia, New York 

and Boston were perceived as centres of threat to social order, religious freedom and 

democracy (Fogel, 2000, p. 58).  Inadequate housing, sanitation and water services, as well as 

robberies, prostitution, drunkenness, vagrant children, and gangs of professional criminals 

(including children), served to compromise the quality of life, with average life expectancy in 

the cities around 24 years,9 6 years less than for Southern Slaves (p. 58). The modernity 

narrative of progress was thus ‘losing its plausibility and was being replaced by the genres of 

apocalypse and nihilism’ (Loy, 2010, p. 17). 

 

Although the early nineteenth century had been a time of great social reforms, social critique, 

and profound self-questionings (Greer, 2012, pp. 141-145), by mid to late nineteenth century, 

disillusion with the outcomes of social reform created a population vulnerable and receptive to 

ideologies which offered a perfect world by divine intervention (p. 145).  An article in an 

American liberal social reform magazine, The Arena (Flower, 1891, June) gave voice to the 

pessimism and ominous foreboding of the times: 

There are no illusions left to us, no high, inspiring sentiment.  We have reached our 
limit, and the best thing to be hoped for now is some vast cataclysmal event, which, by 
destroying us out-of-hand, may save us the slow misery of extinction by disease, 
despair, and the enmity of every man against every other (p. 8). 

 

                                                
9 Documented average life expectancies in nineteenth century New England district vary between the mid-20s 
and 40s.  Life in the cities was more precarious than in the rural areas, thus life expectancies were lower in the 
highly populated cities. 
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In nineteenth century American philosophy and politics, liberty as freedom for the individual 

to pursue his self-interest was a primary concern (Greer, 2012, p. 70).  Democratic freedoms, 

however, promoted a proliferation of religious and philosophical ideologies, cults, mysteries, 

and supernatural manifestations, until there was a bewildering babel of conflicting voices, 

characteristic of postmodernity (Underwood, 1993, pp. 45, 90).  Too many choices proved to 

be as disempowering as too few, and authority figures and discourses of certainty and hope, as 

in apocalyptic millennialism, found a ready audience.  One of these authorities was Charles 

Taze Russell, who launched the publication of the Zion’s Watchtower10 magazine in July 1879, 

and officially in 1884 declared the name of his religious organisation, Zion’s Watch Tower 

Tract Society (Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society of Pennsylvania, 1984, pp. 42-60; 

Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2009, May 1, pp. 22-25).11  Russell offered all who would 

listen, a clear message of hope and certainty: no hell (merely annihilation) for the wicked and 

unrepentant; and eternal life for the faithful (C. T. Russell, 1877).12 

 

Despite a history going back to the Millerite movement, in current times the most significant 

historical date for the Watchtower Society and Jehovah’s Witnesses is 1919 (Watchtower Bible 

and Tract Society, 2017, February, pp. 23-28).13  In current Watchtower Society discourse, 

Christ began reigning in the heavens in 1914, and in 1919 appointed the ‘Faithful and Discreet 

                                                
10 WT Archive at http://www.a2z.org/wtarchive/archive.htm contains files of older, out-of-print Watchtower 
publications which are now in the public domain. 
11 1984: Jehovah’s Witnesses—Proclaimers of God’s Kingdom; 2009: Brooklyn Bethel—100 Years of History. 
The Watchtower, 22-25. 
12 The seven volumes of Studies in the Scriptures (1916-1918), the first six authored by Charles Taze Russell, are 
available online at https://ia802701.us.archive.org/2/items/StudiesInTheScripturesVolumes1-7/1916-
1918_Studies_in_the_Scriptures.pdf, accessed 12 May, 2017. 
13 Who is Leading God's People Today? The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 23-28. 
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Slave’ (FDS)14 to take the lead among his people (Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society of 

Pennsylvania, 2016b, p. 23).15 

In 1919 the anointed disciples of the reigning King, Jesus Christ, did enter into an 
approved condition, and this was attended with immense joy on their part. Nineteen 
centuries earlier the apostle Paul wrote to his fellow believers to tell them of their 
exalted position: “We are therefore ambassadors substituting for Christ.” (2 Corinthians 
5:20) That was written when Jesus was yet merely the heir apparent with the prospect 
of receiving “the kingdom of the heavens.” (Matthew 25:1) So, then, he needed to sit 
at God’s right hand and to wait there for the day of inauguration. But now, since 1919, 
the approved remnant have been “ambassadors” sent forth by One actually reigning as 
King. (Hebrews 10:12, 13) This fact was specially called to the attention of the 
International Bible Students at the Cedar Point, Ohio, convention in 1922 (Watch 
Tower Bible and Tract Society of Pennsylvania, 1986, p. 66). 
 

 

In 1931, in Columbus Ohio, ‘Bible Students’ loyal to Joseph Rutherford, were given the name 

Jehovah’s Witnesses (Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society of Pennsylvania, 2016b, p. 47)16 

to distinguish them from the ‘Bible Students’ who had remained loyal to Charles Taze Russell’s 

teachings.17  The unity that has subsequently been achieved by the Watchtower Society is a 

factor of central organisation and control, and limited opportunity for the general membership 

to introduce alternate perspectives on WTS discourses.  Public talks are prepared from 

centrally-generated detailed outlines, and Watchtower studies allow only for reproducing 

Watchtower text and key ideas in response to scripted questions:18 

As part of Jehovah’s family of worshipers, we maintain unity because all of us are 
“taught by Jehovah” and hold firmly to his revealed truth. (John 6:45; Psalm 43:3) Since 
our teachings are based on God’s Word, all of us speak in agreement. We gladly accept 
the spiritual food made available by Jehovah through “the faithful and discreet slave.” 

                                                
14 ‘The Faithful and Discreet Slave’ is since 2012, limited to the Governing Body of the WTS (2012 JW Annual 
Meeting Report, available at https://www.jw.org/en/jehovahs-witnesses/activities/events/annual-meeting-report-
2012/, accessed 24 September, 2017). The current structure of the Governing Body, however, did not exist until 
1976 (Franz, 2002, p. 78). 
15 God's Kingdom Rules.  Also a WT library search online at jw.org, using the key word ‘1919’ brings up many 
references establishing the importance of this year in current WTS discourse. 
16 God's Kingdom Rules. 
17 The International Bible Students have a web site at http://www.internationalbiblestudents.com/about.html, 
which lists some of their differences to the WTS and other Christian groups, but there were also other groups who 
broke away from groups and subgroups of the ‘Bible Students’. 
18 A weekly Public Talk and Watchtower study is available on video at 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCfN2EV0YZ-gI5k4gwq0n1ow/videos, each week. 
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(Matthew 24:45-47) Such uniform teaching assists us to maintain our unity worldwide 
(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1996, July 15, pp. 16-17).19 

 

The WTS also provides an intensive midweek training program20 for its members, using 

Christian Life and Ministry meeting workbooks and reference materials (available for 

download at jw.org).  Members learn to study, present, and apply Bible discourses in their lives 

and field ministry. Males give Bible readings, talks, and witnessing demonstrations, while 

females perform role-plays and skits, to equip all members for effective ministry.  Thus, 

Jehovah’s Witnesses receive approximately three and a half hours of Bible and personal skills 

training each week, which along with home study and field ministry (practical application), 

would likely equal the time a dedicated part-time university student would spend on an 

undergraduate course. 

The Watchtower Society and Freedom 

What is Freedom? 

 
The question of freedom, namely, how to promote freedom while maintaining necessary social 

order, has been a defining political issue throughout history (Berlin, 1958; G. W. F. Hegel, 

2001a; Rawls, 1999a, 2001).  While for Hegel, the fear of death and concern for survival 

motivates a quest for individual productivity and freedom (G. W. F. Hegel, 1977, section 194; 

G.W.F. Hegel, 2008, pp. 1-18), for Rawls, the uncertain boundaries of freedom generate fear 

in its exercise (Rawls, 1999b, p. 210).  As Rawls laments, it is dangerous to follow rules when 

we cannot be certain that others will do likewise (p. 296). For this reason, freedom cannot 

easily be divorced from its dialectic of fear, such that fear needs to be considered in any 

                                                
19 Maintain Unity in These Last Days. The Watchtower, 15-20. 
20 The midweek Christian Life and Ministry video is available each week at 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCfN2EV0YZ-gI5k4gwq0n1ow/videos. 
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conceptualisation of freedom.  It is argued in this thesis that freedom in the WTS emerges as 

part of a freedom-fear feedback loop, and on the individual level, through a reconstruction of 

subjectivity to match a preferred WTS habitus.  A common pattern identified in WTS strategies 

for transformation appropriates the technologies of fear, hope and love, as explained below. 

 

In response to a natural or constructed fear crisis, hope discourses, usually in the form of 

apocalyptic narratives, are implemented to address the ‘motivation disorder’, characteristic of 

addictions/obsessive attachments (West in Timmons, 2012, p. 1162).  This (hope) discourse-

generated ‘Higher Power’, in conjunction with a subject’s own recognition of powerlessness 

in a particular situation (fear), motivates a subject to consent to a transformation of habitus that 

promises belonging (love) and meaning (Flores, 2006; Frankl, 1984; Lambert et al., 2013).  

Desire and effort for change (motivation) subsequently lead to new attachments (substitute 

addictions) and altered directions in life. 

 

Fear-based technologies are both a productive and potentially destructive force in the 

construction of WTS freedom, and this is discussed in subsequent chapters in this thesis.  

Moreover, it is argued that the WTS, as an organisation, is currently experiencing its own fear-

driven crises21 which may actually offer opportunities for effective change, as foreshadowed 

by Hegel’s ‘cunning of reason’22 (G.W.F.  Hegel, [1837] 2001, p. 51).  Crises are opportunities 

to reflect on, and reconsider, that strategies which worked in a past historical era may be 

counter-productive in new times. For example, the WTS’ ‘provoke, resist and litigate’ 

                                                
21 Some of the crises the WTS is currently experiencing are the reports from the Australian Royal Commission 
investigations into Child Sexual Abuse; financial consequences in payouts by the WTS to victims of child sexual 
abuse; current bans and proposed liquidation of WTS assets in Russia; ‘Apostate’ scholarly appraisal of specific 
acts of injustice and oppression within WTS congregations; large numbers (approximately 70%) of youth raised 
as JWs leaving, and lower numbers of converts joining the WTS in more developed countries. 
22 For Hegel, ‘cunning of reason’ is a dialectical process of creation and destruction/negation, suggesting that it 
is only in hindsight that the true outcomes of any social trajectory can be appreciated. 
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strategies that promoted First Amendment freedoms in America (Grohsgal, 2011; Henderson, 

2002), are likely to further curtail the freedom of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ (JWs) if used in Russia 

and other countries where JWs are currently banned or persecuted.23  Moreover, controlling 

information, a previously successful management strategy in the WTS for recruiting and 

retaining members, is impossible in the age of the internet.  Currently, the WTS is experiencing 

damaging publicity generated by the Australian Royal Commission investigation into child 

sexual abuse (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, 

August 14, 2015, July; August, 2016, October, 2017, March 10). This, no doubt, will impact 

the freedom of Jehovah’s Witnesses, and the practices of the WTS Governing Body, in the 

areas of freedom of information, association, and conscience.  

 

Isaiah Berlin’s (1958) two dominant categories of freedom: 1) Negative Freedom as the 

absence of interference by others, and 2) Positive Freedom where a subject is ‘prepared to 

curtail freedom in the interest of other values’ (pp. 3, 4), proved limiting in relation to 

deconstructing the research data and WTS discourses in this research project.  More useful, I 

argue, were the categories I have designated: ‘Enacted Freedom’ as resistance/cooperation, and 

‘Emergent Freedom’ as traits/power that emerges from the inter-subjectivity of a cooperating, 

self-sacrificing group of people such as the WTS members. These traits, like language, are not 

the property of any individual, but are a factor of organisational inter-connectedness (Smaldino, 

2014, p. 244).24 

 

Self-determination as freedom, regarded as an indispensable element in both negative and 

positive freedom, is problematic for both categories. Berlin (1958) acknowledges that what 

                                                
23 See ‘Newsroom’ section at jw.org. 
24 A useful way to conceptualise emergent freedom is by using the analogy of language. Language emerges from 
group interaction and promotes freedom and productivity through fostering intelligibility, recognition and 
collaboration. 
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passes as self-determination in positive freedom may be an imposed, or manipulated 

subjectivity/desire (pp. 7, 14). Proponents of negative freedom, however, often underestimate 

the discursive influences on ‘free will’ which impact reason and choice. Berlin (1958) 

recognises this when he states that subjects can be dominated by prejudices, passions, fears, 

neuroses, ignorance, myths, and illusions, ‘not necessarily willed by the agent’ (p. 14).  Sam 

Harris (2012) reinforces this conclusion: 

One fact now seems indisputable:  Some moments before you are aware of what you 
will do next – a time in which you subjectively appear to have complete freedom to 
behave however you please – your brain has already determined what you will do.  You 
then become conscious of this “decision” and believe you are in the process of making 
it (p. 9). 

 

Berlin (1958), nevertheless, concedes that freedom is not essential for the growth of human 

integrity or creativity (pp. 5, 6), but acknowledges that subjects are enslaved by despots in the 

form of institutions, beliefs and neuroses (p. 14).  Notwithstanding, Berlin accepts that the 

‘recognition and belonging’ that members experience in their respective communities, is a 

hybrid form of social freedom (pp. 21-25).   

 

In exploring the various theoretical trajectories for deconstructing freedom in the Watchtower 

Society (WTS), no single social theory rendered comprehensive insights and conclusions that 

aligned with my own observations over forty years of informal association in the WTS.  

Instead, an understanding emerged from a synthesis of the appropriated social theories which 

reinforced the concept of the WTS as an evolving superorganism (D. S. Wilson, 1997, 2002a, 

2010, November 16, 2014) offering hope, belonging, and meaning, through a fear-management 

paradigm.  The interpretive toolkit in this research included: 

• Michel Foucault’s concept of biopower (Cooter & Stein, 2010; Foucault, 1977, 

1982; Lilja & Vinthagen, 2014; P. Rabinow & Rose, 2003; Paul Rabinow & Rose, 

2006);  
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• Isaiah Berlin’s two concepts of liberty –positive and negative freedom (Berlin, 

1958); 

• Judith Butler’s concept of performativity and issues of gender inequity and non-

conformity (Butler, 1993, 2004, 2009);  

• Georg Wilhelm Hegel’s thought experiments on emerging ‘Geist’/spirit, the 

‘cunning of reason’, and the Master-Slave paradigm (G. F. Hegel, 1948; G.W.F. 

Hegel, 1830; G. W. F. Hegel, 1977, 2001a, 2001b; G.W.F.  Hegel, [1837] 2001);   

• Bourdieu’s habitus25 and symbolic violence26 (Bourdieu, 2000, 2005; Lizardo, 

2004; Webb, Schirato, & Danaher, 2002).  

 
 

While there have been staunch opponents to various interpretations of evolutionary sociology 

(Aghapour, 2011; D. T. O'Brien, 2001), the problem, as detailed by the opponents, has 

essentially been at the level of articulation, rather than scientific plausibility, and there is a 

growing consensus that evolutionary explanations are indispensable for understanding social 

phenomena (Dennett, 2002, pp. 692, 693; McKay & Dennett, 2009; D. T. O'Brien, 2001; 

Smaldino, 2014; Turner & Abrutyn, 2016). The burgeoning literature in the area of 

evolutionary sociology and biocognitive theories seems to attest to the evolutionary turn as a 

new episteme.27  In this thesis, the biocognitive episteme generates new perspectives on the 

WTS from the standpoint of the WTS as the primate equivalent of eusocial insect 

superorganisms. 

 

                                                
25 Habitus in this thesis refers to biopsychosocially acquired dispositions, which manifest as deeply ingrained 
habits, skills, and attitudes.  
26 Symbolic violence is a form of disguised, discursively-generated power relations which work on bodies through 
consent, complicity and misrecognition (Morgan & Björkert, 2006).  Through hierarchical relationships of loyalty, 
respect and gratitude, domination is unrecognised, and resistance and revolt minimised or suppressed. However, 
as in the case of biopower, symbolic violence can both enslave or emancipate from more destructive behaviours. 
Thus, the outcomes of symbolic violence cannot be evaluated outside a particular context. 
27 This term ‘episteme’, which Foucault introduces in his book The Order of Things (Foucault, 1994), refers to 
the orderly 'unconscious' structures underlying the production of scientific knowledge in a particular time and 
place. It is the 'epistemological field' which forms the conditions of possibility for knowledge in a given time and 
place. It has often been compared to T.S Kuhn's notion of paradigm (http://www.michel-foucault.com/concepts/). 
 



20 
 

Biocognitive subfields draw from two sciences: 1) evolutionary psychology (and sociology), 

and 2) cognitive sciences such as neuroscience; psychology; anthropology and behavioural 

psychology (Aghapour, 2011, p. 20).  There is a biocognitive assumption that behaviours are 

motivated by either evolutionary forces specific for that behaviour, in this case, religion; or 

religion as a by-product of psychological mechanisms that evolved for other purposes (p. 22).  

Social and biocognitive theories are discussed more comprehensively in Chapter 3 and reveal 

that some controversial practices in the WTS such as shunning, rejecting blood transfusions, 

fear of apostates etc., are more informatively conceptualised as strategies for the survival of a 

superorganism. 

 

In addition to the conceptual analysis tools contributed by Berlin, Bourdieu, Foucault and 

Hegel, biocognitive (evolutionary) theories offer valuable perspectives to explain the fear 

responses which manifest as control and punishment in the WTS. Group selection, evolutionary 

adaptation, immuno-politics, complexity and emergence theories, have proved to be useful 

tools in understanding the fear-freedom feedback loop which generates both enacted freedom 

(resistance-cooperation) and emergent freedom (energy/force/power) in the WTS.  Moreover, 

the WTS conceptualises and represents itself and its opponents in biocognitive metaphors: 

Jehovah’s Witnesses as ants and locusts working together (Watchtower Bible and Tract 

Society, 1995, March 22; 2016, March, pp. 13-17);28  ‘apostates’ as mentally diseased and 

contagious (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2011, July 15);29 the global congregation as 

a single body/superorganism (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2016, March),30 and 

                                                
28 2016: You can share in strengthening our Christian unity - How? The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 13-17; 
1995: Go to the ant. Awake!, 31.   
29 Will you heed Jehovah's clear warning. The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 15-19. 
30 You can share in strengthening our Christian unity - How? The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 13-17 



21 
 

equating homosexuality with AIDS and disgust triggers (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 

1997, January 1).31  

 

While biocognitive theories are considered controversial, and for some, a return to nineteenth 

century positivism because of truth claims and taken-for-granted assumptions (Aghapour, 

2011, p. 6), truth claims, are nevertheless, a core element of WTS transformative pedagogy.  

With all truth claims, including those posited by science, the crucial factor is to know their 

limits –in which situations they are true; where they stop being true, and what they not able to 

explain (Abrams, 2015, p. 121).  Moreover, Hegel’s Master-Slave paradigm, and the concept 

of emergent Geist/spirit, is used in conjunction with biocognitive theories to inform on WTS 

freedom. Hegel’s ‘thought experiments’ arguably align with biocognitive theories, such that 

both perspectives are able to moderate each other with respect to their limits and the 

conclusions generated on the multi-level construction of freedom in the WTS. And 

notwithstanding this possibility of theoretical resonance, the use of biocognitive theory in this 

research project has been grounded on the imperative to understand things from a different 

perspective and thus generate ‘new’ knowledge (Smith (Ed), 2008, p. 1563). 

Levels of Freedom in the Watchtower Society 

 
 
In this thesis, the three broad levels at which freedom is explored in the Watchtower Society 

are:   

1) Individual Level: Transformative Pedagogy – Recovery;  

2) Society Level:  The Watchtower Superorganism – Resistance and Cooperation;  

3) Cosmic/Meta-Discursive Level:  Construction and Revision of apocalyptic discourses. 

 
                                                
31 Let us abhor what is wicked. The Watchtower, 26-29. 
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Individual level of freedom: Recovery 

 
 
The WTS meets the qualifications for, and functions as, an effective ‘Recovery Community’, 

for members whose life-chances and freedom have been compromised by particular destructive 

attachments and addictions (see Chapter 5).  As a recovery community, the WTS offers 

replacement attachments, discourses of hope, a strong collective identity, meaning, purpose, 

and belonging –factors considered indispensable for transforming addictions32 (Levinson & 

Worgan, 2011; Moberg & Finch, 2008; White, Kurtz, & Sanders, 2006).  Freedom is enacted 

as subjects resist drives and desires that are destructive and which impede more productive 

aspirations.  For those able to bring their drives and desires into conformity with Jehovah’s 

standards, freedom emerges as the experience of being able to do whatever one wishes, 

because, as ‘one mind’ with the WTS superorganism, one wishes to do only whatever Jehovah 

requires:  

The secret, then, to being free –being able to do what we desire– is to cultivate the right 
desires, those that harmonise with Jehovah’s personality and standards.  In other words, 
we have to learn to love what Jehovah loves and to hate what he hates, which the law 
of freedom helps us to do (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2012, July 15, p. 8).33   

 

 

Berlin’s hybrid freedom of social solidarity -belonging and hope- is seemingly attainable in the 

WTS only by those able to conform to a WTS preferred (heterosexual) subjectivity. Those 

unable to embody the desires and behaviours consistent with the ideal WTS subjectivity are as 

in autoimmunity, misrecognised as not belonging, or as a danger to the WTS ‘superorganism’.  

                                                
32 In addiction theories, a particular addiction is rarely totally eradicated. Triggers and cues can awaken drives 
many years after a substance or behaviour is no longer an obsession.  Addictions can only be re-covered with, 
(substituted by) other habituated behaviours. In WTS discourse, any behaviour that is prioritised over commitment 
and service to Jehovah and the WTS is considered an addiction (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2012, July 
15, pp. 7-11). 
33 Let Jehovah lead you to true freedom. The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 7-11. 
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Judith Butler speaks to this dispossession, not just as a struggle for rights, but as the need for 

recognition and legitimacy: 

…when we struggle for rights, we are not simply struggling for rights that attach to my 
person, but we are struggling to be conceived as persons…To be part of a sexual 
minority means, most emphatically, that we are also dependent on the protection of 
public and private spaces, on legal sanctions that protect us from violence, on 
safeguards of various institutional kinds against unwanted aggression imposed on us, 
and the violent actions they sometimes instigate.  In this sense, our very lives, and the 
persistence of our desire, depends on there being norms of recognition that produce and 
sustain our viability as human (Butler, 2004, pp. 32, 33). 

 
 

The deconstruction of blogs by Jehovah’s Witnesses with same-sex-attraction (JWs with SSA) 

(Chapter 6) reveals that freedom for currently marginalised or alienated individuals in the 

WTS, who do not wish to leave the organisation, depends on identifying or creating spaces of 

existence, as well as resistance, that will not compromise their membership in the WTS.  Since, 

as argued, the WTS functions as a superorganism, which requires all members to work together 

for the common (WTS) good, resistance strategies based on open refusal to cooperate; 

rearticulating discourses, and attempting to destabilise institutional control, threaten unity and 

order (Lilja & Vinthagen, 2014, p. 114), and thus are more likely to further alienate than liberate 

JWs with SSA in the WTS. As Lilja and Vinthagen (2014) concede, ‘the open method of 

challenge is hard to sustain once discipline is a dominant feature of society and when 

institutional correction systems are in place for those who do not conform’ (p. 114). 

 

The dilemma for JWs with SSA is that of a double investment in subjectivity.  Since this group 

of JWs with SSA do not meet the WTS’ preferred heterosexual subjectivity; as gender non-

conformists, they are marginalised in the WTS. However, their investment in their religious 

subjectivity precludes them from moving on to more inclusive contexts outside the WTS.  As 

the research data shows (Chapter 6), leaving the WTS often results in cognitive and emotional 

dissonance, suicide ideation, and spiritual emptiness that is experienced as loss of hope. The 
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dual subjectivity of homosexual and Jehovah’s Witness, often precludes inclusion in either the 

WTS (because of their homosexual subjectivity), or in the larger society (because of their 

restrictive religious beliefs).   

 

I argue in this thesis that the WTS educational paradigm is a transformative pedagogy, focused 

on constructing/training the habitus, which especially for converts, resembles a ‘twelve-step’ 

addiction recovery program. The WTS transformative pedagogy is concerned with constructing 

‘new system’ subjectivities which subsequently contribute to the WTS superorganism through 

voluntary self-sacrificing service.  The disciplinary and pedagogical strategies used by the 

WTS in its transformative pedagogy, align with evolutionary hypotheses on the survival of 

successful religions (Aghapour, 2011; Atran, 2004; Greene, 2014; McCauley, 2012, 2013, 

2015; Norenzayan & Shariff, 2008; Norenzayan et al., 2016; Talmont-Kaminski, 2009, 2013; 

Wade, 2009; D. S. Wilson, 2002a, 2010, November 16, 2011; D. S. Wilson, Hartberg, 

MacDonald, Lanman, & Whitehouse, 2016).  Survival is a prerequisite for freedom on both the 

individual and organisational level, and for superorganism sustainability.  Moreover, ‘Survival 

is the only hard currency of natural selection’ (McKay & Dennett, 2009, p. 509).  Fitness for a 

superorganism, however, is not about passing on genes or even memes; it is the drive of a 

socio-cultural formation to survive over time in an environment (Turner & Abrutyn, 2016, p. 

533).  Organisations have thus needed to establish and protect tight boundaries, as well as take 

measures to minimise free-riders, and prevent subversion from within (Wade, 2009; D. S. 

Wilson, 2002a, 2010, November 16, 2011). 

Social Level:  Freedom as Resistance and Cooperation 

 
 

How does a self-organising system emerge?  An anthill is an example…Collectively 
(ants) bulldoze immense amounts of the surface of the earth, redistributing nutrients.  
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But no ant knows this…The colony is a higher-level organism that has far more 
sophisticated abilities than its members do…Based on a few simple rules, the social 
system is self-organising in a way that is astonishingly successful. Ants don’t have free 
choice. They follow the local rules (Abrams, 2015, loc. 874-888). 

 

The human body is a conglomeration of trillions of cells and symbiotic bacteria that together 

constitute the complexity from which human consciousness emerges (Paul Davies in Abrams, 

2015, loc. 118-121). As part of the body, the component cells either cooperate to keep the body 

functioning or become independent and risk being destroyed (as in chemotherapy for cancer; 

antibiotics for bacteria; immune system processes), or they destroy the body.  Once cells are 

part of a larger organism, their survival within this complexity depends on cooperation, and the 

actions of their ‘higher power’ –human consciousness (Abrams, 2015, loc. 901).   

 

Building on Foucault’s seminars on biopolitics, Robert Esposito argues that the discourse of 

immunity, and especially auto-immunity, is essential to a deconstruction of the intersection of 

biology and politics that emerges as biopower in institutional superorganisms (Campbell, 2006; 

Esposito & Campbell, 2006; Farneti, 2011).  It is argued in this thesis that biopower in the 

WTS superorganism is not only a top-down technology of power for regulating and protecting 

this group body, but also emerges as a ‘higher power/force/energy’ from the inter-

subjectivity/complexity of cooperating constituents.  Thus, not only does biopower seek to 

maximise body forces and integrate them into efficient systems (Paul Rabinow & Rose, 2006, 

p. 2), but biopower also emerges from a community of believers as an immunological force 

that protects and empowers individuals who are recognised as part of this superorganism, to 

achieve what they were not able to achieve without this power.  Evidence for this is in the lives 

that are transformed through relying on a Higher Power (Jehovah) in the WTS; in 12-step 
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groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous (see Chapter 5), and in the achievements of other self-

sacrificing, cooperative groups.34   

 

Both cooperation and resistance has enabled the WTS to achieve outstanding feats of 

publishing; language translation; literacy education; building construction; standing up to 

totalitarian regimes; expanding First Amendment rights in the USA; rapid mobilisation of 

humanitarian services in times of disaster and civil strife; prison ministry and rehabilitation; 

facilitating the research and promotion of no-blood surgery in the medical field, and generally 

creating networks of social support for members who are willing to work unselfishly for the 

common good of the organisation (see Chapter 2). 

 

While many former JWs would regard the WTS’ governmental structure as a form of sovereign 

power35 rather than biopower, and therefore a relationship of violence (including both 

epistemic and discursive), the WTS has in fact, an exemplary record of non-violence when 

compared to other groups (Buber-Neumann, 1949, 2009, pp. 26-29; Lee & Simms, 2007; 

Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1994, December 15, pp. 26-29)36.  Even the WTS 

strategies of ‘protecting’ the superorganism, such as shunning and disfellowshipping, that 

creates trauma for particular members, is arguably consistent with the protective role of 

biopower, and an evolutionary strategy for group survival (D. S. Wilson, 2002a, 2002b, 2011).  

Biopower’s role is to improve the quality of life and cooperation of its members, which at times 

means it forcefully removes what it perceives to be a threat (Lilja & Vinthagen, 2014, p. 118).   

                                                
34 The WTS achievements are matched by those of the early Mormons who walked across America and established 
several cities along the way, and eventually a state.  Even today, both the WTS and the LDS Church, on a per 
capita basis, outstrip the achievements of bigger Protestant and Catholic churches (Stark, 2005; Stark & 
Iannaccone, 1997). 
35 Sovereign power demands absolute obedience and does not accept public dissent. It transforms its members 
into subordinate subjects who do what the rulers say out of fear of being caught and punished. Biopower 
transforms subjectivities, so that subjects, in obeying the leaders, are merely following their own desires. 
36 Tragedy in Rwanda - Who is Responsible? The Watchtower (1994, December 15, pp. 26-29). 
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Biopower is neither ‘good’ nor ‘bad’.  It emerges from the need to protect the life of a 

population that it regards as the composite self and divides it from those it regards as a threat.  

In this way it ‘operates as a technology of power that privileges and marginalises, empowers 

and disciplines’ (Nadesan, 2008, p. 5). Thus, Biopower reflects the collective wisdom of the 

superorganism it emerges from, and in the WTS, it speaks the language of immuno-politics 

(Esposito & Campbell, 2006). It can operate simultaneously as a repressive and productive 

force on both individuals, and collectively (Lilja & Vinthagen, 2014, p. 123), and is driven by 

truth discourses (Paul Rabinow & Rose, 2006, p. 3). The next section summarises the nature 

of these truth discourses in the WTS, and the discursive level of freedom. 

Cosmological Level:  Freedom as Revision of Discourses 

 

Apocalyptic millennialism, emerges only when society experiences dramatic political, 

industrial and technological transitions. Apocalyptic discourse is thus a reactive discourse of 

survival.  In both scientific and religious organisations, there are currently calls for 

cosmic/meta-narratives that all need to embrace in order that the human race may be saved 

from extinction (Abrams, 2015; Greene, 2014; Newitz, 2013). Millenarian movements have 

often attracted the disenfranchised and functioned historically as sources of ‘new assumptions, 

a new redemptive process, a new politico-economic framework, a new mode of measuring the 

man, a new integrity, a new community: in short, a new man’ (Burridge, 1969, p. 13).  As such, 

millenarian movements are freedom movements, inspired and incited by crises and oppression. 

History has demonstrated, however, that millenarian movements can also be volatile, 

revolutionary, and broadly significant in their consequences (Hall, 2013, pp. 3, 6).37 

                                                
37 Journalist Ken Verdoia on the PBS documentary, The Mormons, states that ‘to call someone a Mormon in the 
nineteenth century, was akin to calling them a Muslim terrorist’ in our time (Ken Verdoia in PBS, 2007; Whitney 
& Barnes, 2007). Yet in just two generations, Mormons have gone from representation as violent vigilantes, to 
model, patriotic Americans (Whitney & Barnes, 2007).  
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Millenarian movements are not static (Hall, 2013, p. 4).  They are historically and culturally 

contingent, influenced by the surrounding culture, and are subject to various levels of 

assimilation with other cultures over time (pp. 3, 4).  It is also crucial to understand that ‘end 

of the world’ discourses, as in the WTS’ ‘end of this system of things’ (Watchtower Bible and 

Tract Society, 1985, February 1, pp. 3, 4; 2012, February 1, pp. 3-9)38 does not mean the end 

of the physical world. It is the anticipation of a new, generally utopian, order: the end of the 

world as we know it –poverty, violence, injustice, inequality, oppression etc. (Hall, 2013, p. 1).  

Moreover, in WTS apocalyptic discourse, it is the survivors of the apocalypse who will bury 

the dead bodies and proceed to create a paradise earth (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 

1999, November 1, pp. 7, 8).39  There is, therefore, no WTS complacency in relation to 

protecting the environment, as in apocalyptic discourses where members will be raptured from 

the earth (Jeffrey, 1997).40 

 

As an apocalyptic, millenarian movement, the WTS draws on moral narratives (Haidt, 2013), 

and utilises disgust manipulation to promote social order and conformity in times of uncertainty 

and social chaos. The WTS prioritises three moral narratives: in-group loyalty; 

authority/respect for WTS leaders, and purity/sanctity. Disgust in the WTS is a product of the 

purity/sanctity moral narrative and links non-conformist behaviours with disgust metaphors 

and lexicon.  The WTS and other millennial movements attract specific groups of people who 

may evidence a predisposition to value that which they are already best fitted to through prior 

biopsychosocial experiences and unmet needs. This may explain why Holden (2002b) 

                                                
38 1985: Armageddon - From a God of love? The Watchtower, 3-4; 2012: Armageddon:  What is it?  When will 
it come? The Watchtower, 3-9. 
39 Prepare for the Millennium that matters! , 7-8. 
40‘The Left Behind’ series of videos, based on the book by Hal Lindsey, which promotes a ‘rapture theology’, is 
available on YouTube at http://www.hallindsey.com/videos/, accessed 10 March, 2017. 
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speculated on the basis of his research data, that those who leave the WTS, often merely replace 

the WTS worldview with another millenarian perspective on the world (pp. 7-9). 

 

In summary, an effective meta-narrative for constructing and regulating a superorganism, needs 

to address the following aspects: 

1) Shared identity; 

2) Unity (cooperation); 

3) Survival, Security and Service. 

 

Beliefs that motivate and justify behaviours must be easily learned and employed in the real 

world (D. S. Wilson, 2002a, p. 9).  Moreover, the ‘truth’ of religious beliefs only matter if 

utility is connected to the accuracy of the beliefs (Talmont-Kaminski, 2013, p. 447).  However, 

people must generally believe these ‘truths’ to act on them, so ideologies either have to be 

protected against counter-evidence or reinterpreted and revised as people lose confidence in 

out-dated or implausible narratives (pp. 448-453).  Nevertheless, Talmont-Kaminski asserts 

that useful fictions can be attractive and meaningful in their own right, and social cohesion and 

cooperation can be its own reward (p. 454).  Scott Atran (2004) adds that religion survives 

because it addresses existential anxiety such as fear, and the will to stay alive (pp. 17, 66).   

 

Cooperation, which is essential for survival and security, is seldom, if ever, gained among large 

numbers of people over long periods of time through simple consent (Atran, 2004, p. 112).  

Thus, if moral authority is to survive without the need for brute force and the constant threat 

of rebellion, everyone, regardless of socio-economic status, must have a reason for compliance, 

whether it is the panoptical vision of the gods, as Atran suggests (p. 112), or survival itself.  

Alcoholics Anonymous, for example, provides evidence that survival alone is enough to 
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motivate cooperation.  Thus, an apocalyptic narrative need only offer survival, for it to be 

effective in mobilising believers into a cooperative superorganism (Wade, 2009; D. S. Wilson, 

2002a).   

Contesting Claims on Watchtower Freedom 

 
 

David Sloan Wilson (2002a) concedes that every institution has a dark side (p. 117).  The rising 

number of WTS ‘apostates’ is highlighting the contradictions, and specific incidences of 

perceived injustices and oppression in the WTS.  Members have been traumatised and have 

even forfeited their lives in the WTS.41  Some former members, cut off from family and friends 

in the WTS, and at various stages of grieving and resentment, have even at times, turned on 

each other, exacerbating the trauma of shattered hopes and relationships (L. Evans, 2015, 

December 2).42  This response has implications for the type of freedom they now seem to 

experience.  Moreover, some ex-JWs have merely exchanged one ‘truth’ for another, and 

contend rigidly (and sometimes, aggressively) for their new truth (A. Holden, 2002b, pp. 7-9). 

In recent years, scholarly deconstruction by both ‘apostates’ and ‘underground JWs’, as well 

as online confidential WTS information ‘leaks’, are revealing the negative aspects of the fear-

based governing strategies in the WTS,43 which likewise are not without consequences for the 

attainment of freedom.   

 

                                                
41 A Google search on the harmful consequences to some members and former members of the WTS reveal: 
suicides; death from inadequate medical treatments; isolation and alienation when relationships within the WTS 
are terminated, and persecution from opponents of the WTS. 
42 Even a superficial online investigation of ‘apostate’ former-JW websites will reveal the animosity between 
various former-JW groups. 
43An interview with Howie Rutledge Tran, a homosexual man who served as a personal assistant to members of 
the Governing Body, reveals the alcohol abuse problem at Bethel, which involved some Governing Body 
members.  Alcohol abuse is often self-medication for stress and fear. The interview can be accessed as SO3E14, 
January 28, 2017, at https://jwpodcastshow.podbean.com/, accessed February 28, 2017.  
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While many former disgruntled members of the Watchtower Society (WTS ‘apostates’) often 

have specific, individual grievances, Heather and Gary Botting (1984), have nonetheless, 

articulated a perspective on the potential ‘dark side’ of collective life in a superorganism, with 

an analogy to George Orwell’s ‘Nineteen Eighty-Four’ (Botting & Botting, 1984): 

Big Brother is infallible, all-powerful, and immortal – in other words, he is identical in 
potential and in personality to the Hebrew Jehovah, after whom he is modelled. He is 
at once a vengeful God and a God of love…Despite representations of Big Brother on 
the telescreen and on ubiquitous posters which proclaim ‘BIG BROTHER IS WATCHING 

YOU’, he is invisible…The central truth of the party is that God is power incarnate, that 
he is the sovereign ruler of the universe against whom no man can stand, and that he 
demands exclusive devotion (pp. xxix, xxx). 

 
 

While the above quote is an attempt to unmask the disempowering and oppressive potential of 

an organisational superorganism, yet for some, even this all-encompassing Higher Power is 

insufficient to moderate the actions of WTS subjects predisposed to paedophilia.  A Higher 

Authority than the WTS has been needed to bring child sexual abuse perpetrators, and those 

who have inadvertently protected them, to justice, namely the 2015-2017 Australian Royal 

Commission investigation into Jehovah’s Witnesses and the WTS on the issue of child sexual 

abuse (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, August 

14, 2015, July; August, 2016, October, 2017, March 10). 

Australian Royal Commission 

 
The Honourable Justice Peter McClellan was invited to present an executive summary on the 

Australian Royal Commission findings to a conference organised by the National Council of 

Churches, in May 2017 (McClellan, P. 2017, May 16).  While encouraged by the cooperation 

and subsequent efforts to create child-safe environments by some of the organisations that were 

investigated, Justice McClellan nevertheless expressed disappointment that ‘some institutions 

resented intrusion by the Royal Commission’.  The WTS was one of the organisations that 
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regarded the Royal Commission intervention as a form of bullying, and even ‘apostate lies’ 

(see Chapter 2). And true to Justice McClellan’s prediction that, ‘any institution which does 

not acknowledge past wrongs and the need for change will lose the confidence of Australians’, 

the WTS is, indeed, losing the confidence of Australians (Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society 

of Pennsylvania, 2016a, pp. 178, 179),44  More are leaving and fewer are joining the WTS, as 

the 2017 Yearbook of Jehovah’s Witnesses and the 2017 Service Year Report (both available 

for download at jw.org) confirms. 

 

Of the 59% of child sexual abuse cases that were linked to religious institutions,45 1% was 

associated with the WTS. The Royal Commission considered that the way the WTS 

(mis)handled the allegations of child sexual abuse, further traumatised the victims, thus 

constituting the WTS as an abusive organisation (Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017, March 10, p. 62). However, in the May 2017 

conference presentation, Justice McClellan limited his focus and statements to the four areas 

the Royal Commission addressed in relation to child sexual abuse ( McClellan, P. 2017, May 

16): 

1. Prevention; 

2. Identification; 

3. Response (points 3 & 4 were identified by the Royal Commission as the most 

problematic areas in the WTS); 

4. Justice for victims. 

 

                                                
44 2017 Yearbook of Jehovah’s Witnesses: the section on membership statistics shows a decline in membership 
for Australia (pp. 178, 179). The 2017 Yearbook also reveals that other developed countries such as Canada, New 
Zealand and much of Europe are also experiencing declines in convert recruitment, and an increase in defections 
from the WTS. 
45 Government and secular institutions constituted the other percentages. 
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Justice McClellan (2017, May 16) also identified three actions for appropriate redress to 

victims, which when applied to the WTS, appear to have only been minimally fulfilled:  

1.  A direct personal apology to the victims from a senior representative of the WTS; 

2. Life-long access to therapeutic counselling and psychological care, paid for by the 

offending organisation.  This requirement poses a challenge to the WTS, since if sexual 

abuse victims leave the WTS, the non-negotiable policy is to shun the person, which 

not only does not ameliorate the stress, but actually adds to it; 

 

3. Modest monetary payments as acknowledgment of harm caused (The WTS has made 

some payouts in recent times for victims of child sexual abuse).46 

 

The counter-intuitive existence of a high level of abuse occurring in institutions where leaders 

supposedly embrace the highest ethical and moral ideals is explicable in terms of misplaced 

trust.  It is moreover, the responsibility of the whole religious community to ensure that child-

safe practices are in place.  In the case of the WTS, I argue that the Higher Power that anoints 

and appoints the leaders in the WTS is the emergent power of community consensus and 

compliance. Thus, whatever is done in the name of Jehovah is a whole community 

responsibility. There is no place for complacency since even the ‘Faithful and Discreet Slave’ 

Governing Body members admit to being fallible, imperfect men (Watchtower Bible and Tract 

Society, 2017, February, pp. 23-28).47  In its comprehensive investigations and findings in 

relation to the WTS, the Australian Royal Commission has functioned as a form of comparison 

and triangulation for my own research conclusions on the construction of freedom in the WTS. 

 

                                                
46 Lloyd Evans, John Redwood, and ‘Covert Fade’ on jwsurvey.org have kept their website audience well 
informed of developments in the area of legal payouts by the WTS. 
47 Who is Leading God's People Today? The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 23-28. 
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Research Data 

 

My four decades of informal association with Jehovah’s Witnesses (JWs) began in 1969 when 

two ladies knocked on my door and asked if I was interested in learning more about the Bible.  

This visit coincided with my own growing sense of spiritual and social emptiness, and I 

accepted the offer and began a quest for the ‘one and only true church’.  Around the same time, 

members of two other millenarian churches made contact.  By studying the Bible with two 

competing ‘cousin’ groups, who interpreted the same Bible texts in different ways, I acquired 

counter-discourses for each group’s teachings and shared these with my respective ‘Bible 

teachers’. After weeks of attempted dialogue in my WTS Bible studies, my JW teachers told 

me that they had come to teach me, and not for me to teach them.  Our Bible studies ended, but 

I continued as an informal observer and casual attender at congregational meetings and 

conventions, as well as associating with two other millenarian religions at different times.   

 

My interest in Jehovah’s Witnesses in recent years has been centred on transformative 

pedagogy, as it relates to the reconstruction/’recovery’ of the habitus in addiction processes 

(Alexander, 2008, 2012; Bourdieu, 2000, 2005; Fisher, Xu, Aron, & Brown, 2016; Flores, 

2006; Keane, 2004; R. West, 2001).  Addiction is a growing global phenomenon (Alexander, 

2012), and many Jehovah’s Witnesses have been able to overcome destructive habits and 

lifestyles through the transformative educational program and social support offered in the 

WTS.48  The WTS prison ministry has been a particularly effective and productive means of 

transforming lives,49 giving hope to those whose freedom options have been severely 

compromised.  While transformation of subjectivity in the prison population adds to both 

                                                
48 There are hundreds of life-stories in WTS publications, available online at jw.org, detailing recovery from 
various addictions. 
49 There are several videos of the WTS prison ministry on the WTS official website, jw.org. 
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personal and social freedom, this thesis focuses on and explores freedom in the WTS in relation 

to conformity within congregations. It explores the freedom experienced by Jehovah’s 

Witnesses who are loyal conformers, and the freedom offered to those, who though claiming 

to be loyal, are nevertheless challenged in the area of conformity to the WTS preferred 

heterosexual subjectivity. 

Loyal Conformers:  A Story of Surrender 

 
In Chapter 5, Freedom as Recovery in the Watchtower Society, the first research-data driven 

chapter, I explore factors related to life changes in Jehovah’s Witnesses, as documented in a 

Public Watchtower Magazine series titled, “The Bible Changes Lives”. This chapter identifies 

the WTS as an effective recovery community, using fear, especially fear related to death and 

dying, hope in the form of an apocalyptic narrative, and love in the form of new attachments 

and new desires (substitute addictions), to construct WTS preferred subjectivities.  

Documented life-stories emphasise freedom as emancipation from the bondage of various 

addictions, the fear of death, and meaning through service and relationships.  Meaning and 

purpose in life is considered a form of freedom, while meaninglessness is often considered the 

ultimate danger humans face, especially in relation to alienation and separation (Frankl, 1984; 

Turner & Abrutyn, 2016, p. 545). 

Loyal Non-conformers: A Story of Struggle 

 
Chapter Six, the second data-driven chapter, deconstructs the experiences of gender non-

conformers in the WTS, asserting –by way of analogy- that the WTS is functioning as an 

autoimmune disorder in relation to Jehovah’s Witnesses with same-sex-attraction (JWs with 

SSA). By not recognising, and in attacking its own ‘cells’ (JWs with SSA), the autoimmune 

disorder may prove potentially as lethal to the WTS as the deliberate efforts of WTS ‘apostates’ 
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to bring down the organisation.  Apostates, at low levels, can be imagined to function like a 

vaccine which promotes the production of anti-bodies to facilitate change and strengthen the 

organisation. At high levels of apostasy, and with leadership responses based on fear rather 

than transformation, the WTS as a thriving superorganism may begin haemorrhaging its 

previously cooperating members.  Without new blood (converts), the WTS will lose the energy 

that has initiated and achieved so outstandingly to date.  The fact that the WTS loses 

approximately 70% of youth brought up as Jehovah’s Witnesses (Lipka, 2016, April 26; Pew 

Forum on Religion and Public Life, 2008; PewForum, 2008) is a legitimate cause for alarm in 

the WTS, but fear-based responses such as discouraging higher education, contribute to, and 

perhaps even construct, the problem (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2005, October 1).50 

Insider-Outsider Issues in Research 

 
In the age of the internet, current information published by the WTS is readily available 

online.51  Obtaining the cooperation of leaders and members in the WTS for research surveys 

is more challenging, and may in some cases, not yield anymore insights than researching WTS 

publications, since faithful members are likely to respond to research questions in line with 

authorised teachings.52  Internet sites on which Jehovah’s Witnesses blog anonymously, can be 

a source of valuable research data, but these windows of opportunity may open and close 

                                                
50 Parents - What Future Do You Want For Your Children? The Watchtower, 26-29. 
51 The book for prospective and new WTS members, Organized To Do Jehovah’s Will (2005), has recently been 
added to the publications available on the WTS official website at jw.org.  A disclaimer appears when an attempt 
is made to download the book, notifying patrons that the book is an internal publication, not intended for public 
circulation. 
52 My interview data aligned with similar experiences in WTS published accounts.  Since I had no success in 
trying to recruit research subjects through congregation elders, and secured my interview data through personal 
avenues, I decided not to use the interview data out of concern for interviewees, except as verification that WTS 
published accounts matched the interview data I gathered. On 6 June 2016, our home was severely flooded and I 
lost the nine interview files along with almost everything else in the home, thus it was fortuitous that I no longer 
needed to access the interview files for my research project. Two of the interviewees identified themselves as 
former Eastern European atheists, and one described a life of alcohol abuse and dysfunctional family relationships 
in an almost identical narrative to the JW Broadcasting video account of Never give up hope! -Sergey Botankin, 
at https://tv.jw.org/#en/mediaitems/VODIntExpTransformations/pub-jwbcov_201705_19_VIDEO. 
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quickly, as happened in the process of research for this thesis.53  There may also be reliability 

and validity problems with internet research data in relation to anonymity and sampling issues.  

However, an increasing number of theses and articles on the Watchtower Society which 

examine legal and historical documents, and utilise academic methodologies, provide 

academically reliable and valuable data (Baran, 2006, 2011a; Barchas-Lichtenstein, 2013; 

Curry, 1980; Grohsgal, 2011; Henderson, 2002; Klein, 2016).  

 

George Chryssides, moderator of the JW Scholars Group54 in his article, Conflicting 

Expectations? Insider and Outsider methods of studying Jehovah’s Witnesses (Chryssides, 

2015), concisely enumerates the challenges of producing scholarly accounts that incorporate 

‘insider’ perspectives of WTS members. ‘Outsider’ constructions of New Religious 

Movements (NRMs) have often essentialised/stereotyped members and the organisation (p. 

17), or ‘strayed from academic analysis into theological critiques’ (Knox, 2011, p. 177).  Both 

Chryssides and Knox recognise the lack of a scholarly tradition in the WTS; a lack of WTS 

scholarly materials, and inadequate referencing. Acknowledging authorship, as explained to 

me by some WTS members, carries the danger of elevating personalities above principles;55 

the same reason Alcoholics Anonymous members give for publishing anonymously (Bill W. 

AA World Services, 2005, pp. 184-192; Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1991, February 

1, p. 12).56   

 

                                                
53 I was able to access blogs posted on a public website over a 10-year period by anonymous Jehovah’s Witnesses 
who struggle with same-sex-attraction.  However, this website is no longer available to the public, if it is 
functioning at all. I have retained a pdf copy of all the blogs from the website, when they were accessible. 
54 JW Scholars website: https://philbarbey.jimdo.com/jws-jw-scholars/. 
55 Anonymous publications may also reinforce the superorganism status of the WTS by crediting all publications 
to the WTS. 
56 AA Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions: ‘Twelfth Tradition’; Honor Jehovah - Why and How? The 

Watchtower, 12-13. 
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Inadequate referencing within articles is said to prevent readers getting side-tracked into 

researching sources that will not contribute to the primary goal of constructing the new 

personality (personal discussions with WTS members).  There are, of course, other possible 

explanations, such as limiting liability for misinformation, or misuse of information, but these 

remain conjectures.57  Thus the impasse that occurs between the WTS ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ 

regarding research (Chryssides, 2015, p. 14) is often due to different expectations and 

methodologies. An ‘outsider’ academic focus is concerned with knowledge production.  

Knowledge production is the production of ‘power over’ and positioning of those who are the 

object of that knowledge (Foucault, 1980).  Thus, the WTS58 prefers to speak for itself, and 

resists ‘outsider’ constructions.  A WTS ‘insider’ is usually more concerned with knowledge 

consumption that will transform minds and keep honour (power) with Jehovah and the 

organisation (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1992, March 1, p. 23).59   

 

Reciprocally responsive dialogue with Jehovah’s Witnesses, is moreover, contingent on 

authority. While to a Jehovah’s Witness, no authority can equal that of Jehovah or the Bible as 

interpreted by the WTS, the 2015 Australian Royal Commission inquiry into child sexual abuse 

(Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, July; August) 

demonstrates that the WTS can be coerced to make some changes when publicly challenged 

by those with social and political authority.  In addition, the Royal Commission provides data 

from both ‘insiders’ (WTS elders) and ‘outsiders’ (Justice Peter McClellan and Legal 

Representatives), which creates a unique opportunity to deconstruct both ‘insider’ and 

‘outsider’ interpretation of WTS discourses. The Royal Commission inquiry report released in 

                                                
57 There have been instances when the WTS has been asked to remove a quote from a published article, by the 
quoted author who considered that his views had been misrepresented (L. Evans, 2015, January 18). 
58 The WTS is constructed in this thesis as a ‘superorganism’ which speaks through its leadership. 
59 Taking in Knowledge of God and Jesus, 23. 
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October, 2016, and the March 2017 Public Hearing are presented and critically evaluated in 

Chapter 2 using macro-level content analysis.   

Macro-level content analysis 

 
The Watchtower Society (WTS) has, since its inception, been a text-based organisation, 

increasingly expanding its use of social media and modern technology.60  The discursive nature 

of WTS interactions with, and effects on its membership, suggested poststructural 

(Foucauldian) macro-level content analysis as an appropriate tool for deconstructing the 

research data. In addition, the Australian Royal Commission reports were reviewed, and 

emergent themes deconstructed. 

 
A vital instrument for exploring the evolving nature, and changing doctrines and policies in the 

WTS, which appear to be adjustments to the fear-freedom feedback loop, and to the tension 

between the WTS and the larger society, is the method referred to as genealogy.  Genealogy is 

used throughout this thesis to unmask fear and the various conundrums that fear-driven policies 

and practices generate. 

Genealogy 

 
Genealogy is an appropriate and indispensable tool for deconstructing discourses that evolve 

over time.  It enables a ‘looking beyond’ the power and control manifestations of fear, to the 

changing role and form of fear at different times, and in different situations.  A genealogy of a 

                                                
60 Changes announced in the 2017 October Annual Meeting of the WTS suggest that the WTS is moving away 
from text-based publishing and focusing more on digital presentations and a more compassionate and 
humanitarian image. This, no doubt, has been one response to the virulent, negative representations of the WTS 
in the public press since the 2015 Australian Royal Commission investigation into child sexual abuse in the WTS. 
Three October 2017 congregation Watchtower studies (drawn from the August 2017 Watchtower [Study Edition] 
magazine, pp. 17-29) emphasised developing loving and forgiving relationships in both WTS congregations and 
society generally. 
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practice can generate possible explanations for conundrums, and seemingly irrational 

responses to threat.  An example is the issue of Higher Education, which in some cases has 

resulted in 100% of the youth in a particular congregation leaving the WTS when they went to 

university.61  The WTS response is to blame Higher Education and marginalise those who 

choose to go to university. It is just as likely that some of the youth who pursue Higher 

Education leave because they are marginalised in WTS congregations and treated as 

‘unspiritual’.  Moreover, the lack of Higher Education in the WTS is manifesting as an inability 

to stand up to scrutiny; argue from a scientific ‘falsifiability’ perspective, and competently 

engage in professional and academic dialogue, as witnessed in the Royal Commission public 

hearings.62  This issue, along with other strategies the WTS utilises for promoting security and 

self-sacrificing service in the WTS, is further developed in subsequent chapters, and noted in 

the following outline. 

Outline of Thesis Chapters 

 
 
In Chapter 2, Literature Review on Freedom, I provide a summary of the main contributors to 

knowledge about the WTS. I summarise perspectives from the WTS’ own publications; the 

critics of the WTS; sociological and philosophical contributions, and  historical and legal 

research data. Finally, I present a close reading of the 2016 report and the 2017 hearing 

transcript by the Australian Royal Commission investigation into child Sexual Abuse in the 

Watchtower Society, for the purpose of informing and providing a source of triangulation for 

my own research findings. 

                                                
61 This was stated by a Circuit Overseer in a local congregational meeting, as a warning to parents to discourage 
their children from pursuing Higher Education. 
62 In a 2016 (anonymous) global Survey of 4,773 participants, 826 of whom claimed to be active Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, while the rest were former or inactive members, the WTS’ discouragement of Higher Education was 
ranked the least popular WTS teaching, surpassing even shunning and the Blood issue. The 2016 Global Survey 

of Jehovah’s Witnesses report is available at http://jwsurvey.org/survey/results-2016-global-survey-jehovahs-
witnesses. 
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The Social Theory on Freedom, introduced in Chapter 3 is informed by selected social, political 

and philosophical contributions of Georg Hegel, Michel Foucault, Isaiah Berlin and Pierre 

Bourdieu, with an overview of Biocognitive theory, especially as it relates to evolutionary, 

survival–focused aspects of religious organisations.  Hegel’s appreciation of the dynamic and 

precarious nature of freedom and the freedom-fear dialectic; Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus, 

and Foucault’s biopower, provide particularly useful theoretical lenses for interrogating the 

construction of freedom in the Watchtower Society.  An overview of disgust psychology 

highlights the role of fear in constructing and maintaining boundaries, thereby dividing 

populations into ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’. Analogies drawn from immuno-politics provide 

insights on mechanisms for determining and dealing with those deemed to belong (Self/Not 

Self), and those perceived as posing a danger to the WTS superorganism.  

 

In Chapter 4, Methodology for Deconstructing Freedom in the Watchtower Society, I argue 

that the highest level of freedom emerges through an understanding of constructivist 

epistemology and social construction theory. Since the WTS propagates its truths and 

subjectivities through textual resources, Macro-level (Foucauldian) Content Analysis, a form 

of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), is selected as an appropriate methodological tool kit.  

Foucauldian Discourse Analysis is used in this thesis to identify discursive patterns in order to 

generate: social critique; a guide to reform, and a way to identify spaces for cooperation and 

resistance; while Foucauldian Genealogy enables recognition of the fear which underlies and 

drives power relationships in the WTS.  

 

Chapter 5, Freedom as Recovery in the Watchtower Society, forms the first data-driven chapter, 

exploring factors related to life changes in Jehovah’s Witnesses, as documented in a Public 
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Watchtower Magazine series titled, “The Bible Changes Lives”.  This chapter identifies the 

WTS as an effective recovery community, which uses fear, especially fear related to death and 

dying, hope in the form of an apocalyptic narrative, and love in the form of new attachments 

and new desires (possibly substitute addictions), to construct WTS preferred subjectivities.  

Documented life-stories emphasise freedom as emancipation from the bondage of various 

addictions and the fear of death.  Those able to bring their lives into conformity with the 

Watchtower Society’s preferred subjectivity, both enact freedom, and experience the freedom 

of belonging and meaning that emerges from the inter-subjectivity within the WTS 

superorganism. 

 
 
In Chapter 6, Freedom for Jehovah’s Witnesses with Same-Sex-Attraction, JWs who are not 

able to conform to a Watchtower preferred heterosexual subjectivity, establish that they have 

qualitatively different experiences of freedom in the WTS to their heterosexual ‘brethren’. 

Analysis of research data retrieved from a public website for Jehovah’s Witnesses with same-

sex-attraction (www.witnessses.plus.com)63 indicates that these loyal gender non-conformers, 

remain trapped in a cycle (struggle) of fear and hope, without access to the WTS Higher Power 

of love and belonging.   

 

The Discussion on The Freedom of the Spirit in the Watchtower Society, in Chapter 7, draws 

on the analyses of the enacted and emergent freedoms experienced in the two focus groups: 1) 

Jehovah’s Witnesses who match the preferred Watchtower subjectivity -the loyal and 

conformist members- and 2) Jehovah’ Witnesses with same-sex-attraction who wish to remain 

faithful to the organisation, but are unable to conform to a WTS preferred (heterosexual) 

                                                
63 This website no longer allows public access to the ‘Guest Books’ from which the research data was retrieved. 
An error message reports: ‘this website no longer exists or the Guest Book may not have been activated’. 
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subjectivity, thus are loyal, but (gender) non-conformist.  Jehovah’s Witnesses, who by 

surrendering to the WTS Higher (Bio)Power, are able to be transformed into the ideal WTS 

subjectivity, experience freedom on both the individual and social levels.  Those unable to 

conform to the preferred (heterosexual) WTS subjectivity, struggle to be recognised as 

legitimate and faithful subjects. They are thus at risk of WTS autoimmune responses through 

the use of disgust metaphors in relation to homosexuality.   

 

Chapter 8 presents this research project’s Conclusion and Recommendations.  It summarises 

the research findings on the discursive construction of freedom in the Watchtower Society.  

Chapter 8 also highlights the need for WTS accountability, both internally and in the larger 

society, as the findings of the 2015-2017 Australian Royal Commission on child sexual abuse 

demonstrate. Suggestions are made for further exploring freedom by contrasting two 

politically-different (conservative and liberal) transnational ‘recovery communities’ –the WTS 

and Alcoholics Anonymous– in order to inform discussion on alternative paradigms of freedom 

and peaceful coexistence in a pluralist global society.  An evaluation of the efficacy of the 

social theories and methodology used in this thesis to deconstruct WTS freedom, and 

subsequent recommendation of research tools for further investigation of Watchtower Society 

Freedom, complete this research journey. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review on Freedom 
 

Introduction 

 
Do you understand that your dedication and baptism identify you as one of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in association with God’s spirit-directed organisation? (Watchtower Bible 
and Tract Society, 2005, p. 215).1 

 
 
This, second of two questions asked just prior to the ritual of baptism, elicits the individual’s 

commitment to subordinate an independent existence, and take one’s place as part of a ‘bigger-

self’, directed by the mind/spirit of Jehovah.  Just as in the human body, survival is dependent 

on cells and organs working together for the benefit of the whole, so survival as one of 

Jehovah’s Witnesses is dependent on being a faithful and productive member of the 

Watchtower Society (WTS) body: 

…it might be said that our body exercises authority over us. It “orders” us to breathe, 
eat, drink, and sleep. Is this oppressive? No. Compliance with these demands is for our 
good. While submission to our bodily needs may be involuntary, there are other forms 
of authority that require our willing subjection (Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society 
of Pennsylvania, 1995, p. 215).2  

 

 

When in good health, it may appear that all our body components are working harmoniously 

to ensure maximum function and comfort, yet as immunology reveals, our bodies are engaged 

in an ongoing war to suppress or eradicate rebel (cancer) cells and foreign invaders such as 

pathological bacteria and viruses.  It is only when we are diagnosed with cancer or succumb to 

an infection, that we realise the vigilance required by body protection mechanisms to keep us 

alive and productive. When human beings move beyond a diverse collection of individuals, to 

                                                
1 Organized to Do Jehovah's Will. 
2 Knowledge That Leads to Everlasting Life. 
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a collective ‘body’ that functions as a super-individual, many of the same functions of the 

human immune system are observed on this larger scale (Campbell, 2006; Esposito & 

Campbell, 2006).  Indeed, I argue in this thesis that it is not possible to fully comprehend the 

WTS and its strategies for maintaining order and productivity, and in constructing freedom, 

without an appreciation of the WTS’ role as a superorganism (Wade, 2009; D. S. Wilson, 

2002a).3 

 

The literature and media produced by the WTS, covering a wide range of topics and disciplines, 

functions as a Transformative Pedagogy. By warning of an impending apocalyptic catastrophe 

(eliciting fear); imagining a new system/paradise earth (inciting hope) and re-constructing new 

subjectivities that can work together cooperatively for the common good and survival 

(promoting love/freedom),4 a ‘new creation’ emerges –the WTS superorganism.  The level of 

conformity and compliance required to function as a cell in a larger body may seem antithetical 

to freedom, yet many WTS converts claim greater freedom than they previously experienced, 

even in liberal societies (see Chapter 5).  On the other hand, many critics, both former 

Jehovah’s Witnesses and religious rivals, assert that WTS members are captives, blinded to 

their imposed servitude, and in need of rescue and emancipation.5  

 

                                                
3 Both Wade and D.S. Wilson argue that in line with emerging complexity, a group of minds acts in the same way 
as a group of neurons (D. S. Wilson, 2002a, p. 77).  Merging as a superorganism as seen in insect colonies, confers 
a productive and survival value. No family of eusocial insects is known to have become extinct in the more than 
100 million years over which they have existed (Kesebir, 2011, p. 233). 
4 See the official website jw.org for the range of publications available in these three areas: apocalypse; paradise, 
and construction of the ‘new personality’. 
5 This is a common construction in anti-cult discourses, which are prolific on the internet. See also the research 
on Jehovah’s Witnesses by Emily Baran (2006, pp. 26-29; 2011a, pp. 423-444) for an account of anti-cult 
strategies and outcomes in relation to Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia.  Jehovah’s Witnesses are currently 
experiencing bans and liquidation of property in Russia (see the newsroom’ section at jw.org for information; also 
http://www2.stetson.edu/~psteeves/relnews/00currentchoices.shtml). 
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Noting the WTS freedom claim if not outcome, this chapter attempts to analyse the current 

relevant research literature on the construction of freedom in the Watchtower Society, guided 

by the following research questions: 

1) How does the Watchtower Society discursively construct freedom for its members? 

2) How is freedom experienced by members of two distinct groups within the WTS?  

a) Jehovah’s Witnesses who conform to the preferred WTS heterosexual subjectivity; 

b) Jehovah’s Witnesses who do not conform to the preferred WTS heterosexual 

subjectivity and are identified as ‘heterosexually challenged’ because they experience 

same-sex-attraction? 

 
 
The WTS as a discursively constructed religious institution –a textual regime (Barchas-

Lichtenstein, 2013; Elliott, 1993a)– can only be engaged with through its authoritative texts 

and identity narratives (Elliott, 1993a, p. 25).  However, as Knox (2011) outlines, there are 

limitations and challenges for the serious scholar of the WTS. Many of the problems are related 

to validity and reliability in much of the available research due to: 1) historians straying into 

theological critiques; 2) lack of interest and appreciation of the role of the WTS in expanding 

civil freedoms and individual rights; 3) lack of access to internal WTS documents, as well as 

4) WTS sanitised publications and changing doctrines (pp. 176-179).  With Knox’s ‘challenge’ 

in mind, this literature review seeks to minimise the above problems while drawing on the 

following sources of information to provide an overview of the current knowledge on the WTS: 

1) The Watchtower Society’s own publications, representing itself as a global, united 
‘body’; 
 

2) An overview of the general concerns of WTS critics;   

3) A brief overview of sociological, historical and legal research; 

4) An analysis of the Australian Royal Commission investigation into child sexual abuse 
in the WTS, archived as Case Study 29 (October 2016) and Case Study 54 (March 
2017). This ‘timely’ event and scholarly appraisal of the WTS forms the central 
research data in this literature review. 
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The Watchtower Society as a Global ‘Body’ 

 
The Watch Tower Society as an organisation, as well as the broader belief system of 
the Jehovah’s Witnesses, are frequently trivialised by historians with the use of the 
crude shorthand term “totalitarian.” This is a feature of the earliest assessments of the 
Witnesses. It is a singularly unhelpful descriptor: “totalitarian” reminds us of the most 
tyrannical political regimes of the last century. The Witnesses’ abstention from political 
participation is obscured by a label imbued with political meaning. (Knox, 2011, p. 
177). 

 
 
In agreement with the above quote that ‘totalitarian’ is not a useful categorisation of the WTS; 

I add that one of the major distinctions between ‘totalitarian regimes’ and the WTS, is the role 

of voluntary entry and exit,6 such that it may be more helpful to conceptualise the WTS in 

terms of evolutionary biology, as a global superorganism,7 rather than as a totalitarian regime. 

As a united, cooperative super-individual, the WTS has outcompeted twentieth century 

political totalitarian regimes such as Hitler’s Third Reich and Communism in the Soviet Union 

(Baran, 2006, 2011a; Hesse, 2001; C. King, 1982; Wah, 2001a)..  This not only makes the WTS 

a valuable ‘experiment in living’, (Mill,1869), or ‘a proving ground for religious innovation’ 

(Jenkins, 2000), but the ability of the WTS to rapidly mobilise human and material resources 

on a global scale, may also offer survival advantages to its members in global catastrophes -

earth’s recurrent ‘Armageddons’.8 

 

Moreover, when there are natural disasters, Jehovah’s Witnesses are among the first to come 

to the aid of their spiritual brothers and sisters, often exceeding the services and resources 

                                                
6 Even children born to parents who are Jehovah’s Witnesses must make the decision to be baptised and become 
members of the WTS. While these children are undoubtedly inscribed with WTS discourses which become part 
of their subjectivity, they nevertheless must still make a personal decision to become a member through baptism.  
However, considering that approximately 70% of youth leave the organisation, it cannot be claimed that prior 
discursive inscription of WTS teachings unduly compromises life-chances.  
7 Since this is the way the WTS conceptualises itself, I am not constructing a representation that needs WTS 
validation.  
8 The rapid mobilisation of human and material resources in the WTS is demonstrated in the assistance rendered 
to WTS members when there are natural disasters, and in building projects such as the new WTS headquarters in 
Warwick, New York, (see tv.jw.org for videos on WTS humanitarian services, and the building of the new 
headquarters in Warwick, New York). 
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provided by other agencies (Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society of Pennsylvania, 2009, 

2010, 2011, 2012, 2013).9  Since Jehovah’s Witnesses are part of a global ‘brotherhood’, the 

frequently occurring disasters in various parts of the world are experienced as ‘family 

tragedies’ when they affect Jehovah’s Witnesses.  This avoids both victim resentment for being 

vulnerable and needing help from those with greater status and affluence, and the ‘compassion 

fatigue’ generated by constant media portrayals of poverty, violence and death (Moeller, 1999). 

 

Proponents of multi-level selection theory,10 such as Nicholas Wade (2009), David Sloan 

Wilson (2002a) and Edward O. Wilson (2012), posit that human groups which functioned in 

the past as altruistic, cooperative superorganisms, outcompeted less cooperative and altruistic 

groups, and conferred a survival advantage on their component members.  A sacrifice of 

individual independence, however, is cost effective only when there is a personal benefit; we 

as the descendants of past religious superorganisms, demonstrate this benefit (Atran, 2004; 

Wade, 2009; D. S. Wilson, 2002a). The evolutionary story of survival is a story of trade-offs, 

and in precarious and uncertain times, particular prosocial behaviours such as punishing non-

conformists (shunning; excommunication), devising high-cost loyalty tests (refusing blood 

transfusions in the WTS), and rewarding compliance (gaining respect; leadership roles), confer 

competitive and survival advantages on groups (Boyd & Richerson, 2009; Richerson et al., 

2016; S. A. West, El Mouden, & Gardner, 2011; D. S. Wilson, 2002a, 2010, November 16, 

2011). 

 

Functioning as the vehicles of the super-body’s immune system, male WTS organisational 

leaders rearticulate and guard the boundaries between ‘self’ and ‘not self’ and are vigilant in 

                                                
9 Yearbooks of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
10 ‘Multilevel selection’ is the theory that natural selection can operate at various levels of the biological hierarchy: 
gene, individual, group. While it has been regarded as a controversial paradigm in recent decades, there is growing 
consensus now that the problem has been in the articulation of the theory rather than its validity (Dennett, 2002). 
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eradicating any perceived threats to cooperation and cross-infection.  Thus, threats to the WTS 

are commonly expressed in WTS discourse, in the language of immunology -disease; gangrene; 

poisonous reasoning; death; amputation; infection; contamination: 

Spiritual infection can come from outside sources.  It can spread to us from those who 
are spiritually dead.  If we are too close to them we can pick up their attitudes and life-
styles…How fast gangrene spreads!  To prevent death, the doctor may have to amputate 
a part of the body.  So if doubts, complaints, or apostasy threaten to contaminate you 
spiritually, cut them away quickly! (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1989, 
October 1, p. 18).11 

 

 

A complicating factor in keeping Jehovah’s superorganism ‘clean’ is the imbalance of males 

and females in the organisation. While the Pew Forum statistics are American, the Pew Forum 

findings of roughly two-thirds female members to one-third males, can also be observed in 

Australian and European congregations (Besier & Besier, 2001; Lipka, 2016, April 26; Pew 

Forum on Religion and Public Life, 2008; PewForum, 2008).  This imbalance, no doubt, 

contributes to privileging male status, male perspectives, and the patriarchal organisational 

structure, which at the same time constitutes a site of devaluation, and therefore un-freedom 

for females, as the following WTS quote illustrates: 

 

‘Catch’ More Men 

It is our desire that many more men will respond to the deeply satisfying message that 
is found only in the Bible. (2 Tim. 3:16, 17). So how can we reach out to more men in 
our ministry? By spending more time witnessing in the evenings, on weekend 
afternoons, or during holidays when more men are at home. We can ask to speak with 
the man of the house when possible. Let us witness informally to male workmates when 
appropriate and reach out to unbelieving husbands in the congregation (Watchtower 
Bible and Tract Society, 2011, November 15, p. 27).12 

 
 

                                                
11 Maintain your faith and spiritual health. Watchtower, 18. 
12 Help Men to Progress Spiritually. The Watchtower, 24-28. 
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As a global organisation, the WTS is dedicated to attracting men of all nations and cultures, 

and patriarchal societies are common in much of the non-democratic world.13  Thus, more 

egalitarian gender relationships may be seen as a deterrent for recruiting male converts outside 

liberal democratic contexts, despite the Biblical precedents of women in leadership roles: 

Miriam –prophetess (Exodus 15: 20-21); Deborah –judge and prophetess (Judges chapters 4 & 

5); Huldah –prophetess (Kings 22:14); Noadiah –prophetess (Nehemiah 6:14); Anna –

prophetess (Luke 2:36).  These examples serve to demonstrate that both pragmatism and 

Biblical scholarship direct the practices of the WTS.14  No religion in modern, democratic 

society can base all their practices on Biblical directives alone, since there are Biblical 

narratives and principles that even fundamentalist religionists could not (publicly) endorse: 

children punished for their parents’ sins; genocides in order to claim the victims’ land and 

property; ‘saving’ females from slaughter only to use them as sex slaves; and harsh 

consequences (often lethal) for minor infringement of community rules, even by those regarded 

as ‘God’s people’.15  

 

In the past, casualties of unfair judicial processes in the WTS had limited opportunities to voice 

their grievances, since their WTS audience was cut off through shunning, and the general 

public was often not particularly interested.  With widespread internet use, and growing 

                                                
13 Rodney Stark, a religious sociologist, has found that people are attracted to new organisations when they already 
have some cultural capital and familiarity with the organisational structure (Stark, 2005; Stark & Iannaccone, 
1997). 
14 Further evidence for this conclusion is the August 2017 JW Broadcasting program, From our Studio (tv.jw.org). 
In this program, Ralf Walls (a Governing Body ‘helper’), in a likely response to critics, acknowledges that women 
in the Hebrew scriptures were used by Jehovah as prophetesses, but asserts that the Greek Christian scriptures 
forbid this role for women. He claims that Jehovah has only authorised men to speak on Jehovah’s behalf in the 
Christian era.  This claim ignores texts in the Greek scriptures such as Acts 21:9 where it states that the prominent 
evangelist, Philip, had four daughters who prophesied (i.e. were prophetesses). 
15 The stories of violence and genocide in the Bible are explained in WTS discourses as legitimate punishment for 
gross wickedness; yet they can be seen as survival strategies for a superorganism. Children of slaughtered parents, 
and survivors of appropriated lands, could present a future threat to their abusers. Female slaves, on the other 
hand, were a source of growing the superorganism through reproduction. Even minor disobedience in members 
of a superorganism can subvert a superorganism from within; therefore, there are harsh penalties for non-
compliance, which compromises freedom. 
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numbers of disaffected former WTS members, there are now more opportunities for ex-JW 

support, and an increasing number of websites providing scholarly deconstruction of WTS 

problems.16  In particular, women, who have no authoritative voice in the WTS, are equally 

represented in ‘apostate’ discourses online.17 

Critics of the Watchtower Society 

 

As the Yearbooks of Jehovah’s Witnesses18 document, persecution and misrepresentation has 

been a consistent feature of WTS experiences in almost all countries since its inception as an 

organisation, and is currently resurging in Russia, where government, and rival religious 

officials are implicated in constructing Jehovah’s Witnesses and the WTS as dangerous 

extremists (Baran, 2011a, p. 451).19  This contradicts the evidence that Jehovah’s Witnesses 

were one of only two organisations20 to receive a seemingly perfect non-violence score, in a 

study of North American millenarian movements from the mid-nineteenth to the late twentieth 

century (Lee & Simms, 2007, p. 117).21  

 

Rival religious counter-discourses to WTS teachings argue for the vulnerability of converts to 

the WTS who, it is claimed, do not have an adequate background in Biblical scholarship and 

WTS  history, and/or a belief that people are frightened into the WTS by apocalyptic scenarios, 

                                                
16 Two such sites are jwfacts.com and jwsurvey.org. 
17 Women may even have a greater presence in apostate discourses online since there are proportionally more of 
them in the WTS to eventually leave and become apostates. One reliable and scholarly website is that administered 
by Barbara Anderson, a former Bethel worker in the Writing Department, at http://watchtowerdocuments.org/.  
18 Yearbooks from 2010-2017 are available on jw.org. Particular articles from yearbooks may be searched on 
the online library at jw.org.  
19 See also http://www2.stetson.edu/~psteeves/relnews/00currentchoices.shtml and the WTS ‘newsroom’ on its 
official website at jw.org. 
20 The other organisation to receive a perfect non-violence score were Catholic Fundamentalists. 
21 The Millenarian groups comprising the study were: RELIGIOUS: Absolute Rescue; Branch Davidians; Catholic 
Fundamentalists; Christian Fundamentalists (Protestant); Christian Identity; Ghost Dance; Jehovah’s Witnesses; 
Jonestown; Mormons; Nation of Islam; Seventh-day Adventists. POLITICAL: American Eugenics Society; 
Aryan Nation; Earth First!; Heaven’s Gate; Ku Klux Klan; Militia Movement; Neo-Nazis; Technological 
Millenarians (Lee & Simms, 2007, pp. 118, 119). 
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or enticed by (supposed) material benefits.22 Mainstream Christian theological discourses 

contest WTS teachings on the nature of Christ; ‘salvation’; the two classes of Christians 

(144,000 and ‘other sheep’); the state of the dead, and eschatological (end-time) events 

(Cabeen, nd; Price, 2006). These counter-discourses generally have little effect on WTS 

members, unless they are already disaffected and looking for a substitute community and belief 

system.23   

 

Shunning is one of the most commonly criticised practices in the WTS, by former members 

and critics generally, including the Australian Royal Commission investigation of Jehovah’s 

Witnesses in 2015-2017.  Shunning appears to have been a commonly used form of discipline 

in human evolutionary history, to promote conformity and cooperation in tribal societies, thus 

functioning as a survival and security strategy (Wade, 2009; D. S. Wilson, 2002a). A genealogy 

of WTS policies and practices in relation to shunning and excommunication, reveals that the 

WTS has vacillated over the decades on these issues. In 1947, the WTS described 

excommunication and shunning as an unscriptural, pagan practice (Awake!, 1947, January 8, 

p. 27  in Grundy, 2017), but then instituted it as an organisational practice in 1952 (Watchtower, 

1952, October 1, p. 599 in Grundy, 2017). Since that time, there have been  ‘re-adjustments’ 

in how, to whom, and for what reasons, specific shunning practices apply (Grundy, 2017).  

Indeed, a softening of the stance on shunning occurred in 1974, which however, reverted back 

to strict shunning in 1981, and has been maintained and reinforced at this level since that time 

(Grundy, 2017).  This suggests that the level of fear and perceived threat determines 

disciplinary measures in the WTS, rather than scriptural exegesis or rational deliberation. 

 

                                                
22 This summary is based on many online discussions by WTS religious rivals. 
23 Many converts came out of other Christian religions and chose the WTS perspectives over previous beliefs. 
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Knowing who to trust in uncertain and threatening contexts can be lifesaving (Baran, 2011a; 

Greene, 2014, Loc 850; Hesse, 2001). However, trustworthiness and loyalty can be feigned.  

Beliefs, rituals, traditions, and even ‘insider’ language can be performed without genuine 

commitment, with drastic social consequences in betrayal.24  Thus when a group feels under 

threat from violence, starvation, social alienation, chaos and uncertainty; tests of loyalty which 

may involve a risk of death, can foster the trust required for faithful members to continue 

cooperating and putting the welfare of the group above personal comforts and preferences 

(Greene, 2014; Wade, 2009; D. S. Wilson, 2002a, 2010, November 16, 2011).  The production 

of counter-discourses by those with ‘insider’ information, who are able to fluently speak the 

language of the superorganism, is considered particularly dangerous to internal stability and 

unity.  A superorganism’s existence depends on all members of the body working together and 

sharing in the ‘one mind’ (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2012, July 15, p. 8).25  

Independent thinking is thus experienced by the WTS’ immune system as a potential ‘brain 

tumour’ if not treated promptly by removing the ‘apostate’, non-compliant cells. 

Apostates 

 
A member who is disfellowshipped or disassociates from a WTS congregation is not 

necessarily regarded as an ‘apostate’, even though all are equally shunned. The WTS 

distinguishes between ‘weakness’ (desires and drives), and ‘wickedness’ (independent, 

rebellious attitudes) (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1995, January 1, pp. 27-31).26  

Those who are remorseful for moral failings, and remain loyal to the WTS and leaders, may be 

                                                
24 The Nazi holocaust experience for Mormons, Seventh-day Adventists and Jehovah’s Witnesses, demonstrated 
the cost to a community when a member, or church leaders, betrayed their brethren through fear of losing their 
own lives, property and comforts (Blaich, 1996b; Hesse, 2001; C. King, 1982; D. C. Nelson, 2015).  In threatening 
situations, trust must be proved by high-cost demonstrations of loyalty. 
25 Let Jehovah lead you to true freedom. The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 7-11. 
26 Determining Weakness, Wickedness, and Repentance. The Watchtower, 27-31. 



54 
 
 

reproved or disfellowshipped (and shunned), but are not regarded as apostates.  Disagreeing 

with particular WTS teachings and not responding to the mental regulating strategies of those 

assigned to readjust independent thinking, can lead to both disfellowshipping, and being 

identified as a dangerous apostate (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2012, October 15, pp. 

12-17).27 

 

There are no official statistics for the number of ex-Jehovah’s Witnesses, but figures as high 

as 20 million (over twice the current number of ‘active’ Watchtower Society members) have 

been posited by those who have calculated the numbers from WTS Yearbook statistics.28 The 

general themes of the disaffected,29 many of which are explored in the following chapters, are: 

1. Changing WTS doctrines, and failed prophecies; 

2. Theological errors in WTS teachings; 

3. Unfair selection process for ‘privileges’ (e.g. leadership) in the congregation, and 

power struggles; 

4. No freedom to voice personal opinions that differ from authorised WTS teachings; 

5. Contradictions between WTS teachings and practices, especially at leadership level; 

6. Interpersonal problems with both leaders and other members; 

7. Callous, indifferent attitude of leaders towards particular members; 

8. Intimidation in judicial processes such as disfellowshipping; 

9. Shunning; 

10. No honourable way to exit the WTS; 

                                                
27 What kind of spirit do you show? The Watchtower, 12-17. 
28 Paul Grundy quotes a figure of 80,000 disfellowshipped from the WTS each year, with one third eventually 
reinstated (Grundy, 2017). 
29 This list has been gleaned from wide access to ‘apostate’ websites. There are thousands of websites produced 
by former Jehovah’s Witnesses, but for academic research, a few sites which cover all important issues in a 
credible, well-referenced, up-to-date format are: JW Facts at jwfacts.com and JW Survey at jwsurvey.org; 
Watchtower Documents at watchtowerdocuments.org/. Two books authored by (now deceased) former Governing 
Body member, Raymond Franz (2002, 2007), give an overview of the structure and function at the top levels in 
the WTS. 
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11. Marginalisation and subordination of women and children; 

12. Paedophilia; 

13. Discouraging higher education; 

14. Encouraging child baptism; 

15. Unable to associate with other social groups without risking membership in WTS; 

16. Demonising attitude towards ‘outsiders’; 

17. Disruption to family relationships when some family members are not Jehovah’s 

Witnesses; 

18. Stress and depression; 

19. Time constraints when meetings and witnessing are added to secular employment and 

home duties. 

 

While ‘apostates’ must work from outside the boundaries of the WTS to contest WTS 

discourses and practices which they consider are causing harm and compromising the freedom 

of members; anonymous loyal members such as the Advocates for Jehovah’s Witnesses Reform 

on Blood (AJWRB), seek to initiate change from within.30 A group of disloyal, anonymous 

members, given the acronym of PIMA, ‘physically-in, mentally-out’, are a source of 

confidential WTS document and video leaks, which adds to the ‘apostate’ lethal arsenal against 

the WTS. 

The Loyal Opposition in the Watchtower Society 

 

The AJWRB participants highlight the difficulties and challenges with internet research.  These 

participants do not claim directly to be loyal WTS members, and statements which imply this, 

can also be read otherwise.  For example, to state that ‘questioning the WTS makes us targets’ 

                                                
30 See Advocates for Jehovah’s Witness Reform on Blood at ajwrb.org. 
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(AJWRB Website) applies to former members as much as to current members.  There are good 

reasons for AJWRB members to attempt to ‘pass’ as loyal WTS members, since these critics 

are trying to engage with faithful Jehovah’s Witnesses who would turn with loathing from 

those deemed to be ‘apostates’ (see Chapters 5 & 6).  However, the ‘Frequently asked questions 

(FAQ)’ section of the website, reveals that this group is functioning as a loyal opposition, 

straddling two moral imperatives –loyalty and life- regardless of their membership or loyalty 

status. 

 

The WTS is desperately in need of a loyal opposition, which its immune system can accept as 

a beneficial constituent of its superorganism.  Many issues of ‘un-freedom’ in the WTS are 

precisely due to fear reactions which compromise rational deliberation on better ways to handle 

threat (see Chapter 3). The current responses of the WTS Governing Body to the Australian 

Royal Commission findings, demonstrates an irrational fear trajectory that is likely to bring 

about the very situation they fear –the decline of the WTS in more affluent countries which 

provide most of its financial resources.  A loyal opposition can moderate the threat of 

opposition, while at the same time offering more rational solutions to situations that have spun 

a web around the Governing Body, which they appear unable to break out of. 

From the FAQ at the AJWRB website: 

 

We are affirming the right (of Jehovah’s Witnesses) to remain as members of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses and to make their own conscientious decisions about the medical use of 
blood…AJWRB has no agenda to overthrow the WTS or remove the members of the 
current Governing Body. Our fight is not against men, but against the policy that 
prohibits free choice of medical treatment for members of the JW community…We 
have made many attempts to correspond with Watchtower Officials…A few members 
were disfellowshipped after asking questions about the blood issue…Many were raised 
as Jehovah’s Witnesses and have their entire families and many dear friends in the WTS 
as well. Walking away is simply too painful for many to seriously contemplate…We 
live in an information age, and with the advent of the internet, the Watchtower Society 
has lost much of its ability to control the flow of information…As more of us speak 
out, the pace of reform will hopefully quicken…The quest for religious reform has 
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always been a difficult battle. It may seem impossible to reform the blood ban.  But 
reform has occurred before.  Previous bans were lifted against vaccinations, organ 
transplants and many products that contain blood fractions.  There are indications that 
eventually the use of all blood products will become a personal choice.  We seek to 
save lives by speeding up the rate of reform…(www.ajwrb.org). 

 

 

The AJWRB website makes it clear that the real issue is not blood, but freedom. People also 

die from adverse reactions to transfused blood, and the transmission of blood-related diseases.31  

Thus what is at stake is not whether blood transfusions are life-saving, or whether blood 

transfusions increase the risk of morbidity and mortality, which they do in some situations 

(Anderson, 2011; Emmert et al., 2011; Engoren et al., 2002; Kamper-Jorgensen et al., 2008; 

Koch, Li, & Duncan, 2006; Rao et al., 2004; Robb, 1996; Rosengart et al., 1997; Shander & 

Goodnough, 2010; The Royal Children's Hospital, nd; Vuylsteke & Gerrard, 2002). The issue 

is the freedom to choose one’s own medical treatment.  Since the ‘Faithful and Discreet Slave’ 

Governing Body does not claim infallibility in doctrinal pronouncements or practices 

(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2017, February, pp. 23-28),32 members are ultimately 

responsible for personal choices in their particular situations.  To make informed decisions on 

the blood issue, however, requires that members understand the role of costly tests of loyalty 

in superorganisms, and are aware that their potential sacrifice of life merely demonstrates their 

loyalty to the WTS superorganism. If they die, they may have died for a socially constructed 

discourse. 

Gender Non-Conformists 

 

…the Bible’s viewpoint is crystal clear: “You will not have intercourse with a man as 
you would with a woman. This is a hateful thing,” states the Bible. (Leviticus 18:22, 
The New Jerusalem Bible) No apologies, no concessions, no ambiguity—

                                                
31 See the official WTS website on the topic of blood at www.jw.org.  
32 Who is Leading God's People Today? The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 23-28. 
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homosexuality is detestable in God’s sight. For ancient Israelites living under the 
Mosaic Law, the penalty was death. (Leviticus 20:13) And with the advent of 
Christianity, God’s condemnation of homosexuality continued—1 Corinthians 6:9, 10 
(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1989, July 8, p. 26)33. 

 
…some individuals may very well be prone to homosexuality, just as some individuals 
are, according to the Bible, “prone to wrath.” (Titus 1:7) But the Bible still condemns 
displays of unrighteous anger. (Ephesians 4:31) Similarly, a Christian cannot excuse 
immoral behaviour by saying he was ‘born that way.’ Child molesters invoke the same 
pathetic excuse when they say their craving for children is “innate.” But can anyone 
deny that their sexual appetite is perverted? So is the desire for someone of the same 
sex (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1995, February 8, p. 16).34 
 

The Bible thus makes a distinction between inclinations and practices. (Romans 7:16-
25)…While Jehovah’s Witnesses uphold the moral code set forth in the Bible, they do 
not force their views on others. Nor do they try to reverse laws that protect the human 
rights of those whose lifestyle differs from theirs…Consider a comparison: Suppose 
you view smoking as harmful and even repugnant. What if you have a workmate who 
is a smoker? Would you be considered narrow-minded just because your view of 
smoking differs from his? Would the fact that he smokes and you do not smoke 
automatically mean that you are prejudiced against him? If your workmate were to 
demand that you change your view of smoking, would that not make him narrow-
minded and intolerant? (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2016, pp. 8, 9).35 
 

 
 

The above quotes from Watchtower Society (WTS) publications summarise the ‘WT Library’ 

readings and encapsulate the WTS discourse on homosexuality.  Put in sociological terms, 

homosexuality is a habitus disposition, which is resistant to change, but by vigilance and effort 

in ‘acting otherwise’, gender non-conforming behaviour, not necessarily orientation, is able to 

be subordinated/suppressed.  There is some scholarly research to validate this WTS 

perspective.  For example, Lisa Diamond’s extensive research on how affectional bonds 

develop and intersect with sexual orientation (Diamond, 2008, 2012; Diamond & Dickenson, 

2012; Diamond, Fagundes, & Cribbet, 2012; Diamond, Hicks, & Otter-Henderson, 2011; 

                                                
33 Homosexuality- Why Not? Awake!, 26-27. 
34 Young people ask...Why do I have these feelings? Awake!, 15-17. 
35 What does the Bible say about homosexuality. Awake!, 4, 7-9. 
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Diamond & Wallen, 2011), and Fisher, Xu, Aron and Brown’s (2016) work on romantic love 

as a powerful addiction suggest, at the very least, caution in asserting dogmatic conclusions. 

 
 

Jehovah’s Witnesses with same-sex-attraction (JWs with SSA) in the WTS, forced to live alone 

in adulthood, are disadvantaged in several ways, including:36 

 

1) Financial: By complying with the WTS counsel that discourages higher education, they 

are likely to have fewer career options and lower incomes.  Where single, heterosexual, 

women or men can share a house thus halving rent or mortgage costs, a person with 

same-sex-attraction would be precluded, by threat of WTS discipline, from sharing a 

house with someone of the same sex, because of the possibility of a sexual relationship. 

But they would also be precluded from sharing accommodation with someone of the 

opposite sex because of ‘the appearance of evil’ that might also suggest a sexual 

relationship.  Therefore, to remain in good standing in the WTS, they must live alone 

or with family members. If family members are not JWs, then even this would not be 

considered a wise choice. 

 

2) Emotional: Unable to form close relationships to avoid suspicion and the temptation of 

a sexual relationship, JWs with SSA must struggle alone without anyone who 

understands their difficulties and loneliness. 

 
 

3) Physical:  If a JW with SSA lives alone and gets sick, there is no one to care for them.  

Get-well cards and phone calls are a poor substitute for a mate or carer who can be there 

around-the-clock. 

 

4) Social: A single JW with SSA is not likely to have a lot in common with a family in the 

same age group and is likely not to be invited to social events on a regular basis.  Social 

                                                
36 These factors have been compiled from personal deliberation based on my knowledge of WTS discourses on 
homosexuality, and from internet discussions by gay Jehovah’s Witnesses and ex-Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
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bonds are formed through shared identities and social activities, and when there is 

limited interaction; people can feel alone in a crowd. 

 

For all these reasons, the exclusive focus on sexual activity, and comparison of the ‘problem’ 

of homosexuality with the ‘problem’ of smoking, is misguided (Watchtower Bible and Tract 

Society, 2016, pp. 8, 9).37  Moreover, while the WTS discourse on homosexuality is attempting 

to portray a ‘live and let live’ perspective, it masks some important aspects.  If a Jehovah’s 

Witness smokes, they would be disfellowshipped and shunned by other Jehovah’s Witnesses; 

thus, the smoking analogy breaks down.  Even with ‘outsiders’, smoking may be accepted as a 

person’s choice, but since Jehovah’s Witnesses are counselled against associating on a close 

friendship level with ‘outsiders’; smoking by an ‘outsider’ is not an issue of mutual respect and 

freedom, but of irrelevance to the life of a Jehovah’s Witness. A more subliminal message from 

the smoking-homosexual analogy is that smoking harms both the smoker and those associating 

with him/her, who may be forced to breathe in the second-hand smoke. By pairing 

homosexuality with smoking, the underlying communication is that homosexuality is harmful, 

not only to the homosexual, but also to any who associate with him/her. 

 

It is important to understand that the WTS constructs discourses for two different audiences: 

Awake! and The Watchtower (Public Edition) are for general circulation, but directed at non-

JWs, and are used as witnessing tools.  The Watchtower: (Study Edition) and Christian Life 

and Ministry meeting workbooks are primarily for members, but non-members are also able to 

access them online at jw.org. Thus, a WTS article on questioning and changing religions, or 

deconstructing propaganda, would apply only to ‘other’ religions and non-WTS discourses, 

and members would read them as such. Internal discourses for members emphasise 

                                                
37 What does the Bible say about homosexuality. Awake!, 4, 7-9. 



61 
 
 

unconditional obedience and loyalty to Jehovah’s organisation, and absolute trust in WTS 

leaders and discourses (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2000, June 22, 2000, October 15; 

2017, July, pp. 27-30).38  Many ambiguities in WTS discourse deconstruction can be reconciled 

by appreciating the limits and application for particular WTS discourses -in which situations 

they apply; to whom, and for what purpose. 

Academic Research on the Watchtower Society 

 
Sociological research on the Watchtower Society is scarce, and most is out-of-date, since the 

Watchtower Society is constantly readjusting its understandings of doctrinal teachings and 

practices39 (Penton, 1985, 1997; Stark & Iannaccone, 1997, p. 133; Wah, 2001b, p. 161).  A 

more recent PhD dissertation that has been published in book form is Andrew Holden’s 

(2002d), Jehovah’s Witnesses: Portrait of a Contemporary Religious Community, and a series 

of articles based on the same research (A. Holden, 2002a, 2002b, 2002c, 2002d, 2002e, 2002f, 

2002g).  Holden (2002a), portrays the Witnesses as a quasi-totalitarian puritanical movement 

whose aim is to avert the risks of the modern world and its hedonistic freedom (p. 1).  He sees 

the Witness community offering a way of dealing with the ambiguities and uncertainties of 

modernity, by providing a ‘meaningful life for those who yearn to belong’ (pp. 10, 12).   

 

For Andrew Holden (2002a), the Witnesses ‘stand out as authoritarian, calculating and aloof’, 

behavioural manifestations of risk aversion in modern society (2002a, p. 4).  With the erosion 

in modern society of traditional authority structures, and increasing alienation, isolation and 

emotional insecurity, Holden considers that the WTS is ‘clearly able to offer an affective bond 

                                                
38 2017, July: Winning the Battle for your Mind. The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 27-30; 2000, June 22: Do 
Not Be a Victim of Propaganda. Awake, June 22, 9-11; 2000, October 15: Should you investigate other 
religions? The Watchtower, 8-9. 
39 For examples of readjusted thinking on doctrinal issues, see the 15 March, 2015 Watchtower and the 2016 

Yearbook of Jehovah’s Witnesses, available online at www.jw.org. 
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to those whom secular society has abandoned’ (p. 7).  Moreover, he concludes from his 

deconstruction of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ testimonies, that what appears to be a highly restrictive 

way of life from the outside is actually, and perhaps unexpectedly, experienced as one of 

security and liberation by those inside the tight boundaries: 

While the rest of humanity must find its own way of dealing with the uncertainties and 
ambiguities of the modern world, the Witnesses are able to avert these problems 
through the provision of a protective community.  This option denies all ambiguity and 
releases the individual from what sociologist, Peter Berger, describes as ‘the terror of 
chaos’ (A. Holden, 2002a, p. 11). 

 

 

Holden (2002b) found that the process of leaving the WTS was characterised by emotional 

trauma and existential insecurity, and his data suggested that defectors often merely replaced 

their ‘Witness Weltanschauung’ with a new, but not fundamentally different, religious identity 

(p. 1).  While ex-JW members in Holden’s study referred to their past WTS experience as 

‘slavery’, and ‘never once stated’ that their present convictions compromised their freedom, 

they continued to embrace millennial beliefs and a separatist stance toward the modern world 

(pp. 7-9).  Defectors renounced the modern world with as much passion as their former co-

religionists, suggesting that those who leave the WTS and embrace mainstream Christianity, 

do not, however, enter into a significantly different relationship with secular society (p. 10).  

 

While the practice of shunning is a common theme in WTS ‘apostate’ accounts online, Holden 

(2002c) found that second generation Witnesses who left the organisation were not treated with 

‘anything like the same contempt as Witnesses who are disfellowshipped’ (p. 11).  He also 

found that these second-generation youths were able to establish sufficient relations with the 

outside world to compensate for loss of contact with former friends in the organisation (p. 11).  

However, Holden also considers that WTS perspectives on the rebellion of teenagers: their 

sneaking out; smoking; drinking alcohol and engaging in premarital sex, is a constructed and 
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exaggerated risk, and makes it impossible for JW youth to experience normal adolescence (p. 

10).  For Holden, rebellion of youth in the WTS is more about unrealistic parental expectations 

than serious defiance (p. 10).   

 

In The Secular Transition: The Worldwide Growth of Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and 

Seventh-day Adventists (Cragun & Lawson, 2010), Ryan Cragun, a former Mormon, and 

Ronald Lawson, a self-identified Gay Seventh-day Adventist, concur with Holden’s research 

conclusions on the WTS. They further emphasise that all three religions are still growing, while 

mainline religions, both Protestant and Catholic, are declining (pp. 351- 370).  Their research, 

and propositions extracted from a synthesis of secularisation theories, leads them to conclude 

that different, limited pools of people are attracted to different religious groups (p. 368).  

According to the 2017 Yearbook of Jehovah’s Witnesses, membership in developed countries 

is not keeping up with population growth, and in Canada, Australia and much of Europe, it is 

declining (L. Evans, 2017, January 9; Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society of Pennsylvania, 

2016a)40.  The greatest growth appears to be with migrant groups and the disenfranchised in 

societies (Introvigne, 2016, April 21-22 ).   

 

Valuable social aspects of Jehovah’s Witnesses have been noted by Luna (2004) in his best-

selling book, How To Be Invisible:  The Essential Guide to Protecting Your Personal Privacy, 

Your Assets, and Your Life, which recommends Jehovah’s Witnesses as reliable, trustworthy 

employees, particularly for situations where privacy, security, and money are involved (pp. 81, 

82).  Moreover, Bryan Wilson (1973), in his studies of African Jehovah’s Witnesses, found 

egalitarianism and harmonious interethnic association to a degree not observed in any other 

religious organisation in Kenya.  Wilson concluded that the high moral standards, general 

                                                
40 2017 Yearbook of Jehovah's Witnesses. 
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courtesy, neat dress and social comportment, good manners and good speech of the Jehovah’s 

Witnesses, would in the long run be of more social benefit to the country than the founding and 

running of specific welfare agencies to address African needs (p. 149).   

 

Notwithstanding the positive cultural attributes of a WTS habitus; in the area of education, 

Jehovah’s Witnesses are at the bottom of the ‘religion and education’ list in terms of tertiary 

qualifications, and income status (Grundy, nd-a; Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 2008).  

Higher education is discouraged in the WTS for its youth (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 

2005, October 1, pp. 26-29).41  This in spite of evidence which suggests that Jehovah’s Witness 

youth have the potential to excel in higher education.42   

Jehovah’s Witnesses and Higher Education 

 

Penton (1985), a former Jehovah’s Witness, and now an academic in the human sciences, and 

Stark and Iannacone (1997), sociologists, agree that Jehovah’s Witnesses with only a high 

school education are generally better educated than others with the same level of schooling.  

Stark and Iannaconne (1997) add that on performances of 10-word vocabulary tests, active 

Witnesses with only high school education, score as well as college attendees and almost as 

well as college graduates.  This result, though now dated, is no doubt due to the intense literacy 

focus in the organisation (Penton, 1985, p. 231).  Moreover, an Australian study by Dewing and 

Taft (1973) found a highly significant relationship between ‘unusual’ religious affiliation and 

creative potential in children. The four, 12-year-old Jehovah’s Witness children in a total 

                                                
41 Parents - What Future Do You Want For Your Children? The Watchtower, 26-29. 
42 There are stories in WTS publications of youth who declined academic scholarships to pursue full-time 
voluntary service in the WTS.  Many ‘apostate’ accounts mention the sacrifice of Higher Education opportunities 
for service in the WTS, which was subsequently regretted. I personally know several young adults who were 
regarded as gifted academically at High School, who chose pioneering (full-time service in the WTS) over going 
to university. 
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sample of 394 participants, all showed high creative ability (p. 81).  In fact ‘the girl who gained 

the highest total score on the Torrance tests, and the girl who was the only child, male or female, 

to be included in the top 20 per cent of all five performance measures, were both Jehovah’s 

Witnesses’ (pp. 81, 82). 

 

It thus appears that there is a serious discrepancy between ability and opportunity for Jehovah’s 

Witness youth to develop their potential, not only for individual success, but to contribute to 

the WTS.  Penton (1985), laments that creative young Witness children may not achieve their 

potential if they remain in the organisation, and this may be a factor causing many of them to 

eventually leave (p. 274).  The Higher Education issue in the WTS is one of the clearest 

evidences that the WTS functions as a superorganism and is threatened by members developing 

independent aspirations and increased options in life.  The WTS’ fear reaction, however, is not 

only an obstacle to more effective strategies for member retention and organisational prosperity, 

but these problems are potentially constructed and exacerbated by the WTS policy on Higher 

Education. 

 

While the WTS decries Higher Education as exposing youth to ‘hotbeds of iniquity’, and useless 

for genuine happiness and true success in life, the underlying (driving) fears that the WTS is 

responding to in relation to Higher Education, seem to be (Grundy, nd-a):43 

1. Youth losing interest in making a ‘career’ as ‘pioneers’ (full-time voluntary workers) in 
the WTS; 
 

2. Youth choosing Higher Education may become ‘intellectuals’ with ideas rather than 
practical skills.  A superorganism focused on survival and unity, is threatened by ideas 
that may disrupt unity, and the WTS needs practical skills for construction of its many 
facilities and programs, and reconstruction (after disasters) projects; 
 

                                                
43 Paul Grundy has compiled a comprehensive list of WTS quotes and references on the topic of the WTS and 
Higher Education, from which the following summary points are extracted. 
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3. Youth, unlike converts who join the WTS and bring their tertiary qualifications with 

them, have not proved themselves able to put kingdom interests first. Highly educated 
converts who join the WTS have chosen to be part of the WTS despite, presumably, 
having other life options;44 
 

4. A vital requirement for superorganisms is to minimise competition among its 
component members.  Great disparities in education among members can be a 
potentially divisive influence if members form interest groups and cliques. (Grundy, nd-
a)45 

 
 

There are two potential trajectories for educationally equalising members in a superorganism:  

that followed by the WTS where Higher Education is discouraged to keep everyone ‘humble’; 

and the efforts of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS/Mormons) to create 

opportunities to lift the educational standard of its poorer and disadvantaged members, thus 

raising the educational bar for all.  The LDS Church demonstrates that giving members more 

opportunities to raise their educational, and thus living standards, not only increases the 

commitment of members to the church but enables them to be more generous in their donations 

and service to the church.  The ‘Perpetual Education Fund’ model of the Mormon Church is 

one that could be adapted to full-time pioneers in the WTS, equipping them to be able to gain 

more lucrative employment so that they can support themselves with fewer hours of secular 

work, and also contribute to the knowledge and skills in the WTS superorganism.46 

                                                
44These educated converts are often highly esteemed and given positions in the WTS in line with their 
qualifications (Howie Rutledge Tran interviewed by Louise Goode, 2017, January 28). 
45 The Governing Body members are appointed on the basis of faithful service and commitment to the WTS, thus 
most do not have Higher Education qualifications. WTS discourses on Higher Education warn of the dangers of 
pride and the need for humility. A membership better educated than its leaders can be perceived as a threat to 
stability and unquestioning compliance with leadership directives. 
46 The LDS church has two programs for lifting the education and skill level of its members: 1) The ‘Perpetual 
Education Fund’ is for members in poorer countries and excludes members in countries such as USA, Canada, 
and Australia. 2) The ‘Pathway Program’ enables disadvantaged members in more affluent countries to access 
university qualifications (from Brigham Young University- Idaho) at a fraction of the normal costs, by studying 
online, supplemented by weekly student get-togethers at a local chapel (church building). See pathway.lds.org 
and https://www.lds.org/topics/pef-self-reliance/perpetual-education-fund?lang=eng&old=true. 
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The Perpetual Education Fund (LDS Model) 

 

Where there is widespread poverty among our people, we must do all we can to help 
them to lift themselves, to establish their lives upon a foundation of self-reliance that 
can come of training. Education is the key to opportunity…We have many missionaries, 
both young men and young women, who are called locally and who serve with honour 
in Mexico, Central America, South America, the Philippines, and other places… many 
of them have great difficulty finding employment because they have no skills…The 
Church is establishing a fund largely from the contributions of faithful Latter-day Saints 
who have and will contribute for this purpose… It entails no new organization, no new 
personnel except a volunteer director and secretary. It will cost essentially nothing to 
administer… It will not be a welfare effort, commendable as those efforts are, but rather 
an education opportunity. The beneficiaries will repay the money, and when they do 
so, they will enjoy a wonderful sense of freedom because they have improved their lives 
not through a grant or gift, but through borrowing and then repaying…We have the 
organization. We have the manpower and dedicated servants of the Lord to make it 
succeed. It is an all-volunteer effort that will cost the Church practically nothing 
(Hinckley, 2001, May, p. 52)47. 

 

The WTS also has the organisation and self-sacrificing personnel, who in many cases have 

joined the WTS wanting to make a positive contribution to the world (see Chapter 5).  The 

WTS, by discouraging Higher Education for fear of losing members, unity and productivity, 

may have actually brought about that exact consequence with its youth, and created resentment 

and hostility among former members.48  Nonetheless, in subscribing to a conditional, ‘non-

political’ submission to secular government authority and laws where there is no perceived 

conflict with Biblical requirements, Jehovah’s Witnesses are acknowledged as peaceful, tax 

paying, law abiding members of the wider community in which they live (Barringer Gordon, 

2011; Elliott, 1993b; Engardio & Shepard, 2007; Lawson, 1995a; Penton, 1985; Persian, 2008; 

Peters, 2000; B. Wilson, 1973).   

                                                
47 President Hinckley (1910-2008) was the 15th president/prophet of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints. 
48 This is a common resentment among former members who feel they have compromised their life-chances by 
spending years in full-time service for the WTS instead of gaining an education that would have increased their 
options in life. 
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The Politics of Fear 

 

In Chapter 4, I caution on the use and limits of analogies, citing common slippages and potential 

problems in generating interpretations.  It is essential to consider these factors before presenting 

evidence on the basis of analogical argument (J. W. Evans, 2009, pp. 74-92).  Likewise, a 

researcher must identify the common use of empty signifiers49 such as ‘hope’; ‘collective 

identity’, and the collective pronoun, ‘we’, in reference to fear-managing or fear-manipulating 

discourses (Giesen & Seyfert, 2015; Kumar, 2014).  Moreover, philosophers and politicians 

over the last two centuries have affirmed that fear prevents adults from exercising their reason 

(thus freedom), which suggests that fear-driven behaviours must be recognised/unmasked 

rather than deconstructed (Robin, 2003, p. 63). 

 

Political fear produces a physiological reaction, which prevents rational contemplation and 

reflection (Robin, 2003, p. 63).  Political fear ‘is a primitive passion, roused by primitive 

implements, in the service of primitive ends; the brute power of brutish rulers or brutish 

insurgents and criminals’ (p. 63). Thus, fear alone cannot effect a transformation of 

disempowering subjectivity or circumstances.  In a series of five online articles on “How 

Political Fear Works”, Robin (2017) further articulates the interdependence of hope and fear.  

Citing Hobbes, Robin argues that the reason we fear death is that we value the projects and 

purposes, and the friends and families that make our lives worthwhile.  If we lose the hope of 

these sustaining connections, we might very well lose our fear of death.  Suicide may then 

appear to be a reasonable alternative. 

 

                                                
49 An empty signifier is a word or phrase that does not refer to something concrete, and to which almost every 
possible meaning can be ascribed precisely because of its indeterminacy. Examples of such empty signifiers are 
‘God’, ‘Nature’ or ‘Reason’. Typically, such ‘empty signifiers’ are constructed as placeless and timeless in an 
effort to appeal to a wide and diverse audience (Giesen & Seyfert, 2015, p. 114). 
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Whereas the Bible states that ‘love casts out/overcomes fear’ (1 John 4:18), the reverse is also 

true; fear drives out love. Thus, fear and love are oppositional, dialectical pairs.  By contrast, 

as hope increases, fear also increases because one then has more to lose, and vice versa. 

Decreased hope can lead to decreased fear when there is nothing left to lose.  It is therefore 

important in a consideration of freedom and fear, to also consider hope and love. 

Fear, Hope and Love 

 
While fear is a primitive instinct, narcissistic, and concerned with survival, hope is a discourse 

of security, and love is an achievement/action which is ‘others’ focused.  As a discourse, hope 

moderates between fear and love. A discourse of hope can function as a coping mechanism in 

fearful situations and as a contagious motivator for courage when the individual or loved ones 

are threatened.  Robin (2017) gives the example of how in 1968, eight lonely individuals, who 

in the pursuit of freedom among other things, stood in Red Square to protest the Soviet invasion 

of Czechoslovakia, and emboldened millions of their fellow citizens, lessening their fears.  In 

like manner, when Jehovah’s Witnesses saw their spiritual brothers and sisters go to the gallows 

in totalitarian regimes, or suffer torture, it reinforced their own courage to stand firm against 

oppression and injustice (Buber-Neumann, 1949, 2009; Hesse, 2001). 

Managing versus Manipulating Fear 

 
 
Both fear-management and fear-manipulation are used to control populations.  Fear-

management is predominantly a remedial (cure for fear) strategy, while fear-manipulation 

focuses on the prevention of defection, betrayal, disloyalty and disorder, and can thus be 

thought of as prophylactic (Gel'man, 2015, p. 13). Fear, itself, is a natural habitus disposition, 

essential for survival. Indeed, a person lacking fear responses has a life-threatening 
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pathological condition. Moreover, a person afflicted with excessive fear may be responding 

realistically to their situation, for example, refugees fleeing Syria. Nevertheless, whether one 

is reacting appropriately to fear, or is excessively fearful in a particular situation, there are 

negative consequences for health and life (Mental Health Foundation, Halliwell, & Richardson, 

2009). 

 

Both fear-management and fear-manipulation establish a fear-freedom feedback loop that 

responds to perceived threats at various levels of implementation: 

1) At the individual level in the WTS, fear focuses attention on survival; hope generates 
and appropriates discourses of security, while love attempts to deflect personal terror 
through service and concern for others; 
 

2) For a collective superorganism, as I argue in this thesis for the Watchtower Society, 
fear is concerned with survival (avoiding the collapse) of the superorganism; hope 
focuses on productivity, and love is equated with unity – a ‘united brotherhood’. For 
totalitarian societies, fear is used to accumulate power; discourses of hope are usually 
aimed at controlling the masses, while love is defined as unconditional trust, gratitude, 
and allegiance to the oligarchs;50 

 
3) On the cosmological level, where discourses are generated, apocalyptic narratives 

generate fear; visions of a paradise earth elicit hope and endurance, while love emerges 
from cooperation and self-sacrificing service, in response to discourses of both fear and 
hope. 

 

A relevant distinction between totalitarian societies and the Watchtower Theocratic Society is 

the ultimate object of fear.  In totalitarian societies, the fear of powerful humans who are able 

to determine the destinies of members, drives the responses of subjects to either sublimate their 

fears with various addictive substances and behaviours; defect; collaborate; go ‘underground’; 

                                                
50 These principles have been deduced from wide reading on life in the former Soviet Union from which my 
parents originated, and from a very few remaining friends of the family (aged in their 90s) who have shared their 
memories. 
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or conform (Gel'man, 2015; Robin, 2017).  For Watchtower Society members, it is not the 

absence of fear that confers courage, but a greater fear of disappointing Jehovah: 

Godly fear motivated Jehovah’s Witnesses to stand up to the horrors of the Nazi 
concentration camps during the 1930s and 1940s. They took to heart Jesus’ 
counsel…Do not fear those who kill the body and after this are not able to do anything 
more.  But I will indicate to you whom to fear:  Fear him who after killing has authority 
to throw into Gehenna (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1995, March 15, p. 20).51 

 

Godly fear enabled Jehovah’s Witnesses to stand against the strategies used to manipulate fear 

in the former Soviet Union, such as: murder; propaganda; intimidation, scapegoating; forced 

exit; surveillance; career restrictions; criminal prosecution and punitive psychiatry (Gel'man, 

2015).  However, it is usually only in hindsight, through a historical genealogy, that outcomes 

and consequences of particular beliefs and practices can be recognised and appreciated.  Thus, 

there is a need to filter current theories and social experiments through historical records and 

evidence, to avoid repeating historical mistakes and forming misleading conclusions.   

Historical and Legal Research 

 

A category of scholarly research that highlights the positive social contributions of the WTS, 

has focused on the WTS’ contribution to US First Amendment freedoms through litigation; 

resisting and challenging various twentieth century totalitarian regimes, and as 

uncompromising participants in the proselytising ‘field ministry’ (Baran, 2006, 2011a; 

Barringer Gordon, 2011; Buber-Neumann, 1949, 2009; Côté & Richardson, 2001; Dirksen, 

2002; Hesse, 2001; C. King, 1979, 1982; Lawson, 1995a; Persian, 2008; Peters, 2000; B. 

Wilson, 1973).  Jehovah’s Witnesses were banned in Australia in 1941 on the pretext of 

national security, but as Jayne Persian (2008) argues, ‘personal politics and a cavalier attitude 

to fundamental legal principles of religious freedom’ were contributing factors (p. 4). 

                                                
51 Benefits of fearing the true God. The Watchtower, 15-20. 
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Jehovah’s Witnesses were regarded as subversive nuisances in Australia, and were put under 

surveillance by the Army, the Navy, Military Intelligence, the Police, and the Commonwealth 

Investigation Branch (p. 5).  Nevertheless, they found ways to continue their operations 

underground, and ‘not a single issue of the Watchtower was missed during the entire period of 

the ban’, with organisational membership rapidly increasing (p. 78).  While Government 

legislation was not able to prevent the dissemination of WTS literature and organisational 

growth, it was litigation by the Society that eventually led to the lifting of the ban, return of the 

Society’s property, and compensation from the Government (p. 88). 

The Watchtower Society and Litigation 

 
There are an increasing number of academic theses focusing on various WTS historical and 

legal situations, which establish the proactive stance of the WTS in striving for civil liberties, 

as well as the patient endurance of Jehovah’s Witnesses under trial and persecution (Baran, 

2006, 2011a; Flynn, 2004-2005; Grohsgal, 2011; Henderson, 2002; Klein, 2016).  A common 

analogy appealed to in these accounts is that the WTS functions as the canary in the mine, 

exposing the level of freedom and tolerance in a society, a point also made by Zoe Knox: 

…sociologists have recognised the treatment of Witnesses as a critical barometer of a 
state’s respect for freedom of conscience and religious diversity and as an indicator of 
the public level of tolerance for non-traditional religious groups (Knox, 2011, p. 158). 

 
 

Appropriating and extending biocognitive perspectives on WTS litigation, yields further 

insights on the defensive and pre-emptive strategies used by the WTS to promote civil and 

WTS freedoms.  For example, the immune system has three crucial functions for a human or 

group ‘body’, that parallel the function of national and state security (Gilbert, Sapp, & Tauber, 

2012, pp. 332, 333).  Represented in military terms, the immune system is the body’s ‘armed 

forces’, protecting against: 
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1. Hostile ‘outsiders’; 

2. Internal Subversion; 

3. Exploitation - monitoring ‘passports’ to keep ‘cheaters/free-riders’ out, and welcoming 

those who give evidence of making a positive contribution to the body (p. 333). 

 

Committed to physical non-violence, the WTS’ ‘military’ strategies for expanding 

organisational freedoms are limited to Public Relations (discursive representation), and 

litigation.  The WTS has demonstrated the effectiveness of unity, mass mobilisation, and both 

disciplined (defensive) and vigilant (pre-emptive) litigation (Côté & Richardson, 2001; Gilbert 

et al., 2012).  Both disciplined and vigilant litigation are responses to fear and threat.   

 

In the years between 1925 to 1950, when internal and external social pressures threatened to 

destroy the WTS, litigation became a deliberate, collective effort against restrictions on WTS 

freedom and perceived injustices (Côté & Richardson, 2001, p. 14). Internal theocratic 

activities were essentially crash courses in civil rights and legal procedures and included the 

formation of ‘religious squads’ (swarms) of obedient and loyal members, prepared to quickly 

respond to ‘hostile outsiders’ (p. 14). This form of defensive legal activity –Disciplined 

Litigation– served the organisation well in its early years in the United States of America, and 

in the mid-1980s in relation to the blood transfusion controversy in the U.S. and Canada (Côté 

& Richardson, 2001).  Swarming behaviour was particularly effective in the American context, 

and was based on Biblical precedents:  

The Bible compares the sound of an approaching swarm of insects, including locusts, 
to the rumble of chariots and to the crackling of flames consuming stubble. (Joel 2:3, 5) 
Men have built fires in an effort to check the advance of a locust swarm, but these are 
usually ineffective. Why? The bodies of the locusts that are killed extinguish the flames, 
after which the rest of the swarm continues on unhindered. Even without a king or a 
leader, a locust swarm operates like a well-organized army, overcoming virtually any 
obstacle—Joel 2:25. The prophet Joel compared the activity of Jehovah’s servants to 
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the actions of locusts (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2009, April 15, pp. 14, 
15).52  

 

 

The remarkable and impressive contributions the WTS made to civil liberties in the twentieth 

century (Grohsgal, 2011; Henderson, 2002), can arguably be attributed to WTS swarming 

behaviour.  Joseph Franklin Rutherford, as the WTS leader between 1917 and 1942, was a 

lawyer who not only guided JWs to adopt a strategy of civil disobedience and litigation, but 

trained WTS members in court procedures (Grohsgal, 2011, pp. 6-17).  Religious meetings 

often consisted of mock trials, and JWs became skilled operators in the legal realm (pp. 10, 

17): 

…campaigns were extraordinarily well-organized. When Jehovah’s Witnesses were 
arrested while canvassing, they were instructed immediately to call a number from the 
police station. In the “hot” territories, volunteers were on notice, prepared to go into any 
community within a given radius to preach. These volunteers—from among the ranks 
already reporting their service work to the Society—had been organized into units, and 
these units grouped into 78 divisions throughout the United States. When Jehovah’s 
Witnesses phoned the hotline, the Society would send a call for the appropriate number of 
groups to visit each home in the “trouble spot” within an hour or two. These volunteers 
would meet, receive instructions on the area to be worked, and drive into town to visit each 
home (Grohsgal, 2011, p. 149). 

 

 
With litigation successes, a more peaceful and productive post-war situation, and the death of 

Rutherford in 1942; the third president, Nathan Knorr, introduced a more accommodating style; 

theocratic aggressiveness was toned down, and the message depoliticised (Côté & Richardson, 

2001, p. 16).  Obedience to the ‘Higher Powers’ of Romans 13:1 (Bible), which had been 

limited to Jehovah and Jesus by Rutherford, was now readjusted/reverted to ‘conditional 

obedience’ to secular authorities, as originally taught by Charles Taze Russell (p. 16).  

However, a second major legal crisis arose at the beginning of the 1960s in relation to the 

adoption and enforcement of the ‘blood taboo’ (p. 16).   

                                                
52 Jehovah's wisdom observed in creation. The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 15-19. 
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The blood taboo was doctrinally justified as an effort to preserve cohesion and separation from 

the world’s influences –a purity moral code in the ‘character formation’ of ‘Jehovah’s chosen 

people’ (Côté & Richardson, 2001, p. 16).  Blood transfusion was at first merely discouraged 

but became a disfellowshipping offense in 1961 (p. 17).  When pressure from health law 

enforcement and former witnesses began to mount, the WTS reverted to previous tactics of 

disciplined litigation and aggressive evasive actions, such as seizing patients from hospital beds 

to avoid transfusion (p. 17).  With the blood taboo developing into a public relations disaster; 

the failed prophecy of 1975; a crisis in the WTS Governing Body at the end of the 1970s, and 

increased militancy of some high-profile ex-members, disciplined litigation was back in force 

(pp. 17, 18). 

 

The social backlash, however, convinced the WTS that they needed to put more efforts into 

public relations, so in 1979, the Hospital Liaison Committee (HLC) was created (Côté & 

Richardson, 2001, p. 17). The AIDS scare and the scandal of contaminated stocks of blood 

contributed to a more receptive audience for non-blood medical perspectives, thus WTS Elders 

were able to arrange seminars, conferences and consultations with physicians on alternative 

treatments to blood transfusions (p. 18).  Non-blood surgery and medical care is now 

increasingly coming to be regarded as the ‘Gold Standard’ of medical treatment (Anderson, 

2011; Emmert et al., 2011; Engoren et al., 2002; Kamper-Jorgensen et al., 2008; Koch et al., 

2006; Rao et al., 2004; Robb, 1996; Rosengart et al., 1997; Shander & Goodnough, 2010; 

Vuylsteke & Gerrard, 2002). 

 

In relatively recent times, vigilant litigation is a new vehicle of transformation in WTS 

immunological strategies (Côté & Richardson, 2001, p. 18).  This is a pre-emptive and 
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pragmatic reorganising strategy targeted at eradicating prejudice and discrimination (p. 18).  It 

works in tandem with more sophisticated public relations and focuses on copyright laws and 

constitutional rights (p. 18).  Several former members who have used WTS quotes or media 

clips on their websites, have been threatened with WTS litigation.  Thus, it is common now to 

see disclaimers at the beginning of ‘apostate’ video productions such as: 

Warning 
Federal law allows citizens to reproduce, distribute, or exhibit portions of copyrighted 
motion pictures, video tapes, or video discs under certain circumstances without 
authorization of the copyright holder.  This infringement of copyright is called “Fair 
Use” and is allowed for purposes of criticism, news reporting, teaching and parody. 

 

Nonetheless, Lloyd Evans, a former Jehovah’s Witness, who is a prolific producer of videos 

on the WTS, and uses this disclaimer regularly, has stated that his greatest opponents to 

contesting discourses on the WTS, has not been the WTS itself, but other WTS ‘apostates’ with 

different views, who have even threatened physical violence against him (L. Evans, 2015, 

December 2).  This suggests a need to explore the relationship of mental health to freedom in 

Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

The Mental Health of Jehovah’s Witnesses 

 

Mental illness, like addiction, compromises freedom by alienating and isolating sufferers in 

society generally, and by inhibiting and obstructing productive pursuits, and a sense of well-

being.  Furuli (2016, April 21), a member of the JW Scholars Group and a Jehovah’s Witness 

for 55+ years, contests the findings of studies that propose a higher incidence of mental illness 

in Jehovah’s Witnesses than in the general population.  In two empirical studies that Furuli 

(2016, April 21) implemented in 1993 and 2015, he concluded that the rate of mental illness 

among Jehovah’s Witnesses is significantly less than for the general societies to which they 

belong.  For his research, Furuli was able to recruit Elders from WTS congregations in Norway, 
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USA and 12 other countries, who knew him and were thus willing to assist in his study. The 

Elders, as shepherds of their respective congregations, completed questionnaires on the mental 

health of their congregants.53 Furuli’s quoted statistic of 13 million Jehovah’s Witnesses allows 

for those who are inactive,54 a figure he derived by multiplying the number of documented 

publishers (active members) by 1.6 (Furuli, 2016, April 21). This, as Furuli concedes, remains 

a conservative estimate of the actual number of Jehovah’s Witnesses who regularly attend 

congregational meetings,55 and is significantly less than the number who attend the annual 

Memorial celebration.56 

 

Paul Grundy on JW Facts (nd-b)57 provides links to various academic articles on ‘Mental 

Illness Amongst Jehovah’s Witnesses’, and presents a concise summary that problematizes 

methodologies, biases, and the generalising of research findings from other ‘cults’58 to the 

WTS, which may not be valid.  While the authors of some articles found a significantly higher 

level of mental illness among Jehovah’s Witnesses, Grundy (nd-b) argues that stressful and 

pre-existing conditions were often not adequately weighted in the research data, such as: 

Rylander’s 1946 study on Jehovah’s Witnesses (JWs) imprisoned as conscientious objectors to 

military service in Sweden; Pescor’s 1949 study on 4,420 JWs imprisoned over noncompliance 

with military requirements in America; Spencer’s 1975 Australian study on 50 ‘active JW’ 

                                                
53 While Elders are very involved in their congregants’ lives and would likely be familiar with the mental health 
challenges of members, they are not generally trained in mental health issues at a professional level. This could 
lead to inconsistencies in evaluations made by Elders between congregations and countries. Nevertheless, my own 
observations and interactions with faithful JW members, suggests that mental health issues in the WTS, at the 
very least, may be no worse than in general society. In fact, many who join and find support, meaning and purpose 
in the WTS, improve in mental and physical health. 
54 An ‘inactive’ Witness is a member who has not submitted a monthly field service report for a specified time 
period (usually 6 months). The time period would, however, be influenced by circumstances and the attitude of 
member under consideration. 
55 The ‘peak publishers’ in the 2017 Yearbook (Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society of Pennsylvania, 2016a) 
is only 8,340,847 (p. 177). 
56 20,085,142 attended the 2016 Memorial celebration world-wide. 
57 http://www.jwfacts.com/watchtower/mental-issues.php. 
58 A cult is usually defined as an unorthodox, spurious or harmful religion, but in some cases, it is merely someone 
else’s belief system compared unfavourably against one’s own. 
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psychiatric hospital admissions, and Bergman’s data that claims a 10-16 times higher rate of  

mental illness than the general population.  Furuli (2016, April 21) expands on the critique of 

the above studies, identifying and arguing against specific flaws in the research methodology 

of the above studies.   

 

In the Rylander 1946 study, the 126 Witnesses were examined by a priest and a psychiatrist 

and given a collaborative diagnosis on their mental health status on the same day (Furuli, 2016, 

April 21).  Apart from the changing nature of mental health classifications over time,59 to 

attribute a life-impacting diagnosis on the basis of a brief observation and interaction, supports 

Furuli’s conclusion that the study is biased and lacks validity and reliability.  Furuli (2016, 

April 21) also dismantles Pescor’s 1949 study by unmasking the ambiguity and unlikely 

correlation of the commonly rendered diagnosis of psychosis, with JW willingness to suffer to 

remain true to their convictions. Spencer’s 1975 West Australian study, likewise, is statistically 

problematic, a fact attested to by sociologists, James Penton and James Beckford (Furuli, 2016, 

April 21).  In addition, considering the dated nature of the studies, none can be considered 

representative of the current mental health status of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

 

On the issue of general health, Scheitle and Adamczyk (2010), using data from 1972-2006 

(US) General Social Surveys, concluded that people who are raised and stay in high-cost groups 

such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, have better self-reported health than those staying in other 

religious traditions, while those who leave such groups are more likely to report worse health 

than those who leave other groups (p. 325).  The authors hypothesise that high exit costs may 

                                                
59 For a history of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders used to classify mental illnesses, see 
https://www.psychiatry.org/psychiatrists/practice/dsm/history-of-the-dsm.  
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lead to poor health, or poor health may lead to exit, which is an area that requires further 

research (p. 325). 

 

The argument that poor mental health and psychopathology equate with greater religiosity and 

a preference for authoritarianism, is not supported by the bulk of the research data, according 

to Rodney Stark (2005, pp. 87, 88).  Stark found in his study of a mentally ill cohort, matched 

with a control group; that the mentally ill were far less likely to attend church or score highly 

on religious orthodoxy (p. 88).  Moreover, a meta-assembly of empirical data by Christopher 

Ellison (in Stark, 2005) on religion and health, suggests that religious belief and practice 

improve self-esteem, life satisfaction, the ability to withstand major social stressors, and even 

physical health (p. 88).  However, as the next section shows, the 2015 and 2017 Australian 

Royal Commission reports have diagnosed a serious health problem in the WTS superorganism 

itself.   

Australian Royal Commission Investigation into Child Sexual Abuse 

 

The Australian Royal Commission investigation into child sexual abuse in the WTS, made 

recommendations in 2015 at the initial hearings; released a report in October 2016 which was 

tabled in the Australian parliament on 28 November 2016, and concluded with another hearing 

on 10 March, 2017, to assess the WTS’ progress in implementing recommendations made in 

the 2016 report.  The Royal Commission is part of an international movement of governmental 

inquiries into child abuse that began in the 1990s, inspired by truth commissions into human 

rights abuses (Davis, 2015, p. 214).   
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While often envisioned as the ‘gold standard’ of inquiry formats, due to its ability to deliver 

greater powers of investigation (Davis, 2015, p. 214), the Australian Royal Commission 

investigation into child sexual abuse which investigated the Watchtower Society in 2015, is 

not without its critics (Budiselik, Crawford, & Chung, 2014; Davis, 2015; Middleton et al., 

2013).  Claims that Royal Commissions are costly, and have in the past, been relatively 

ineffective (Budiselik et al., 2014; Davis, 2015; Middleton et al., 2013) can be summarised as: 

1. Follow-up is often inadequate or non-existent;  
 

2. The money might better be spent implementing recommendations from previous 
inquiries; 
 

3. Royal Commissions are sometimes used to deflect attention from other political issues 
and cover-ups;  
 

4. Royal Commissions often marginalise or ignore vital aspects such as intra-family 
abuse, which can be more pervasive and damaging than even institutional forms of 
abuse;  
 

5. Royal Commissions give a false impression that organisations can be made ‘safe’, 
whereas in reality this level of certainty is unattainable;  
 

6. Royal Commissions can often further traumatise victims;  
 

7. Perpetrators in powerful positions are often able to avoid being brought to justice. 
 

 

Despite the above claimed limitations of Royal Commissions, the damaging effects of child 

sexual abuse must be continually kept in the public consciousness, as serial paedophile abusers 

are responsible for serious trauma and even the death of their victims (Middleton et al., 2013, 

p. 20).  In April 2012, seven months before the then Australian prime minister, Julia Gillard, 

announced the Australian Royal Commission investigation into child sexual abuse, 

confidential police reports revealed that at least 40 individuals who had been sexually abused 

by Catholic Clergy in Victoria, had committed suicide (p. 17). 



81 
 
 

 

Women and children are generally the most vulnerable to sexual abuse, and as the 2015 Royal 

Commission investigation into the Watchtower Society highlighted, they are frequently 

characterised as unreliable and untruthful witnesses, in an attempt to disguise or minimise the 

abuse (Middleton et al., 2013, p. 20).  Middleton et al (2013, p. 20), list the obstacles for 

exposing abuse as: 

1. Societies’ unwillingness to know; 

2. Perpetrator’s strongly motivated efforts to hide their criminal acts; 

3. The ease afforded by social institutions and practices for hiding criminal acts; 

4. Social and organisational structures for covering up abuse. 

 

While there have been 83 governmental investigations into Australian institutions providing 

out-of-home care to children between 1852 and 2013, none have focused on the WTS. Thus, 

despite what may be considered by some as an unnecessary expenditure of funds which may 

have been better used for implementing measures for greater child safety (Budiselik et al., 

2014, p. 571),60 the fact that the Watchtower Society was involved in the 2012-initiated Royal 

Commission, almost guarantees follow-up, and transformation.  Julia Gillard at her final press 

conference predicted: 

This Royal Commission is now working its way around the country. I believe it will 
have many years of work in front of it. But it will change the nation (Julia Gillard in 
Budiselik et al., 2014, p. 579). 

 

 

Social change initiated by a Royal Commission requires dedicated follow-up action, and the 

mobilisation of social support (Budiselik et al., 2014, p. 570). The Australian Royal 

                                                
60 John Howard, former Australian prime minister, in rejecting a proposed Royal Commission into child abuse in 
2003 said he would rather spend the money on further intervention in child care than ‘lining the pockets of 
lawyers’ (Budiselik et al., 2014, p. 571). 
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Commission has given former-Jehovah’s Witnesses a wide audience, and a legitimate platform 

and voice, to speak for vulnerable members in the WTS.  Despite the resistance to the Royal 

Commission findings in current WTS publications such as the From our Studio videos released 

in July 2015 and March 2017,61 and the July 2017 Watchtower article titled: Winning the Battle 

for your Mind (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2017, July, pp. 27-30), there will likely 

be changes in the WTS that will promote the freedom and safety of its members. Survival is 

the hard currency of organisational adaptation (Dennett, 2002; McKay & Dennett, 2009), and 

WTS history demonstrates the flexibility of the WTS in response to a threat of survival. 

 

Fear-based reactions are evident in the release of official WTS videos in July 2015 and March 

2017,62 timed to coincide with Royal Commission investigations into child sexual abuse in the 

WTS.  The July 2015 video was an attempt to convince the audience of the pro-active and 

ahead-of-its-time efforts of the WTS to protect children in the organisation, refuting and 

covertly disparaging the Royal Commission Case 29 findings (Royal Commission into 

Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, July-August).  The March 2017 video is 

an intensified endeavour to convince young children (as young as 10) to be baptised and thus 

gain ‘protection’ from Jehovah; influence youth still at school to take up ‘pioneering’ (full time 

witnessing) and ‘make a career with Jehovah’; avoid association with ‘outsiders’, and to trust 

only the communication from organisational leaders and faithful WTS members, as these are 

the only ones who tell the ‘truth’.  In other words, the message to viewers is seemingly: The 

Royal Commission is just another form of persecution (bullying) and ‘apostate lies’.  

 

                                                
61 Available at tv.jw.org, the official broadcast website for the WTS. 
62 These videos are available at tv.jw.org. The videos are listed in the ‘video on demand’ section, under the dates 
July 2015 and March 2017. 
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When confronted on the issue of ‘apostate lies’, Governing Body member, Geoffrey Jackson, 

under oath, admitted in a round-about way, that there may actually be some truth to the Royal 

Commission findings in relation to the WTS (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses 

to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, August 14).  Note the conversation between Geoffrey Jackson 

and Angus Stewart from the 2015 transcript: 

Mr Angus Stewart (counsel assisting): Would you disagree, then, with anyone who 
said that the efforts to highlight and deal with child sexual abuse in the Jehovah's 
Witness church are engaging in apostate lies? 
 
Mr Geoffrey Jackson (Governing Body Member, thus one of the ‘Faithful and Discreet 
Slave’ members): I guess that's a broad question, because sometimes those who make 
these accusations make many other accusations as well. But let me assure you, the 
person making the accusation is not the main thing. The main thing is: is there some 
basis to the accusation. And if there is some way that we could improve, the Governing 
Body is always interested in seeing how we can refine our policies (Royal Commission 
into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, August 14, p. 57, lines 3-14).   

 

Despite a claimed interest in improving policies and practices, Geoffrey Jackson and other 

Governing Body members declined the invitation to appear at the subsequent 10 March 2017 

Royal Commission hearing:63 

Given that the Governing Body is based in the United States, the Royal Commission 
does not have the power to compel a member of the Governing Body to give evidence 
in this hearing.  Nevertheless, on 16 January this year, the Royal Commission wrote to 
Watchtower Australia requesting that a member of the Governing Body be available to 
give evidence at this hearing, whether in person or via video link.  On 31 January, 
Watchtower Australia informed the Royal Commission that a member of the Governing 
Body would not be available to give evidence.  That is a matter of considerable regret, 
given the degree to which the Australia Branch is subject to the control of the Governing 
Body on matters of policy, procedure and practice (Angus Stewart, opening speech in 
Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017, March 
10, p. 3, lines 12-26). 

  

 

                                                
63 Geoffrey Jackson was in Australia visiting his ailing father at the time of the July 2015 hearing, and was thus 
able to be summoned to appear, against WTS efforts to prevent this. It was therefore not surprising that the 
invitation to appear at the 10 March 2017 hearing was declined.  This may indicate a fear response, and is 
consistent with other resistance/non-cooperative behaviours in similar cases of child sexual abuse in the WTS 
(Court of Appeal, 2016, April 14). Unfortunately, it reinforces the perception that the welfare of children in the 
WTS is a secondary consideration for the WTS.  
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The 2015 July-August Royal Commission, in concluding that the WTS does not adequately 

respond to, or protect against child sexual abuse, identified the following policies and practices 

as problematic in the WTS (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 

Abuse, 2016, October, p. 77): 

1. Out-dated WTS policies and practices, which are totally inappropriate for responding 
to child sexual abuse (p. 77); 
 

2. ‘The organisation’s internal disciplinary system for addressing complaints of child 
sexual abuse is not child or survivor focused in that it is presided over by males and 
offers a survivor little or no choice about how their complaint is addressed’ (p. 77); 
 
 

3. Internal disciplinary measures for perpetrators of child sexual abuse are weak, because 
of the ‘two-witness’64 rule, and the action of ‘reproval’.65 This puts children in both the 
organisation and the general community at risk (p. 77); 
 

4. There is a serious lack of understanding of the risk of paedophiles reoffending, and of 
the nature of child sexual abuse; thus, inadequate sanctions and precautions are 
implemented (p. 77); 
 

5. ‘The organisation’s general practice of not reporting serious instances of child sexual 
abuse to police or authorities –in particular where the complainant is a child– 
demonstrates a serious failure by the organisation to provide for the safety and 
protection of children in the organisation and in the community’ (p. 77). 

 

 

In the 10 March 2017 Royal Commission hearing, the matters identified as problematic in July-

August 2015, were revisited (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 

Abuse, 2017, March 10).  Two members from the Australia Branch of the WTS -Terrence 

O’Brien, Director, and Rodney Spinks, Senior Service Desk Minister- gave evidence on WTS 

                                                
64 The ‘two witnesses’ rule virtually guaranteed that the perpetrator of child sexual abuse in the WTS would not 
be brought to justice, since without two witnesses (rarely available in child sexual abuse situations), the accused 
was to be regarded and treated, as innocent. This also put other children at risk.  However, as the Royal 
Commission investigation revealed, even when there were multiple witnesses, as in a family of 4 girls molested 
by their father, their testimonies were still not sufficient for discipline of the perpetrator. The perpetrator (father) 
was eventually disfellowshipped for adultery with a fellow church member, and for lying, while his criminal 
behaviour with his 4 daughters did not merit the same level of discipline (Royal Commission into Institutional 
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, October, pp. 30-47). 
65 If the guilt of a perpetrator is established through a WTS judicial process, but the perpetrator is remorseful and 
repentant, he may merely be reproved, either privately or publicly, with no announcement of the nature of his 
wrongdoing. This poses a public safety risk to both the organisation and the community at large. 
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progress in implementing the 2015 Royal Commission recommendations (Royal Commission 

into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017, March 10, pp. 6, 7): 

Confronting the perpetrator  

 

• The Royal Commission recommended that the Jehovah's Witnesses' written policies 
should clearly state that a complainant of child sexual abuse is no longer required to 
confront the abuser, and that members of the organisation should be informed of this 
right…The Royal Commission (also) recommended that the Jehovah's Witnesses 
formally document their stated policy of allowing survivors to have a support person 
present during the internal disciplinary process  (Royal Commission into Institutional 
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017, March 10, p. 6). 

 

The Royal Commission learned that the new guidelines for WTS Service Desks allow mature 

minors to have a non-parent adult present with them during an interview in the investigation of 

an allegation of child sexual abuse but is silent as to the provision of support to younger 

survivors, other than by a parent (p. 6).  Point 10 in the new Child Safeguarding Policy of 

Jehovah’s Witnesses in Australia states: 

A victim of child abuse is never required to confront his or her alleged abuser.  
Moreover, if the victim prefers, allegations can be made in the form of a written 
statement.  When congregation elders investigate an allegation, they will meet not with 
the minor victim of child abuse but with the child’s parent(s).  Adults who were victims 
of child abuse may be accompanied by a confidant of either gender to provide them 
with moral support when meeting with elders. While not required or encouraged, if an 
adult who was a victim of child abuse wishes to present testimony when a congregation 
judicial committee meets with an alleged abuser, this is allowed (Watchtower Bible and 
Tract Society, 2017, March, p. 3). 

 

 Nevertheless, while the WTS policy has been amended, it was only communicated in writing 

to elders and not to members of the Jehovah's Witnesses more generally (p. 6).  As the situation 

stands, for a member to obtain a copy of the WTS March 2017 Child Safeguarding policy, it 

appears that they have to approach an elder and ask for a copy, rather than it being distributed 

to all members (L. Evans, 2017, March 22). Without widespread circulation of the document, 
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general members are unlikely to realise the change, and thus, may not benefit from it.  Since 

judicial committees and investigations have previously prohibited support personnel attending, 

unless this change of policy in the case of child abuse is widely disseminated, future victims 

may not even think to ask for personal support. 

Two-Witness Rule 

 
• The Royal Commission recommended that the Jehovah's Witnesses revise and 

modify their application of the two-witness rule in cases involving complaints of 
child sexual abuse (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 
Abuse, 2017, March 10, p. 6).   

 

To the recommendation that the WTS revise their ‘two-witness rule’, the WTS representatives 

responded that they are ‘prohibited by Scripture from altering the application of the two-

witness rule’ (p. 6).  This illustrates the futility of attempting to meet ‘truth’ discourses or 

habitus dispositions with rational deliberation.  Even the WTS representatives would be aware 

that paedophiles do not generally abuse their victims in public, thus there is unlikely to be an 

audience to their crimes.  Moreover, even if a paedophile confesses to the child abuse under 

investigation, point 11 of the March, 2017 Child Safeguarding Policy of Jehovah’s Witnesses 

in Australia, states: ‘A member of the congregation who is an unrepentant child abuser is 

expelled from the congregation and is no longer considered one of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ (p. 

3).  Thus, it appears that not only does the perpetrator of the crime of child sexual abuse receive 

priority treatment in the investigation, but by ‘repenting’, may even avoid the consequences. 

 

While it is unlikely in the current climate of negative publicity (and possible legal liability), 

that a known paedophile will be allowed to remain a Jehovah’s Witness, the fact that it is a 

documented possibility, does allow for slippages.  A dangerous discourse in the April 2017 

study edition of the Watchtower magazine, The Judge of All the Earth, Always Does What Is 
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Right, admonishes members to guard the reputation of the WTS and its ‘brothers’, even in cases 

of injustice and wrongdoing: 

Because all of us are imperfect and subject to sin, we realize that there is a possibility 
that we could either experience injustice ourselves or be the cause of it for someone 
else in the congregation. (1 John 1:8) Although such instances are rare, faithful 
Christians are not surprised or stumbled when injustices do occur. For good reason, 
Jehovah has provided practical advice in his Word to assist us to maintain our integrity, 
even if we experience wrongs at the hands of fellow believers. 
 
May we loyally handle such matters in line with Bible principles. In some cases, we 
may come to realize that we were not the victim of an injustice after all. How grateful 
we would be that we did not make a situation worse by slandering a fellow Christian! 
Remember, whether we are right or wrong, engaging in hurtful speech will never 
improve a situation. Loyalty to Jehovah and to our brothers will protect us from making 
such a mistake (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2017, April, pp. 21, 22) 

 

Thus, it seems that the revised WTS policies on child sexual abuse, are still subject to the 

‘Higher Law’ of protecting the reputation of the WTS and its ’brothers’ (primarily the leaders 

in the WTS). This potentially protects perpetrators of injustice, and even crime, while silencing 

victims and vulnerable members. 

Role of Women in Decision Making 

 

• The Royal Commission recommended that the Jehovah's Witnesses explore ways 
to involve women in the investigation and assessment of the credibility of 
allegations of child sexual abuse (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses 
to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017, March 10, p. 6).  

 
 

Again, Jehovah's Witnesses refused to compromise their restriction on the participation of 

women in judicial and decision-making issues.  JW women are limited to presenting allegations 

to elders and supporting the complainant (p. 6).  Most likely, to reinforce the firm WTS stand 

on women’s roles, the August 2017 JW Broadcasting video, From Our Studio (tv.jw.org), 

devotes the whole session to women and their status as subordinate to the headship of the 

husband and male leadership in the congregation.  This continues to put both women and 
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children at risk of abuse, despite the video emphasising the need for husbands and fathers to 

cherish and protect their wives and children. 

Reporting Allegations of Abuse to Secular Authorities 

 
 

• The Royal Commission recommended that the Jehovah's Witnesses report to 
authorities all allegations of child sexual abuse where the complainant is a minor or 
there is an ongoing risk to children; and that they actively seek the consent of adult 
victims to report their alleged child sexual abuse to authorities (Royal Commission 
into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017, March 10, pp. 6, 7). 

 

Point 6 in the Child Safeguarding Policy of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Australia gives victims, 

their parents and any congregation member the right to report an allegation of child abuse to 

secular authorities (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2017, March, p. 2).  However, as 

already addressed above, this point is moderated by the WTS’ higher law of protecting the 

reputation of its leaders and the WTS generally.  Moreover, as stressed by WTS representatives 

during the Australian Royal Commission cross examination on 10 March 2017, the WTS 

respects the freedom of an adult victim, or the parents of a minor in cases where mandatory 

reporting does not exist, to choose whether to report an abuse case to the secular authorities 

(2017, March 10 Royal Commission transcript, p. 8, Lines 1-5).  So, freedom is represented in 

this WTS perspective, as the ‘right to choose injustice’, if it will serve the higher purpose of 

protecting the welfare of the WTS superorganism and its leaders.  Moreover, the outcome for 

a victim who reports a crime to secular authorities, may be drastic – shunning- which can occur 

even in the absence of formal discipline. 
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Shunning 

 
The blame-the-victim arguments that Terrence O’Brien and Rodney Spinks presented on 

shunning at the 10 March 2017 Royal Commission hearing, exhausted the patience of Justice 

McClellan, who, after characterising shunning as ‘cruel’ (2017, March 10, Royal Commission 

transcript p. 57, lines 20, 26-28), was forced to concede to his counsel, “Mr Stewart, I don’t 

think we will get anywhere. I think we should move on” (p. 60, lines 24, 25).   

 

Both Terrence O’Brien and Rodney Spinks had constructed the argument that a sexual abuse 

victim, who had been further traumatised by WTS’ mishandling of their case, and who 

subsequently disassociated from the organisation, nevertheless, was choosing to shun family 

and friends by disassociating (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 

Abuse, 2017, March 10, pp. 56-57). A very frustrated counsel, Angus Stewart, replied: 

In brief, what you are saying is you haven't changed - in response to the Royal 
Commission report in Case Study 29, you haven't changed anything in relation to 
shunning; is that right? (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child 
Sexual Abuse, 2017, March 10, p. 54, lines 25-28). 

 
 
Mr O’Brien responded by citing a Bible text, justifying non-compliance as ‘following orders’ 

of a higher authority than the Royal Commission, despite the evidence of harm caused to WTS 

victims:66 

 
This is in the Bible Book of Isaiah, chapter 33, and it talks about the laws under which 
Jehovah's Witnesses believe we come. Chapter 33, verse 22. It says: For Jehovah is our 

judge. Jehovah is our lawgiver. Jehovah is our king. So that covers every aspect of the 
legislative, the executive, the judicial process, all Jehovah God reserves to himself. 
Now, we understand scripturally he delegates some of that authority to congregations, 
to families, husbands, wives, parents. But ultimately, if God's word provides a direction 
on a certain doctrine, Jehovah's Witnesses are bound by that, regardless of how others 

                                                
66 According to JW ‘apostate’ Paul Grundy, owner and administrator of jwfacts.com, who knows Terrence 
O’Brien personally, ‘Terry O’Brien is one of the kindest, most gentle man I know’.  O’Brien was placed in a high-
stress situation that may have compromised his rational appreciation of how his response actually demeans the 
character of Jehovah by both blaming and punishing innocent victims. Moreover, O’Brien’s response highlights 
the dangers of relegating personal responsibility to ‘just following orders’.  
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may view that (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 
2017, March 10). 

 

The WTS representatives then challenged the Royal Commission classification of the WTS as 

an ‘abusive organisation’, on the basis that most cases of child sexual abuse were perpetrated 

by a family member, or friend of the family.  Justice McClellan agreed that the WTS may not 

be an ‘institutional abuser’, but in the way it (mis)handled the judicial claims of the victims, it 

created more damage, and for this, the WTS was liable (Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017, March 10, p. 62). The major concern of the WTS 

representatives throughout the 10 March, 2017 hearing, seemed to be on legal issues and the 

impending financial retribution.  Moreover, while there was a lot of apologising by Mr Spinks 

for perceived misunderstandings on the part of the cross-examiners,67 none was to the victims 

of sexual abuse (p. 26, line 43; p. 48, line 46; p. 50, line 30; p. 59, line 19; p. 61, line 3; p. 67, 

line 20). 

 

While the Australian Royal Commission investigation into child sexual abuse in the WTS 

exposed and highlighted conundrums and contradictions in WTS practices, subsequent 

developments in the WTS reveal the fear-driven attempts to retain the loyalty and commitment 

of WTS members, in the face of damaging evidence that suggests that unconditional trust and 

loyalty to the WTS leaders enables injustices to continue and flourish.   

 

The March 2017 Royal Commission hearing was, no doubt, a distressing and disappointing 

conclusion to the Royal Commission efforts to help the WTS regain the ‘clean’ and ‘loving’ 

status it attributes to itself.  Shunning may indeed be protective when applied to those who 

                                                
67 Mr Stewart and Justice McClellan actually did not misunderstand what the WTS representatives were arguing; 
they just did not accept the arguments as legitimate, as in the case of ‘shunning’ for victims of sexual abuse who 
disassociate from the WTS. 
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cause harm, such as paedophiles, but when used against innocent victims, it signals an 

autoimmune pathology that is potentially lethal to both the WTS and its vulnerable members. 

Judging by the outrage among WTS ‘apostates’, and even some JW members who recognise 

the risk to children in current WTS judicial practices, the findings of the Australian Royal 

Commission into child sexual abuse in the WTS could trigger a WTS internal crisis. 

Conclusion 

 
This chapter reviewed and engaged the literature on freedom, in order to provide a discursive 

context for exploring the research questions on how the WTS constructs freedom for its 

members; and the experience of this freedom for members who either conform or deviate from 

the preferred WTS heterosexual subjectivity. The literature seems to confirm the assertion that 

the WTS functions as a superorganism, and that those who choose to become part of it, commit 

to subordinating independent aspirations and even life, to selflessly serve Jehovah’s 

organisation.  To facilitate the incorporation of subjects into the superorganism habitus, the 

literature suggests that the WTS offers members a Transformative Pedagogy utilising fear, 

hope and love to construct compliant, compatible subjectivities, and to motivate subjects to 

work unselfishly and cooperatively for the WTS common good: collective survival; security 

and freedom.  

 

The literature also seems to suggest that there may be survival advantages in being part of a 

powerful, well-resourced superorganism that can rapidly mobilise personnel and resources in 

times of disaster and adversity. However, to benefit from the protective role of the WTS 

superorganism’s immune system appears to require willingness to subordinate even personal 

justice, as well as desires, for the good of the WTS and its leaders.  For JWs with SSA, this 

may mean even compromising their life-chances, as single JWs with SSA are often 
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disadvantaged financially, emotionally, physically and socially, such that poverty, health and 

social handicaps preclude a level of freedom comparable to their heterosexual peers. For those 

able to integrate successfully into WTS community life, Holden’s (2002a) study found that the 

WTS is ‘clearly able to offer an affective bond to those whom secular society has abandoned’ 

(p. 7).  

   

While ‘apostates’ challenge the WTS from outside the organisation, ‘underground Jehovah’s 

Witnesses’ struggle for freedom within, remaining anonymous and seeking to moderate the 

negative consequences of WTS ‘loyalty tests’ that they consider have no basis in scripture.  In 

the past, WTS apostates had limited opportunities to voice grievances beyond their own sub-

group.  Both the Internet and the Australian Royal Commission investigation into the WTS 

have now opened up new public spaces for WTS apostates to be heard and responded to.  

Moreover, the Australian Royal Commission concluded, that despite most of the cases of WTS 

sexual abuse being perpetrated by family members, or friends of the family; in the way the 

WTS (mis)handled the judicial claims of its victims, it fulfilled the terms of reference of being 

an institutional abuser (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 

2017, March 10, p. 62).  

 

It appears that the Royal Commission investigation was interpreted as a form of bullying and 

persecution by the WTS.  Persecution of Jehovah’s Witnesses has generally functioned as a 

form of ‘honest advertising’ in the past and has often lead to significant increases in conversion.  

However, when the perceived persecution is in the form of ‘negative advertising’, it may not 

only deter future conversions, but may also create doubt and disaffection in its own 

membership.  Thus, there has been a greater emphasis on discourses of hope, and warning 

against propaganda (discourses of fear) in recent WTS publications. 
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Since fear compromises rationality, which is assumed to be the essential core of the liberal, 

autonomous subject; fear alone cannot generate freedom and effect a transformation of 

disempowered subjectivity.  Fear as a natural instinct requires discourses of hope and the social 

solidarity of love to function beyond mere fear manipulation, and to construct a fear-freedom 

feedback loop.  A fear-freedom feedback loop responds to threat in particular ways at various 

levels.  The literature study on freedom indicates that for an individual in the WTS; fear, hope 

and love discourses foster the subordination of personal ambitions and grievances to promote 

the prosperity of the WTS superorganism.  For the WTS superorganism, survival, unity and 

productivity are paramount.   

 

The next chapter will extend the theoretical focus on freedom by examining the social theories 

of Georg Hegel; Michel Foucault, and Pierre Bourdieu, with an overview of Biocognitive 

theory as it relates to evolutionary aspects of religion.  A focus on moral narratives and disgust 

manipulation; the role of fear in constructing and maintaining boundaries; the power of hope 

in motivating compliance, and the strategies of immuno-politics, will provide further insights 

for deconstructing WTS freedom. 
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Chapter 3: Social Theory on Freedom 
 

Introduction  

 
Now all the earth continued to be of one language and of one set of words.  As they 
travelled eastward, they discovered a valley plain in the land of Shiʹnar, and they began 
dwelling there. Then they said to one another: “Come! Let us make bricks and bake 
them with fire.”  So they used bricks instead of stone, and bitumen as mortar. They now 
said: “Come! Let us build a city for ourselves and a tower with its top in the heavens, 
and let us make a celebrated name for ourselves, so that we will not be scattered over 
the entire face of the earth.  Then Jehovah went down to see the city and the tower that 
the sons of men had built. Jehovah then said: “Look! They are one people with one 
language and this is what they have started to do. Now there is nothing that they may 
have in mind to do that will be impossible for them.  Come! Let us go down there and 
confuse their language in order that they may not understand one another’s 
language.” So Jehovah scattered them from there over the entire face of the earth and 
they gradually left off building the city. That is why it was named Baʹbel, because there 
Jehovah confused the language of all the earth, and Jehovah scattered them from there 
over the entire face of the earth (Genesis11:1-9, NWT, 2013). 

 
 

Conceptualising the WTS as a superorganism, not only constrains what can be asked, thought 

and said, but opens and closes particular windows on the world, such that new perspectives 

arise which were not possible when the WTS is viewed exclusively through paradigms of 

power and control.  Nevertheless, new perspectives must align to some extent with evidence 

derived from other methodologies that have reliably informed social research on organisations 

and freedom.  In this chapter, the social theories of Isaiah Berlin, Michel Foucault, Pierre 

Bourdieu and Georg Hegel, inform, and indeed expand, the theory of evolutionary sociology 

in the area of freedom.  Berlin (1958) posits a hybrid form of freedom which plays a primary 

role in human evolutionary development; Bourdieu (2000, 2005) argues for the 

biopsychosocial nature of the habitus/subjectivity, and symbolic violence, which interact in 

evolutionary processes of habitus transformation; Foucault (1977, 1980, 1982, 2003) clarifies 

the discursively-driven forces (biopower) that both construct and regulate populations, while 
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Hegel conceptualises the ‘spirit/Geist’ as the discursively-driven creative and productive 

source/force of material manifestations in the physical world.68 

 

Conceptualising the WTS as a superorganism, and applying the above social theories, arguably 

provides readings of WTS discourse, which legitimate many WTS key tenets from an 

evolutionary perspective, and Biblical texts such as 1 Corinthians 6:19: 

What!  Do YOU (plural) not know that the body of YOU (plural) people is [the] temple 
of the holy spirit within YOU (plural) which YOU (plural) have from God?  Also YOU 
(plural) do not belong to yourselves… (NWT, 1984). 

 

Jehovah, the only true God of the WTS superorganism, is, in line with the theories of Hegel 

and Foucault, the emergent Spirit/Biopower which manifests itself through the actions and 

achievements of its ‘people’.  Thus, the people who comprise the WTS superorganism are a 

witness to the spirit of Jehovah which activates and motivates them. In other words, they are 

“Jehovah’s Witnesses”.  This emergent force/power can be compared to the emergence of a 

language69, which does not belong to any individual, but arises from the interdependence of 

people who ‘work shoulder to shoulder’ –the WTS interpretation of the Biblical ‘pure 

language’ (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2003, January, 2008, August 15).70   

 

Isaiah Berlin summarises the central freedom concerns for a society as issues of obedience, 

coercion, conformity and recognition, and identifies two dominant categories of liberty: 

positive and negative freedom (Berlin, 1958).  Positive freedom is the answer to ‘what or who 

                                                
68 Foucault’s ‘Biopower’, Hegel’s ‘Geist’ and Bourdieu’s ‘Symbolic Violence’ are discursively-driven forces 
which exert their power, and emerge as responsive forces, in inter-subjective contexts (power relationships).  
Biopower acts on actions; Geist appears to be a form of evolving consciousness and Symbolic Violence disguises 
domination in ‘enchanted relationships’ (Morgan & Björkert, 2006).  However, in practical outcomes, it seems 
that they are interchangeable. 
69 In the WTS this language of the habitus is referred to as the ‘pure language’; in Alcoholics Anonymous it is 
referred to as ‘the language of the heart’.  
70 2003: Teach others the pure language. Our Kingdom Ministry, 4; 2008: Are you speaking the "Pure Language" 
fluently? The Watchtower, 21-23. 
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is the source of control or interference that can determine someone to do, or be, this rather than 

that’ (p. 2)?  In positive freedom, ‘technologies of the self’71 which lead to habitus 

transformation, by which individuals are ‘moulded’ into particular preferred subjectivities, are 

always practiced under actual or imagined authority or truth, such as God, leaders, educators, 

or text accepted as authoritative (Burkitt, 2002; Rose, 1998, p. 29). Yet the most powerful 

authority for habitus reconstruction is the authority of individual consent, fully and willingly 

given (Bill W. AA World Services, 2009, p. 8), as occurs in the construction of the ‘new 

personality’ in AA and the WTS.  

 

Berlin’s (1958) definition of negative freedom as the ability to do what one wishes without 

undue influence, interference and obstruction (p. 13), is at best a privileged perspective that 

minimises the role of health, social support, adequate material resources and personal skills.  

What does the ‘ability to do as one wishes’ mean for those with constraining disabilities and 

illnesses; those living in abject poverty; those without access to education, and those whose 

circumstances isolate and alienate them from general society?  Negative freedom as contract is 

often exploitative, since the privileged have bargaining power and the unequal may only have 

the choice to starve or comply (Green, 1993, p. 33; M. C. Nussbaum, 2003; Sen, 2009).  

Moreover, negative freedom is rapidly destabilised under threat, since it is based on fear and 

the need to control one’s external circumstances (Green, 1993, p. 36).  

 

In WTS discourse, Berlin’s two basic freedoms are expressed as actions (enacted freedom), 

which have consequences that emerge from particular interactions/inter-subjectivity (emergent 

freedom).  However, the stated overarching principle of WTS freedom for its members is 

                                                
71 ‘Technologies of the self’ is a Foucauldian concept (Foucault, 1982, 1984a), whereby persons work on 
consciously (re-)creating themselves in the same way that an artist creates artwork from existing materials. The 
creative process can also be initiated by consent to another authority to effect the desired change, e.g. submitting 
to the WTS transformative pedagogy. 
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obedience (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1967, June 1, p. 335)72.  Thus, in WTS 

terminology, ‘minding the flesh’ (the negative freedom of independent thinking, and 

prioritising personal desires) leads to enslavement, while ‘minding the spirit’ (the positive 

freedom of surrender to a Higher Power), leads to life and peace (Watchtower Bible and Tract 

Society, 2012, July 15, pp. 8-9).73  With these perspectives on freedom and WTS caveats in 

mind, this chapter explores the theories that may inform on the construction of WTS freedom, 

through selective appropriation of Hegel, Bourdieu, and Foucault, guided by the following 

research questions: 

1) How does the Watchtower Society discursively construct freedom for its members? 

2) How is freedom experienced by members of two distinct groups within the WTS:  

a) Jehovah’s Witnesses who conform to the preferred WTS heterosexual subjectivity; 
 

b) Jehovah’s Witnesses who do not conform to the preferred WTS heterosexual 
subjectivity and are identified as ‘heterosexually challenged’ because they 
experience same-sex-attraction? 

 

As a precursor to the following discussion of social theory in relation to the notion of freedom, 

it is arguably vital to reiterate a guiding tenet in relation to social theories.  With social theories, 

as for scientific paradigms, it is important to know their limits: in which situations they promote 

understanding; where these theories might mask more relevant perspectives, and what these 

theories are not able to explain? (Abrams, 2015, p. 121).  Moreover, it is essential to recognise 

that the WTS represents itself, not only, it will be argued, as a superorganism, where all are of 

one mind and heart, but also as a Theocracy in which political freedom is limited to assent, 

consent and compliance with the will of Jehovah as interpreted by the WTS: 

Through Jesus Christ, Jehovah established a new theocracy. This was the anointed 
Christian congregation, which was actually a new nation. (1 Peter 2:9) …While subject 

                                                
72 Move ahead with Jehovah's Organization. The Watchtower, 335-341. 
73 Let Jehovah lead you to true freedom. The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 7-11 
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to the human governments under which they lived, members of this new theocracy were 
indeed ruled by God. (1 Peter 2:13, 14, 17)…How, though, did the new theocracy 
function? Well, there was a King, Jesus Christ, representing the Great Theocrat, 
Jehovah God. (Colossians 1:13)…As for visible oversight, spiritually qualified older 
men were appointed …When a difficult problem arose, the elders consulted the 
governing body or one of its representatives…Further, each member of the 
congregation played a part in upholding the theocracy. Each one was responsible before 
Jehovah to apply Scriptural principles in his life.—Romans 14:4, 12 (Watchtower Bible 
and Tract Society, 1994, January 15, p. 13).74 

  

Theo-democratic Organisations and Freedom 

 
Just as for components of insect superorganisms, where individuals may need to compromise 

personal welfare for the greater good (Kesebir, 2011, p. 250), so in a Theocracy or Theo-

democracy, members prioritise common prosperity.  However, when decisions are made in 

terms of what is best for an organisation, there may be collateral damage for particular members 

(Ritchie, 1981, May-June, p. 111).  According to J. Bonner Ritchie, a devout and faithful 

Mormon who has spent the bulk of his working life focused on organisational behaviour and 

conflict resolution; organisational abuse and domination in the Mormon Church is not usually 

intended (p. 111).  It often results when leaders are concerned with what is best for the 

organisation, and the big picture often obscures the consequences for the less visible and 

vulnerable individuals (p. 111).75  I argue that this prioritising of reputation and concern for the 

overall prosperity of the organisation, that inadvertently compromises the welfare of some 

individual members, also applies to the WTS. 

 

                                                
74 Jehovah Rules - Through Theocracy. The Watchtower, 10-15. 
75 The Royal Commission investigation into child sexual abuse in the WTS, reveals that WTS leaders, in 
prioritising the reputation of the WTS, further traumatised sexual abuse victims.  Yet, it cannot be assumed that 
the abuse resulting from inappropriate WTS judicial procedures, was a deliberate effort to hurt the victims. Rather, 
it was an attempt to protect the organisation and its leaders, and the additional trauma for the child sexual abuse 
victims was the collateral damage that resulted. 
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The primary goal of a religious organisation, and especially one which functions as a 

superorganism, is to survive (Dennett, 2002; McKay & Dennett, 2009; Ritchie, 1981, May-

June, p. 109; Smaldino, 2014; Turner & Abrutyn, 2016).  And to survive, an organisation needs 

to be conservative (Ritchie, 1981, May-June, p. 109).  That is what ‘conservative’ means –to 

conserve the life of the organism/organisation (p. 109).  An organisation may be able to cope 

with a small percentage of liberal members, but if all members are liberal, there is no one left 

to ‘mind the store’ and do the maintenance tasks necessary to keep the organisation viable (p. 

110).  Nevertheless, effective leaders must be both liberal and conservative, knowing what to 

conserve, and what and when to change (p. 108).  Ritchie also suggests that the most freedom-

promoting structure is the inverted pyramid (Ritchie, 1981, May-June, p. 108), as in the 

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) organisation configuration (General Service Conference & Bill 

W., 2015 [1962]).76  Leaders need to be at the bottom apex of this up-ended pyramid as resource 

personnel, generating resources for supporting and training members to develop greater 

freedom through discipline, productivity and service (Ritchie, 1981, May-June, pp. 106, 108).  

Moreover, the responsibility for protection of vulnerable members from organisational abuse 

lies with the adult members themselves -the community (p. 99).   

 

It is impossible, according to Ritchie (1981, May-June) to make organisations safe for all 

people, since all people are different, and no policy or program will serve all people’s interests 

equally.  Moreover, organisational leaders are often solutions in search of problems (p. 103). 

They, in line with effective salesmanship, create questions in order to make their answers fit 

(p. 103).  In effect, this is a tactic to convince people that they have a problem, in order to 

implement the organisational solution (p. 103).    Even in the area of transformative pedagogy, 

leaders often act on the premise that the world, individuals, and organisations need to change, 

                                                
76 AA Service manual. 
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but the danger in this approach is that not everyone needs to be transformed in the same way 

(Ritchie, 1981, May-June, p. 112).  Thus, the same force that can free one subject can destroy 

another (p. 107).  And as Biblical and church history highlights, Theocracies are particularly 

destructive to ‘outsiders’ and non-conforming ‘insiders’ (Mason, 2011, p. 373). 

 

The term ‘Theo-democracy’ was coined in 1844 in Nauvoo, Illinois, USA, during the campaign 

for presidency by Joseph Smith, the founding prophet of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-

day Saints77 (Mason, 2011).  Based on ‘the law of common consent’, in practical terms, it can 

be summarised as ‘God speaks and the people say “Amen”’ (Mason, 2011, pp. 362, 363).  The 

difference between a Theocracy and a Theo-democracy, in current times, is that in a Theocracy, 

there are usually no other life-style options for subjects.  A Theo-democracy allows members 

to choose to conform to the theocratic ideal, and to commit to building up ‘God’s kingdom’ on 

earth (p. 366), or to remain outside it.  In other words, members are able to ‘vote with their 

feet’. This conceptualisation of organisational structure applies equally to the Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS/Mormon) and members of the WTS.78  In its first decade, 

Mormonism, like the WTS, was more concerned with ‘truth’ and ‘certainty’, and was not 

unduly characterised by fanatical dissidents and radical revolutionaries, until the Mormons 

politicised their kingdom rhetoric in Nauvoo (Mason, 2011, p. 354).  Remaining politically 

neutral has, no doubt, contributed to the impressive WTS record of non-violence (Lee & 

Simms, 2007).   

 

As Mason (2011) documents, the problem with Theo-democracies is not God, but someone 

else’s God, or no God at all (p. 374).  A Theo-democracy can never be anything other than an 

                                                
77 Often better known as the Mormon Church. 
78 The LDS church does allow for its members to receive personal revelation, even in spiritual matters, which is 
specific to a particular person and cannot be generalised to other members, or the church.  Personal freedom in 
the WTS is limited to decisions on temporal considerations, as long as there is no conflict with WTS teachings. 
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authoritarian system because it assumes perfect knowledge and will (p. 374), even if its leaders 

disclaim perfection (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2017, February, pp. 23-28).79  This 

creates a conundrum as to how imperfect leaders can understand and implement God’s perfect 

knowledge and will.  Historical evidence of changing doctrines and readjusted understandings 

in the WTS, demonstrates that ‘present truth’ is often ‘yesterday’s heresy’, and members must 

thus, as Bonner Ritchie (1981, May-June) suggests, take responsibility for personal decisions 

and actions. 

 

Philip Zimbardo (2007), known particularly for his infamous ‘Stanford Prison Experiment’ 

deconstructs various social tragedies to reveal the banality of evil (p. 288), and conversely, the 

fragility of good.  In outlining the steps for constructing a suicide bomber, Zimbardo highlights 

the fear-love dialectics central to the social theories appropriated in this thesis:  identifying and 

targeting vulnerable subjects (particularly idealistic adolescents); grooming a patriotic and 

exclusivist idealism; eliciting commitment; providing intensive training (habitus 

reconstruction); encouraging public profession of commitment (witnessing), and rewarding 

loyalty and compliance with promises of transcendence and temporal privileges to family 

members (p. 291).  After analysing human collective disasters such as ‘Jonestown’ in Guyana, 

South America, where on 28 November 1978, more than 900 of Jim Jones’ followers 

committed assisted or mass suicide (pp. 294-296), Zimbardo offers a ten-step program for 

resisting potentially life-compromising discourses (p. 452).  I have summarised these 10 steps 

as 5 principles; outlined below. 

 

Zimbardo (2007), recognises that fear-based survival and security issues drive groups (and 

superorganisms), who may in response to threat, trade love-based freedom for survival and 

                                                
79 Who is Leading God's People Today? The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 23-28. 
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security. He thus posits three reason-focused safety requirements: self-awareness; situational 

sensitivity and ‘street smart’ (p. 452).  Zimbardo’s 10 steps, compacted into five principles, 

follow: 

1. Humility: Recognising that no one is infallible, or justified in consigning themselves, 

or members of a group into different classes (e.g. ‘anointed’80 and ‘other sheep’ in the 

WTS); 

2. Critical Thinking: Children must be taught how to recognise propaganda, and be given 

opportunities for education that increase life options and enable resistance to 

disempowering discourses; 

3. Responsibility: Adults in an organisation must take responsibility for both personal and 

organisational decisions and actions and recognise that any authority the leaders 

exercise has been conferred on them by the consent of the community. Therefore, the 

community is responsible for both the good and evil that is committed in the name of 

the group. There may be ‘deceived’ bystanders, but there are no ‘innocent’ ones. 

4. Balance: An individual must balance social and individual needs in areas such as time-

management (church; work; recreation; family); personal development (education; 

career), and use of resources (money; labour); 

5. Justice: Community members who do not challenge and help others fight against 

injustice, are co-constructing and facilitating evil (Zimbardo, 2007, pp. 452-456). 

 

Since Theo-democracy cannot abide difference; marginalises outsiders, and suppresses dissent, 

it can never function justly on a political level in a multicultural society (Mason, 2011, p. 373).  

However, for a superorganism, where all must work for a common good and common survival, 

                                                
80 The WTS does not consign members to either the ‘anointed’ or ‘other sheep’ class. This is entirely a matter 
between the individual and God, but those who self-identify as ‘anointed’ may be marginalised by other WTS 
members if they are not regarded as spiritual enough to fit that classification. 
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there appears to be no alternative to strong authoritative discourses of fear and hope to motivate 

and maintain the commitment of component members.  The rare occurrence of functioning 

human group superorganisms such as the WTS, coupled with the WTS’ peaceful achievements 

which Totalitarian groups have not been able to match, suggests that the WTS has, and is, 

making a unique and valuable contribution to the global society.  Moreover, the WTS stands 

as a counter-witness to Hegel’s conclusion that freedom-focused ‘experiments in living’ have 

historically degenerated into slaughter benches for contenders in ideological battles (Dwyer, 

2009, December 9).   

Theocratic Warfare 

 

In both the WTS and the LDS Church, honesty and trustworthiness are considered foundational 

attitudes and dispositions of a preferred organisational habitus/subjectivity, with many 

members in both groups oblivious to the concept of ‘Theocratic Warfare’ (personal 

conversations with both Jehovah’s Witnesses and Mormons), or as expressed in more negative 

representations, ‘lying for the Lord’ (FairMormon, nd; Grundy, nd-c).  Indeed, in many cases 

of alleged deception, as for example, in the 2015 Royal Commission investigations where WTS 

Branch Committee Coordinator, Terry O’Brien, was accused by Royal Commission Senior 

Counsel member, Angus Stewart, of providing false information intended to mislead; O’Brien 

was following orders to protect Governing Body Member, Geoffrey Jackson, against having to 

be cross-examined (Covert Fade, 2015)81.  A subsequent request for a Governing Body member 

to appear on behalf of the WTS in the 2017 Royal Commission hearing was declined (Angus 

Stewart, opening speech in Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 

                                                
81 Covert Fader is an inactive WTS member who publishes anonymously to challenge what he regards are 
oppressive policies and practices in the organisation, while at the same time avoiding the disciplinary measures 
of disassociation or disfellowshipping. 
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Abuse, 2017, March 10, p. 3, lines 12-26).  For Terry O’Brien, in the 2015 Royal Commission 

hearing, the choice was between two moral imperatives: defer to a higher authority in the WTS, 

or to the authority of the Royal Commission. 

 

When the choice is between two moral imperatives, a WTS and LDS member must find a way 

to act with integrity, yet not cause harm to what is most valued.  Thus, for a loyal Jehovah’s 

Witness, if the reputation of the WTS is at stake, or a valued life is threatened, then: 

Faithful servants of God in modern times heed the Bible’s command to be honest. 
(Hebrews 13:18) They would never, for instance, lie under oath in a court of law. When 
the physical or spiritual lives of their brothers are at stake, such as in times of 
persecution or civil distress, however, they heed Jesus’ counsel to be “cautious as 
serpents and yet innocent as doves.”" (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2001, 
August 15). 

 

Royal Commission cross-examiners are skilled at minimising opportunities for witnesses to 

conceal information or deflect attention from controversial issues.  Thus, O’Brien was placed 

in an awkward, and arguably, fear-driven position.  From an evolutionary sociological 

perspective, where the driving principle is survival (McKay & Dennett, 2009, p. 509).  Terry 

O‘Brien was primarily protecting the WTS and Geoffrey Jackson, a Governing Body member, 

rather than acting with an intent to deceive the Royal Commission. 

The Physiology of Fear 

 

In contrast to Rousseau’s conjecture that humans are born free, which Ernest Becker (1975) 

regards as fanciful; Becker posits that humans require an internal bondage –fear– to survive (p. 

43).  Every human being, according to Becker (1973, 1975), is born equally unfree, subject to 

the will of others to survive childhood, and thereafter knowing that they have only a temporary 

reprieve from bodily dissolution of the ‘self’.  The antidote to fear, according to the Bible (1 
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John 4:18) and other philosophers, is love (Debiec, 2005; G. F. Hegel, 1948; G. W. F. Hegel, 

1977, 2001a; Slavoj Žižek, 2013, May 16, 2014, Dec 3), which is expressed variously as ethics 

(Foucault); freedom (Hegel and Žižek); social solidarity (Berlin) and social inclusion 

(Bourdieu).  The fear-love dialectic thus drives social progress and individual transformation 

(Moore & Williamson, 2003, pp. 3-11).  Indeed, the awareness of mortality produces a 

potentially paralysing fear that is only moderated by cultural worldviews that provide meaning 

and purpose in life, and a sense of personal value (p. 10).  This is why contesting worldviews 

can be experienced as a threat that leads to violent discrediting of oppositional views and/or 

attempts to convert others to one’s cultural beliefs (p. 10). 

 

Psychological and psychiatric literatures, as well as research on kinship relationships and fear, 

have established that fear is genetically informed, and subjects differ in their underlying fear 

dispositions (Hatemi et al, 2013, pp 279-284).  Fear can be elicited and manipulated by 

environmental conditions, which influences the way people react to threat (pp. 280, 291).   

Genetic influences on complex behaviours operate only through interdependent 
environmental and biological mechanisms that are moderated, instantiated and 
dependent upon developmental processes that are constantly modified throughout the 
life course…Specifically, individual differences in fear dispositions and response may 
account for some portion of the genetic influence on political attitudes (Hatemi et al, 
2013, p. 280). 

 

In other words, individuals who are more fearful tend to espouse less supportive policies 

towards out-groups, and this process operates through a common genetic path (p. 280).  

Moreover, the recognition that cultural forces co-constitute emotion with biological and genetic 

influences, means that each side of the equation must be accounted for (McDermott, 2014, p. 

559), as in biocognitive theories. 
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Cultural productions, not only order seemingly random and meaningless events into coherent 

narratives that provide hope, dignity and meaning in the face of a ‘tooth and claw’ nature 

(Moore & Williamson, 2003, p. 12), but by elevating humanity above ‘nature’, can be regarded 

as ‘super-natural’ technologies (Becker, 1975, p. 4).  It is the super-natural quality of cultural 

discourse that both appropriates and transcends fear, to effect individual and social 

transformation.  Cultural narratives thus function as blueprints for the social construction of 

reality, which materialise as they are lived in the ‘natural’ world (Becker, 1973, 1975; Searle, 

1995). 

 

There appears to be no short cut to habituation in transformation processes, nor for dealing 

rationally with fear-driven behaviours under stress (Wise, 2011). The human mind was not 

designed to be ruled by willpower or prefrontal cortex dictatorship, since this system evolved 

within a brain where instincts and emotions were already established (p. 204).  The frontal 

cortex evolved to add flexibility and the potential to moderate its more powerful antecessors 

(reptilian and mammalian brains) (p. 204).  However, when the body is in a high state of arousal 

through stress or fear, it becomes impossible for the frontal cortex to override the fear and 

instincts associated with survival (p. 176).  In this situation, only an emotional reaction can 

override another instinct or emotion (p. 176).  Thus, anger and hatred can override fear in an 

individual, while fear and courage are contagious within groups (p. 175). 

  

Research has shown that humans during stress release pheromones which send an alarm signal 

to others in the same group (Wise, 2011, p. 176), as occurs with eusocial insects.  Thus, if a 

person or group is to remain calm, and true to their values in a crisis, training in desired 

behavioural outcomes must begin both before a crisis, and before stress shuts down the frontal 

cortex.  As Jeff Wise reiterates; ‘once moral peril is at hand, the time for mental preparation is 



107 
 
 

past’ (p. 165).  The key to mastery under duress thus requires habituation of desired behaviours 

and self-control (p. 150), the central issues of habitus reconstruction in AA and the WTS. 

Freedom as Recovery:  Choosing Survival 

Alcoholics Anonymous  

 
AA has been variably depicted as a society (Wilson, 1949), social movement (Room, 
1993), culture of recovery (White, 1996), system of beliefs and speech event (Makela, 
et al, 1996); spiritual program (Miller & Kurtz, 1994), and a religious cult (Bufe, 
1991)…(Moreover) historical evidence confirms that AA is not a treatment for 
alcoholism and that such a characterization distorts the nature of and diminishes the 
potential value of both AA and alcoholism treatment (White, W., & Kurtz, E. 2008, p. 
4).  
 

 
Treatment focuses on disease and ‘getting into yourself’ by exploring painful aspects of one’s 

personal history; recovery in AA is about ‘getting out of yourself’ (White, W., & Kurtz, E. 

2008, p. 20).  Thus, AA is more accurately defined as a ‘social identity model of recovery – 

SIMOR’ (Best et al, 2016, p. 111).  According to Best el al (2016), three processes are involved 

in reconstructing an atomistic addict identity/habitus into a relational recovering/recovered 

alcoholic: 

1. Social negotiation for an identity change; 

2. Socially mediated processes of social learning and social control. 

3. Recovery transmitted in social networks through a process of social influence (Best et 

al, 2016, p. 111).  

 

There are significant similarities and differences between AA and the WTS which makes AA 

a valuable comparative tool to inform on recovery practices and outcomes in the WTS, and 

vice-versa. Alcoholics Anonymous is recognised as a mutual-help communitarian movement 

that is unique in the extent it has overcome the ‘iron law of oligarchy’, as well as egoistic 
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individualism, both of which can be viewed as disorders of modernity (Room, 1993, p. 1).  As 

an anonymous movement that does not keep membership records, and as the prototype of 

burgeoning mutual-help organisations, the AA membership statistic is conservatively derived 

and understated (p. 1). When AA is considered in the context of all 12-step mutual-support 

groups (estimated at over 600 specific-problem organisations), the total numbers of participants 

would likely approach the current membership of the WTS.82 

 

AA’s disavowal of power, property and prestige, minimises the problems experienced by other 

organisations when there are assets to fight over, financial burdens in supporting a professional 

class, and power struggles (Room, 1993, p. 4).  The WTS, while adding to its property folio 

through volunteer labour and member donations, attempts to limit power and prestige among 

the majority of its members by investing ultimate earthly authority in the Faithful and Discreet 

Slave Governing Body, and delegating local oversight to circuit overseers and elders.  Circuit 

Overseers receive assistance for their living costs and travelling expenses, while Elders are 

expected to serve voluntarily and self-sacrificially.  In the WTS, God speaks through the 

Faithful and Discreet Slave (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2013, July 15).83  In AA, the 

group conscience is the voice of God for the membership (Tradition Two in AA). 

 

A factor that perhaps deters some researchers from drawing on AA for comparative social 

analyses, is the conceptualisation of AA as a program limited to the disease of Alcoholism and 

alcohol-derived problems.  In fact, AA’s own literature and member ‘life-stories’ reveal that 

alcoholism is more accurately understood as a habitus disposition, which usually precedes any 

alcohol misuse and obsession.  The remedy for an undisciplined/disempowering habitus in AA, 

                                                
82 The member estimates for AA of approximately 2-3 million worldwide (stated by various AA speakers at 2017 
conventions, and statistics provided by the AA General Service Office), is considerably less than the 8 million+, 
members of the WTS, even with tens of thousands of Jehovah’s Witnesses disfellowshipped each year. 
83 "Who Really is the Faithful and Discreet Slave?". The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 20-25. 
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as in the WTS, is the construction of a ‘new personality’, through a process of habitus 

reconstruction.  Recovery in both AA and the WTS is, therefore, about socially transitioning 

to a new relational identity/habitus (Best et al., 2016; Young, 2011). 

Recovery is best understood as a personal journey of socially revised negotiated identity 
transition that occurs through changes in social networks and related meaningful 
activities (Best et al., 2016, p. 111).   
 

 

For Bill Wilson, co-founder of AA, the greater challenge for alcoholics was not how to give 

up alcohol, but learning to live effectively in sobriety – a habitus discipline issue: 

How shall our unconscious –from which so many of our fears, compulsions and phony 
aspirations still stream– be brought into line with what we actually believe, know and 
want!  How to convince our dumb, raging and hidden “Mr Hyde” becomes our main 
task (Bill W. AA World Services, 2009, p. 315). 

 
In its deeper sense, AA is a quest for freedom, but it is primarily a freedom from self-delusion 

and destructive habitus dispositions: 

Even to gain sobriety only, we must attain some freedom from fear, anger and pride; 
from rebellion and self-righteousness; from laziness and irresponsibility; from foolish 
rationalisation and outright dishonesty; from wrong dependencies and destructive 
power-driving (Bill W. AA World Services, 2009, p. 315). 

 
 

Room (1993) states that at its foundation in 1935, AA was a ‘crisis cult’ which arose when 

self-directed middle-class males were faced with conflicting realities of a structural economic 

depression and more assertive women to challenge their socially dominant status (p. 10).  When 

a particular construction of subjectivity no longer functions adequately, change requires 

socially embedded processes for social identity transition (Best et al., 2016, p. 120).  The above 

authors argue that AA provides an effective and tangible case study through which to examine 

the role of group-based social influence on social identity change in recovery (p. 120).   
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The Higher-Power-focused research of Dossett (2013),84 Kelly (John F. Kelly, 2017a, 2017b; 

John F. Kelly, Hoeppner, Stout, & Pagano, 2012; John F. Kelly, Magill, & Stout, 2009; John 

F. Kelly, Stout, Magill, Tonigan, & Pagano, 2010) and Kurtz (Kurtz, 2002; Kurtz & White, 

2015), point to social influences as the mobilising factors in recovery and habitus 

reconstruction.  As Kurtz and Farris (2017) assert, ‘the community is the spiritual means of 

helping self-centred alcoholics to transcend selfish preoccupation to a reality greater than the 

self (p. 939). Thus, in this understanding, the social is spiritual, and the spiritual is socially 

generated.  That being the case, the central challenge of a community like AA which wishes to 

function as a higher power for its individual members, is ‘to foster unity and harmony of large 

numbers of yet erratic and largely undisciplined people to work together’ (AA World Services, 

2005, p. 18). 

 

While AA is a liberal democracy and the WTS can be represented as a Theo-democracy, 

survival is a key issue and a recruiting tenet in both societies. Habitus reconstruction requires 

attitudes and actions that challenge self-centredness and personal desires and aspirations, so it 

is usually only when the current habitus is convinced that its survival is threatened, that subjects 

will be motivated to change (AA World Services, 2005, p. 24). However, history shows that 

much more than fear is needed to bind a society together (Bill W. AA World Services, 2009, 

p. 35).  Nevertheless, when subjects appreciate that their personal survival depends on 

promoting common welfare and engaging in unselfish service, they need but a minimum of 

coercion through inspired leaders and man-made rules (p. 109). 

 

                                                
84 See also https://www1.chester.ac.uk/theology-and-religious-studies/research/higher-power-project, for the 
work of Wendy Dossett and colleagues on the ‘Higher Power Project’. 
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The ‘God as we understood him’ -the Higher Power in AA’s Steps 3 and 11- has proved a 

stumbling block to some agnostic and atheistic AA members, who have gone on to form their 

own groups.85  Allowing disaffected members to create new AA groups has proved to be a way 

of dealing with diversity without the need of harsh measures to promote conformity or to 

exclude.86  Extra groups also provide more choices for members, and can promote the growth 

of AA. 

It is often said with humour that “all you need to start an A.A. group is two drunks and 
a resentment”, and there’s probably a lot of truth to that. In a way that’s how our group 
started. Not that we were resentful, but we just thought that we would be more 
comfortable in a meeting without the praying and a little more relaxed on the god stuff, 
and we were sure that we weren’t alone…We Agnostics is an AA group and our 
members are ready to help each other or the still suffering alcoholic whenever there is 
a need. It is recommended that after meeting for a few months to contact the General 
Service Office to register as a group. This will allow GSO to track the number of groups 
and members (We Agnostics website at https://weagnosticsaa.org/a-resentment-and-a-
coffee-pot/). 

 
 

 
In the AA Grapevine publication, One Big Tent: Atheist and Agnostic AA Members Share Their 

Experience, Strength and Hope (Atheist and Agnostic AA Members, 2018), Agnostic and 

Atheist AA members share their experiences of recovery without espousing belief in an 

external religious entity and prayer. Despite scepticism and even antagonism towards God and 

prayer in AA meetings, the majority of the documented life-stories of Atheists and Agnostics 

in AA testify to a power in the group fellowship that enables recovery.  Conversely, some 

members also recount the animosity and marginalisation they experienced in groups where 

religious aspects were emphasised, demonstrating the role conformity and non-conformity play 

in recognition and inclusion.  The AA subjectivity is a relational habitus that is co-constructed 

within a particular social context, and depends on recognition by fellow members for validation 

and identification (Young, 2011), as in the WTS.   

                                                
85 https://aaagnostica.org/; https://secularaa.org/; https://aabeyondbelief.org/ is an example of  an AA group 
without a ‘God as we understood him’. 
86 There is no excommunication or mandated shunning in AA as practiced by the WTS. 
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Another AA Grapevine publication, Sober and Out: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender 

AA Members Share Their Experience, Strength and Hope (LGBT AA Members, 2014), 

presents a similar challenge for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) AA 

members. Some LGBT members detail instances of scorn, hurtful comments, derision, and 

even concern for personal safety in some heterosexual-majority AA groups, yet there are also 

accounts of great love and inclusion.  In the absence of authoritative AA policies that mandate 

(rather than just suggest, recommend or urge) respectful, inclusive behaviours; marginalised 

LGBT members may only have the option of either joining a more inclusive AA group, or 

starting one themselves. 

 

Bill Wilson faced the challenges of prejudice and injustice towards Agnostic, gender non-

conformist, and Black subjects who wished to become members of AA (Alcoholics 

Anonymous World Services Inc., 1984).  Although sympathetic to the plight of minorities, Bill 

found it necessary to subscribe to the principle of utilitarianism and democratic vote (p. 316). 

He realised to his great distress that even on justice issues, ‘no man can dictate to an A.A. 

group’ (p. 316).  However, Bill suggested that if a group decided against the inclusion of the 

marginalised, in one case, Black men, they were to make a superhuman effort to help Black 

alcoholics start their own group, and provide them with opportunities to access open meetings 

as observers (p. 316).  To Bill, the only valid requirement for AA membership was a desire to 

stop drinking, but he learned through experience that sober living does not necessarily bring 

immunity from rejection, grief, guilt, rage or jealousy (pp. 317, 353). 

 

In summary, AA regards its defining roles as habitus reconstruction (recovery as the 

construction of a ‘new personality’) and ‘carrying the message’ to other ‘sufferers’, exactly the 
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self-defined roles for WTS members.  Both AA and the WTS claim political neutrality, and 

consider their greatest contribution/charity to the larger society as promoting freedom and 

peaceful coexistence through changed lives (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2012, July 

15).87  While structurally, the two societies –AA and the WTS– are at opposite poles of the 

liberal-conservative continuum, there appear to be common non-negotiable requirements for 

their survival.  Unity and a willingness to prioritise common welfare promotes the cooperation 

and cohesion necessary to socially generate higher power. Achieving justice is more 

challenging, and may actually be more difficult to accomplish by ‘group conscience’/majority 

vote as in AA.  Authoritative discourse from leaders who are ‘recognised’ as Jehovah’s 

representatives, as in the WTS, can, when it is in the interests of the WTS, institute change 

virtually overnight.88 Moreover, to function effectively in a democratic society requires the 

construction of democratic subjectivities/habitus. Hegel’s Master-Slave paradigm is thus 

presented to highlight the importance of a disciplined habitus, essential to democratic freedom, 

productivity and self-awareness. 

 

Hegel’s Master-Slave Paradigm 

 

For Hegel, the Master-Slave relationship is a necessary step in the construction of self-

conscious subjectivity which leads to the slave’s eventual emancipation (G. W. F. Hegel, 1977, 

Section 175-196).  It is a particularly relevant paradigm for informing on WTS freedom since 

both the Governing Body of the WTS (the ‘Faithful and Discreet Slave’) and WTS members 

individually, represent themselves as slaves of Jehovah, emancipated and transformed by 

obedience and productive labour in Jehovah’s service.  In Hegel’s Master-Slave model, in the 

                                                
87 Let Jehovah lead you to true freedom. The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 7-11. 
88 If a new teaching comes out in a Watchtower Study, members are expected to accept it without question and 
apply it in their lives from that moment.  
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struggle for recognition as independent self-conscious subjects, each of two protagonists 

attempts to subdue the other.  However, in surrendering, the slave is not choosing the master, 

but life (survival) over freedom (Section 186).  The real master is death, and the real battle is 

internal: fear of death and love of freedom. To choose freedom, however, one must first 

survive.   

For this consciousness has been fearful, not of this or that particular thing, or just at odd 
moments, but its whole being has been seized with dread; for it has experienced the fear 
of death, the absolute Lord (G. W. F. Hegel, 1977, Section 194). 

 

 

There are various interpretations of Hegel’s Master-Slave narrative, and many applications 

made to disciplines such as economics, medicine, and psychology.  Two interpretations of 

Hegel’s Master-Slave narrative, which align with some central tenets of evolutionary 

sociology, are appropriated in this thesis: 1) the Hegelian perspective that extends Bourdieu’s 

notion of the habitus, and 2) the concept of the evolutionary emergence of Hegel’s ‘objective 

spirit’ (Geist), which in addition to being a creative and productive force, can manifest as 

resistance or cooperation, in response to externally imposed (bio)power.  These two 

interpretations mutually reinforce each other, especially from an evolutionary sociological 

perspective. 

 

In the first interpretation of Hegel’s Master-Slave narrative, the slave, having chosen life 

through surrender and service to an ‘other’, develops valuable skills such as self-control, 

delayed gratification, greater productivity, self-respect and self-consciousness (G. W. F. Hegel, 

1977, Sections 194-195).  Through a process of discipline, obedience and service, initiated by 

absolute fear, the slave comes to develop a ‘mind of his own’ (Section 196).  In Robert Pippin’s 

(2011) words, the slave becomes a ‘subject of a life…being the subject of commitments of one 

sort or another, to take the world to be in a way that counts as a claim and that comes with the 
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assumptions of entitlement and consistency’ (p. 67).  In the context of the WTS as a Theo-

democracy, the slave surrenders to a transformation process (Watchtower Bible and Tract 

Society, 2013, September 15, p. 19),89 with the ultimate aim of ‘developing a godly character 

and building God’s kingdom on earth’ (Mason, 2011, p. 366).  Thus, the slave’s freedom begins 

with a struggle, followed by a voluntary surrender that subsequently inscribes productive skills 

and dispositions onto the slave’s body (habitus). 

 

In the second interpretation of Hegel’s Master-Slave narrative, a higher self-consciousness 

(Spirit) and a lower consciousness of desire (a subconscious ‘animal’ drive), face off against 

each other (G. W. F. Hegel, 1977, section 175). These two independent consciousnesses 

interact and reflect off each other, merging in a process of interdependence and mutual 

‘becoming’ (sections 176, 177).  The Spirit, the ‘absolute substance which is the unity of the 

different independent self-consciousnesses’ (i.e. inter-subjective), merges with the 

consciousness that ‘leaves behind (overcomes) its sensuous here-and-now…and steps out into 

the spiritual daylight’ (section 177). 

 

Self-consciousness only exists for itself when it exists for another (G. W. F. Hegel, 1977, 

section 178).  It does this by ‘coming out of itself’ and seeing the other in itself (section 179). 

In return, the higher self-consciousness (the Spirit) gives itself so that there is a double 

consciousness that functions as one self-consciousness – ‘one mind’ (sections 182, 183).  The 

spirit (master) is then materialised in the slave’s labour. The spirit relies on the slave to 

accomplish its purposes in the material world, while at the same time the spirit constitutes the 

subjectivity (habitus) of the slave and is the power and motivation for the slave’s labour. The 

slave, in effect, becomes the visible manifestation of the master’s influence in the world.  In 

                                                
89 Have you been transformed? The Watchtower, 17-21. 
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relation to the WTS: the WTS members in their outstanding achievements in the material 

world, bear witness to the spirit –Jehovah’s creative and motivating power– thus WTS 

members are witnesses to Jehovah, or as they refer to themselves, ‘Jehovah’s Witnesses’.  What 

desire could not do, the master (Spirit), by interposing itself between the slave and the animal 

drives90 of the slave (desire), empowers the productivity of the slave (G. W. F. Hegel, 1977, 

Section 190, 191).  The slave, moreover, learns that self-sacrificing service (love) is the key to 

self-fulfilment and freedom. 

The truth of the independent consciousness is accordingly the servile consciousness of 
the bondsman…just as the Lordship showed that its essential nature is the reverse of 
what it wants to be, so too servitude in its consummation will really turn into the 
opposite of what it immediately is; as a consciousness forced back into itself, it will 
withdraw into itself and be transformed into a truly independent consciousness (G. W. 
F. Hegel, 1977, section 193). 

 

 

Thus, and somewhat paradoxically, the slave through submission and servitude enacts freedom 

through cooperation with the higher consciousness (argued to be a form of discursively-driven 

bio-power) and personal effort/labour. Work is desire held in check (self-control) and both fear 

and service are necessary for the slave to acquire a ‘mind of his own’ (G. W. F. Hegel, 1977, 

section 196).  Without the discipline of service and obedience, and the initial experience of 

absolute fear, the slave’s consciousness cannot fully develop, and remains an ‘empty self-

centred attitude’ (section 196).  In order to be emancipated, a slave to destructive habits, in 

total subjection to the addictive force, must unite with a higher consciousness/power, in order 

to be able to exercise agency for voluntary surrender to freedom (love and service).   

 

                                                
90 From a biological perspective, the ‘animal’ drives are generated from the reptilian and mammalian regions of 
the human brain, an evolutionary heritage that compromises the rational aspects of the neo-cortex when a human 
subject is driven by fear, disgust and strong emotions such as romantic love (Fisher et al., 2016). 
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Ross Fitzgerald (2010), a well-known Australian writer, broadcaster, historian and political 

commentator, who has published thirty-two books, recounts his experience of a fight-to-the-

death with his ‘desire’ for alcohol.  As an atheist in subjection to alcohol, he initially had 

problems with the AA step of surrender to a higher power.  Yet he realised that his choice was 

limited to surrender or die.  By surrendering to the Group ‘power’ and adopting a way of life 

that involves helping others (love), he not only survived, but has achieved what he could never 

have achieved otherwise: the freedom of accomplishment, belonging, and meaning and purpose 

in life. 

Being sober is the aspect of my life from which all other good things flow. The truth is 
that if I hadn’t started drinking regularly at age fifteen, I almost certainly would have 
committed suicide by the time I was seventeen.  But if I hadn’t stopped drinking and 
using other drugs at twenty-five, I wouldn’t have made twenty-six…My (sobriety) is 
contingent on regular attendance at AA meetings, the maintenance of a state of 
‘surrender’ and a way of life that involves helping others…Without first stopping 
drinking, marriage and fatherhood (and all other good things in my life) were not 
possible (Fitzgerald, 2010, pp. 206, 214). 

 

 

Nancy Abrams (2015), a scientific journalist, married to a famous scientist (Joel Primack), had 

an eating disorder that she was not able to overcome through self-help efforts (loc. 199).  She 

joined a 12-step group, but as an atheist, was resistant to the idea of a Higher Power.  

Desperation forced her to at least give it a try, and she was amazed at the way her eating habits 

improved, and she was happier, and got along better with everyone (loc. 218). She wondered 

that: 

Some aspect of my consciousness was clearly a better controller of my behaviour than 
my default consciousness, and when I addressed that aspect of my higher power, I was 
somehow able to conjure up that consciousness and strengthen it in me (Abrams, 2015, 
loc 218). 

 

The above two examples seem to exemplify the enactment of Hegel’s theory of developing 

self-consciousness, and the enabling power of resistance and/or cooperation that emerges from 
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the complexity of a group of people functioning as a united entity (Abrams, 2015, p. 50; Atran, 

2004, p. 215; G. W. F. Hegel, 1977, sections 175-196). This concentrated (social) power which 

functions as an oppositional force to external biopower imposed on a population, or the force 

of an individual’s desire, is a higher power, which is why effective resistance, cooperation and 

transformation of habitus are social phenomena. 

 

As well as surrendering to a (social) power ‘greater than themselves’ (as individuals), Ross 

Fitzgerald and Nancy Abrams had to engage in a habitus reconstruction process, following the 

principles of the 12-step program. The ‘12 steps’ can be summarised as: Trust in a Higher 

Power (steps 1-3); clean up personal life and habits (steps 4-9), and maintain accountability, 

responsibility, and service to others (steps 10-12) (AA Services, 2001; Bill W. AA World 

Services, 2005).  These are the same principles followed by converts to the WTS, as evidenced 

in the Chapter 5 life-stories.  A guiding tenet in both AA and the WTS is that one cannot move 

ahead themselves, unless they also assist others to move ahead with them (Watchtower Bible 

and Tract Society, 1967, June 1, p. 338).91  This is the survival principle and power in a 

superorganism; the defining disposition (norm) of a superorganism habitus.  It is also the 

freedom principle of a superorganism: destiny is a social, collective phenomenon, whether for 

survival, power or freedom. Constitutive members of a superorganism sink or swim together, 

unless they can establish a viable independent existence apart from the superorganism. 

Bourdieu’s Habitus 

 
Hegel considered that many of our norms were habits that were embodied in subjects through 

processes of socialisation (Lumsden, 2013, p. 71). Moreover, Hegel regarded habit as a ‘second 

nature’ that marked the beginning of an embodied and affective human freedom, which 

                                                
91 Move ahead with Jehovah's Organization. The Watchtower, 335-341. 
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nevertheless, involved limits and contradictions (pp. 58, 59).  In this sense, Hegel’s ‘habit’ and 

Bourdieu’s ‘habitus’ align.  Both challenge the notion of a disembodied, decontexualised, 

rational autonomous agent (p. 59). Furthermore, both view habituated behaviour as requiring a 

crisis for change, which may lead to tragedy and violence when major change becomes 

necessary, or is imposed (Crossley et al., 2013, p. 151; Lumsden, 2013, p. 61). 

 

 Bourdieu distinguished between ‘habit’ and ‘habitus’, because over time, the older concept of 

‘habit’ as a skill, capacity, and social intelligence, that is acquired through performance and 

immersion in a particular culture, became more synonymous with ‘the conditioned response of 

a lab rat’ (Crossley et al., 2013, p. 139).  Habitus for Bourdieu, implies a flexible 

(biopsychosocial) disposition, which though pre-reflexive, remains commensurate with 

purposive action (p. 139).  Bourdieu even borrows the analogy of ‘genes’ to emphasise the 

reproductive nature of a habitus which generates copies of a particular social subjectivity 

(Crossley et al., 2013, p. 141).  However, Bourdieu stresses that habitus is not necessarily 

destiny; dispositions predispose but do not determine subjects to act in a particular way 

(Swartz, 2002, p. 635).   

 

While social reconstruction of subjectivity is driven by discourses, there are limits to discursive 

power in transforming a habitus.  A person under the influence of mind-altering substances is 

generally not very receptive to counter-discourses, even when survival is at stake.  But, habitus 

dispositions, even without externally imposed mind-altering influences, are resistant to change 

because they constitute selfhood/subjectivity (Lumsden, 2013, p. 60). Thus, rational 

deliberation is rarely successful in changing behaviour.  Change requires transformation at the 

level of habit (p. 73).  In many instances, it requires a life crisis, to expose the inadequacy of a 

particular habitus (Crossley et al., 2013, p. 151). When the usual ways of responding in the 
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world do not work effectively anymore, this may constitute a crisis which leads to change 

(Lizardo, 2012, January 7, p. 5; Swartz, 2002, p. 635).  In AA, this is usually called ‘hitting 

bottom’: reaching a stage of desperation where the only other perceived option to change, is 

death.  

 

Of central importance for understanding freedom in the WTS, is to appreciate how the 

organisation’s practices and ‘common sense’ are incarnated/embodied as individual 

habitus/subjectivity (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 58).  Thus, the mutual intelligibility, and the same 

internalised laws in the organisation and the habitus, constitute a sense of ‘fitting in’ and 

‘belonging’ in a WTS subject (pp. 58, 59).  For many people who join both AA and the WTS, 

‘fitting in’ and feeling like they ‘belong’ somewhere, was often elusive until they became part 

of their respective close-knit communities.  In less structured social groups, one either fits in, 

or moves on.  In both AA and the WTS, habitus is reconstructed to fit in.  This subsequently 

creates a strong investment in the group, and also a greater distance for fitting into a different 

social context. The incentive for a ‘new (organisational) personality’ (reconstructed habitus) in 

both AA and the WTS, is a perceived survival and security advantage. 

Freedom as Resistance and Cooperation: Choosing Security 

 
The State and its institutions are primary concerns for Hegel as the means for educating citizens 

for freedom, and for regulating and protecting those freedoms (G.W.F.  Hegel, [1837] 2001, 

pp. 31-59).92  Norms are embedded and produced as ‘forms of life’ by a social order that 

operates largely below consciousness (Lumsden, 2013, pp. 67, 69).  When a form of life has 

grown old, the ingrained habits in the social collective become pathologies, and signal demise 

(p. 77).  Resistance emerges when the principles driving a social group seem inadequate or 

                                                
92 Work to Enhance the Spiritual Paradise. The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 7-11. 
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irrelevant, and the collapse of a system becomes, potentially, the point of transformation (p. 

78).  Habits want to continue since individual and collective identity is invested in them, and it 

creates instability, anxiety (and even tragedy), when the process is obstructed (p. 78): 

Hegel often speaks of the fate and suffering of individuals in a way that cannot but 
strike us as callous and indifferent.  They get used up in the course of history as so much 
material; they come and go as fungible parts of institutions and culture.  Yet, the social 
framework remains and manifests the gains Geist has made in its goals of passing from 
substance to a subject fully conscious of itself, having articulated all its latent 
potentialities (Rawls, 2000, p. 369).93 

 

 

For Hegel (1977), while historical contingencies may distort and temporarily obstruct historical 

progress towards a utopian ‘end of history’; future subjects on planet Earth will ultimately 

enjoy greater freedom. Hegel’s thought experiment thus moderates Rawls’ pessimism of total 

chance and luck, and current realities.  While terrible things happen and lives are destroyed and 

lost, yet for Hegel, history is moving forward, and the tragedies (a form of existential ‘culling’) 

are necessary in the struggle to achieve freedom (G. W. F. Hegel, 1977, sections 395, 396).  

Hegel’s ‘Absolute Idea’ as the principle of freedom (which Hegel also equates with love), is 

the guiding tenet for Geist as World Spirit or consciousness, which is reflected in, and 

responsive to, the material world (G. W. F. Hegel, 1977, Section 15).   

 

In Hegel’s concept of a state, leadership is crucial for uniting individuals into a collective self, 

thus conferring a self-conscious existence (a ‘will’) on the State (G. W. F. Hegel, 1977, Section 

512; Rawls, 2000, p. 349).  By enabling the many points of the selves to be fused into one, the 

State obtains power from the self-sacrifice of its individual members, but in return the members 

                                                
93 John Rawls’ risk-management thought experiment, focused on balancing freedom with justice (Rawls, 1993, 
1997, 1999a, 1999b, 2000, 2001, 2005), while not included as part of the social theory discussed in this chapter, 
nevertheless functioned as a mental benchmark for evaluating the social theories used to inform on WTS freedom. 
In particular, Rawls’ four essential dispositions for a justice-based freedom: Recognition; Revision; Reciprocation 
and Respect, are addressed in the analysis of discourses and research data in this thesis.  
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receive back an enriched ‘universality of thought’ (G. W. F. Hegel, 2001a, pp. 183-186). This 

conceptualisation of Hegel’s state functioning as a superorganism, with its citizens 

transformed, protected and energised by bidirectional power, correlates with Foucault’s notion 

of biopower.  Foucault’s Biopower can thus be considered as a transformative pedagogy at the 

social level (Cooter & Stein, 2010, p. 110).   

Biopower 

 

Biopower consists of numerous and diverse technologies of power to subjugate bodies and 

control populations (Foucault, 1978, p. 140).  Foucault describes two forms: the rigid 

disciplinary institutions such as military and schools (training the habitus), as well as the 

statistical and ideological (discursive) forms of the human sciences: knowledge-power which 

manages populations as a collective (p. 140-143).  As a dividing and protective force, biopower 

focuses on security (p. 143), and can thus be represented as a form of immuno-technology. 

Biopower as an Immunological Technology 

 

Immunology as a science has been defined as the ‘science of self/not-self discrimination’ 

(Tauber, 2017, Spring Edition), which like biopower, for those under its jurisdiction, was able 

to ‘make live’ and ‘let die’ (Lilja & Vinthagen, 2014; Nadesan, 2008; P. Rabinow & Rose, 

2003; Paul Rabinow & Rose, 2006).  With more sophisticated scientific tools and increased 

understanding, however, there has been a need to readjust definitions of key biological and 

specifically immunological concepts related to the self, identity, individuality, the organism 

and agency (O’Malley, 2014; Pradeu, 2013, 2017. April 7; Tauber, 2017, Spring Edition).  A 

more expansive definition allows for conceiving immune processes as engaged in: defensive 

and restorative processes; information processing and cognition; benign interaction with the 
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environment, and tolerance for symbiotic relationships constitutive of an organism conceived 

as a complex holobiont (Tauber, 2017, Spring Edition).  

 

Two paradigms dominate current understandings of immune system function (Tauber, 2017, 

Spring Edition):  

1. The traditional biomedical concern with ‘self/not-self’ host defence and protection, 

where pathogens must be combatted—neutralized or killed—in a war of survival;  

 

2. Immunity in its full ecological context which mediates the organism’s dynamic 

holobiont identity in dialectical exchange with its environment. In this view, ‘the 

immune system’s identification processes are understood as determined, not by 

recognition of toxicity per se, but by the context of the encounter in which the 

potential danger is recognized’. 

 

The autonomous ‘self/non-self’ protection model that has dominated immunology for the past 

half century does not align with an ecological orientation emphasising symbiotic relationships 

(Tauber, 2017, Spring Edition).  Moreover, the concept of the individual as the ‘immune-self’ 

has no foundation within the science itself (Tauber, 2017, Spring Edition). Indeed, Tauber 

(2017, Spring Edition) asserts that when an organism is understood within its full ecological 

context, the borders remain guarded, but demarcations are not rigid, in either time or functions, 

and ‘traffic’ is allowed for beneficial exchanges. Thus, cooperation and benign relationships 

must also be accounted for (Tauber, 2017, Spring Edition). Accordingly, the immune system 

does not merely discriminate between domestic ‘us’ and foreign ‘them’ but protects against 

both the perceived dangerous ‘us’ (e.g. tumours) and dangerous ‘them’ (pathogens) and 

welcomes the beneficial ‘Other’ (probiotics) (Tauber, 2017, Spring Edition). This expanded 
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immunological understanding has potential for informing on current counter-productive 

immuno-technologies used in the WTS to eradicate interactions which are not threatening to 

the health of the organisation, such as same sex relationships and association with ‘worldly 

people’. 

 

The immune system is also an information-processing faculty which relies on the molecular 

alignment of substance and receptor to enable ‘recognition’ of both danger and beneficial 

contributors (Tauber, 2017, Spring Edition).  There is also evidence that the nervous and 

immune systems are highly integrated with one another physiologically and anatomically: they 

share messenger molecules; have close developmental histories in phylogeny and ontogeny, 

and intersect biochemically (Tauber, 2017, Spring Edition). Thus Tauber (2017, Spring 

Edition) posits that the immune system is the ‘well established fourth partner in the “psycho-

neuro-endocrine system’.  As such, the immune system is not just a vital aspect of the human 

superorganism, but actually constitutes it; delineates its boundaries, and confers citizenship on 

its composite members (Gilbert et al., 2012). 

The Construction of a Collective Human Superorganism 

 

For a collective human superorganism to emerge, various processes and properties need to be 

in place (Kesebir, 2011, p. 237): 

• Symbolic communication; 

• Synchronous activities; 

• Shared intentionality; 

• Social identity processes; 

• Deference to legitimate authority; 
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• Egalitarianism; 

• Social control through prosocial emotions, norms and institutions; 

• Phenotypical similarity through culture; 

• Intergroup warfare (or hostility). 

 

Non-cooperating components of the collective human superorganism, those who do not bear 

their fair share of the costs, and rebel elements, must be punished, to make cooperation with 

the superorganism rewarding, and non-cooperation distressing (Kesebir, 2011, p. 246).  

Analogies from immunology, arguably, provide useful insights for this discriminating process.  

For Robert Esposito (Campbell, 2006), ‘immunity emerges simultaneously with community, 

since risk of conflict is inscribed in the very heart of community’ (p. 5).  Immunisation, for 

Esposito, constitutes the core element of modern civilisations whereby Sovereign Power, as in 

the Hobbesian state, immunises the community from community excesses (p. 5).  Immunity, 

by establishing boundaries of ‘mine’ and ‘community’, can invoke protection against the 

expropriative effects of the community in the area of property and identity (p. 4).  However, 

by immunising the individual against common ownership, the community is put at risk as 

immunity turns upon itself (p. 5).  This form of community immunity (as seen in neo-

liberalism94 and conceptualised in post-humanism95) is, arguably, not compatible with the 

emergence of a superorganism. 

 

Altruistic and cooperative behaviour within groups can allow selfish individuals to benefit at 

the expense of altruistic members, but altruistic groups beat selfish groups in survival and 

security (D. S. Wilson & Wilson, 2007, pp. 4-6).  A tribe including many members who are 

                                                
94 Neo-liberalism is defined here as free market capitalism. 
95 Post-humanism is concerned with technological enhancement of individual life and longevity. 
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faithful, obedient, courageous, sympathetic, helpful to each other and self-sacrificing for the 

common good, are likely to be victorious over other tribes (D. S. Wilson, 2011, p. 1), 

particularly in precarious and chaotic times.  However, a group can only become a 

superorganism when between-group selection is the primary evolutionary force (p. 4).  This 

requires that competition within groups must be suppressed, and mechanisms put in place to 

ensure that the only way to succeed is collectively as a group (p. 4).  Since selection within 

groups is only suppressed, not eliminated, superorganism status requires constant vigilance to 

prevent internal subversion and conflict (p. 4).  When the cells of a body stop cooperating, the 

result is a life-threatening condition such as cancer (p. 4). When an organism misrecognises its 

own cells, an autoimmune disorder can arise.  Both are potentially lethal to the 

(super)organism. 

 

While in the insect world, non-cooperation usually involves physical and chemical mechanisms 

to subvert the current order; in human superorganisms, non-cooperation can be in the form of 

contesting discourses, unwillingness or inability to comply with hegemonic institutional 

discourses, and physical responses (violence).  To discourage internal subversion and non-

cooperation, which arguably reduce freedom as understood by groups such as the WTS; 

organisations often construct discourses which elicit disgust reactions against competing and 

threatening forces.   

Disgust Psychology 

 

Disgust is a feature of moral narratives, and like fear, it is a protective mechanism which can 

be discursively manipulated by societies to promote social order, conformity, and the 
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construction of common enemies (Beck, 2011; Haidt, 2008, 2013; Herz, 2013; M. Nussbaum, 

2010; Schnall, Haidt, Clore, & Jordan, 2008):  

...disgust is a type of fear...that evolved to help us evade a slow and uncertain death by 
disease.  We are disgusted by oozing scabs, but we fear tigers.  Fear is instinctive, 
automatic, fast and furious, and helps us avoid death from an urgent danger.  The tiger 
is chasing you – run!  By contrast, disgust is learned, cogitative, and comparatively 
gradual.  Even if it feels as though our repulsion at the beggar blistering with lesions 
comes on the instant we see him, we actually have to take in and interpret the beggar in 
order to react to him (Herz, 2013, p. 79). 

 

 

Disgust and fear work in synergistic ways, intensifying each other (Herz, 2013, p. 41).  Triggers 

for disgust are multilayered, complex and pervasive, activating many bodily sensations so that 

disgust is experienced as natural and instinctual, when in fact it has to be learned and requires 

a functionally healthy brain (pp. 42-47).  Inability to recognise or experience disgust can 

actually be a symptom of degenerative brain diseases and psychopathology (pp. 74-76).  Thus, 

activating the disgust system by discursively linking certain people and practices to disgust 

triggers has been an effective way to establish boundaries, and to identify candidates for 

exclusion and even extermination.  

 

Disgust psychology is a commonly used technology against ‘apostates’ in the Watchtower 

Society (WTS).  Through a combination of disgust, fear and hope discourses, WTS members 

become self-regulating, and also monitor and police WTS boundaries and internal security, 

through prosocial punishment towards non-conformists.  The next section considers the 

defining discourses which both construct and regulate a superorganism and its component 

individuals.  Not only are humans regulated psychosocially by defining and hope discourses, 

but these discourses influence and impact the body on a physiological level, such that a 

discourse functions as a biopsychosocial technology. 
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Freedom as the Discursive Construction of Social Reality 

Apocalyptic Millennialism 

 
Millenarian movements such as the WTS are freedom drives, inspired and incited by crises and 

oppression that threaten the survival and security of a particular social strata (Hall, 2013, p. 3). 

The resistance of apocalyptic millennial groups against ‘outsiders’ arises from an inherent 

duality in apocalyptic discourses, dividing the world into opposing factions (Underwood, 1993, 

p. 8).  Dualistic apocalyptic discourses condition people to expect opposition from ‘others’ (pp. 

45, 46).  Then, as self-fulfilling prophecy, when people feel oppressed or persecuted, a 

feedback loop emerges: apocalyptic beliefs give rise to persecution, which confirms 

apocalyptic beliefs, and leads to a focus on the destruction of enemies, which leads to 

persecution etc. (p. 48).  When the tension between the established social order and apocalyptic 

groups is low, apocalyptic groups often seek to differentiate themselves by invoking further 

distinctions in theology and organisational strategies (Hall, 2013, p. 5).  The changing doctrines 

in the WTS are examples of the WTS ‘readjusting’ tensions between the organisation and 

general society. 

 

Millenarian groups can be distinguished by who they expect to initiate the ‘end of the world as 

we know it’: divine agency, with or without human participation (religious), or human agency 

alone (secular/political) (Lee & Simms, 2007, p. 108).  There is a risk, and history of violence 

in both types of groups (p. 111).  However, a quantitative analysis of data collected from case 

studies of North American millenarian groups96 from the mid-nineteenth to the late twentieth 

                                                
96 The Millenarian groups comprising the study were: RELIGIOUS: Absolute Rescue; Branch Davidians; Catholic 
Fundamentalists; Christian Fundamentalists (Protestant); Christian Identity; Ghost Dance; Jehovah’s Witnesses; 
Jonestown; Mormons; Nation of Islam; Seventh-day Adventists. POLITICAL: American Eugenics Society; 
Aryan Nation; Earth First!; Heaven’s Gate; Ku Klux Klan; Militia Movement; Neo-Nazis; Technological 
millenarians (Lee & Simms, 2007, pp. 118, 119). 
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century, revealed that only 36.9% of religious groups resorted to violence, while 85% of the 

secular groups used violence (Lee & Simms, 2007, p. 117).  Jehovah’s Witnesses were one of 

the only two groups97 to receive a perfect non-violence score (p. 117). The authors thus 

hypothesise that secular millennialists are more prone to violence because ‘they believe they 

must shape the only reality they have available to them’ (p. 120).  For religious millennialists, 

not only do they believe that God will intervene on their behalf, but they are able to 

‘conceptualise pluralism as a reality separate from their religious reality’ (pp. 120, 123):   

Insofar as the data in this study are representative of the range of American millenarian 
movements from the late nineteenth through the twentieth centuries, it would appear 
that religious groups are more prone to remain politically passive, whereas secular 
groups are more likely to engage in violence…Both religious and secular millennial 
beliefs offer an escape from a world that believers see as degraded and imperfect…Both 
types of groups can develop socially pathological responses to what they conceive as 
the growing evil of the world, but whereas a religious believer is divinely inspired, a 
secular believer sees himself or herself as a purely rational actor behaving in a 
reasonable way…Religious groups may believe that their political opponents are going 
to hell, but secular groups try to send them there (Lee & Simms, 2007, pp. 121-124).   

 
 

According to Slavoj Žižek (2010), three dominant versions of fear-driven apocalypticism exist 

in current society: Christian Fundamentalist; New Age, and techno-digital-post-human (p. 

336). All subscribe to the notion that ‘humanity is approaching a zero-point of radical 

transmutation’ (p. 336) but are derived from radically different ontologies. Techno-digital 

apocalypticism projects and predicts the naturalist evolution of the human species into the 

‘post-human’ (p. 336).  New Age apocalypticism transposes a dualistic-mechanistic ‘cosmic 

awareness’ into one of holistic immersion (p. 336).  Finally, Christian Fundamentalism, which 

Žižek considers the most dangerous and nonsensical, constructs a final battle between good 

and evil, with eternal consequences for both sides (pp. 336, 337).  What all these 

apocalypticisms have in common, however, is the desire to maximise individual permanence, 

                                                
97 The two groups were Jehovah’s Witnesses and Catholic Fundamentalists (Lee & Simms, 2007, p. 117). 
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utility, and control of human destiny.  Thus while ‘apocalypse’ is assumed to be about ‘the 

end’; in reality it is its very opposite (Greer, 2012, p. 207).  This is not without consequence 

for the attainment of freedom, as noted below. 

 

Hegel’s metaphysical discourse,98 ignored or marginalised by many Hegelian scholars (Rawls, 

2000, p. 330), provides a ‘story’ that addresses existential yearnings, the question of death, and 

an as-yet-to-be-actualised process which is completed only at the end of history (Bykova, 2016, 

p. 184).  Hegel’s historical teleology, which constructs death as a necessary process for 

expanding the self-consciousness of World Spirit (G. W. F. Hegel, 1977, Sections 15, 395, 

396), thus parallels the function of an apocalyptic narrative.  Apocalyptic narratives as hope 

discourses are essential in regulating the fear-freedom feedback loop, by moderating the level 

and intensity of fear responses.  In other words, apocalyptic narratives function as fear-

management strategies, particularly in a global context of uncertainty and threat. 

Globalisation and Freedom 

 

The topic of globalisation and its impact on freedom can only be addressed briefly in this thesis 

to contextualise the Watchtower Society as a global organisation which is dealing uniquely 

with a current global challenge, namely the refugee ‘problem’.  Indeed, with a population that 

matches some of the smaller nations comprising the United Nations (UN), the WTS appears to 

                                                
98 The metaphysical Hegelian discourse is the spiritual monist position that was embraced by New Thought 
religions such as Christian Science in the nineteenth century.  It considers that all that exists is spirit/Geist and 
material manifestations are either an illusion as in Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures (Mary Baker 
Eddy, 1934, printed 2010), or a temporary, material manifestation, such as a whirlpool in a sea of spirit, as in the 
writings of Bernado Kastrup (http://www.bernardokastrup.com/). Bykova (2016) lists prominent Hegelian 
scholars who espouse the ‘divine’ and transcendent views, and those who embrace the more recent (since late 
1990s) interpretations from epistemological and empirical scientific understandings, such as Terry Pinkard, 
Robert Pippin, Frederick Beiser and Robert Williams.  The perspective adopted in this thesis reflects the 
naturalistic interpretation of Geist/Spirit as the discursively-driven emergent force/power that manifests as 
physical reality in the world through inter-subjectivity and power relationships. 
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be achieving, on a small and limited scale, what Slavoj Žižek, Yanis Varoufakis, and Julian 

Assange (2016, January 6), along with Robert Bellah (1978), continue to hope for: the 

transformation of violent subjectivities, on a global scale, from hate to love.  

 

In a video lecture titled, Europe is Kaput – Long Live Europe, Slavoj Žižek, Yanis Varoufakis, 

and Julian Assange (2016, January 6) assert that a spiritual solution is needed to reverse the 

destructive trajectory, exemplified in the response to the influx of refugees into Europe, which 

is threatening to take the world to an apocalyptic end.  As Slavoj Žižek (2016) wryly portends, 

‘the light at the end of the tunnel is most probably the headlight of a train approaching us from 

the opposite direction’ (p. 108).  Žižek, a self-styled ‘Christian Atheist’, suggests that what 

Europe, and humanity in general needs, is a revised Christianity. 

God is dead, (but) we have the Holy Spirit (Geist), which is the first name of the 
Communist party –‘the community of believers’ (Slavoj Žižek in Slavoj  Žižek et al., 
2016, January 6). 

  

 

For Julian Assange, a ‘reformed Christian version of Islam’ which can ‘swap hate for love’ and 

bring peace and freedom in the world, may be our best hope for the future (Julian Assange in 

Slavoj  Žižek et al., 2016, January 6).  For Assange, geo-political solutions alone, without 

addressing the ‘mental space’ of human minds, may merely enable and foster more serious 

reactions to perceived global injustices and inequalities.  Moreover, since many of the problems 

that refugees experience are the price humanity is paying for the global economy (Slavoj Žižek, 

2016, p. 101), and there is nothing redemptive in suffering (Frankl, 1984, pp. 23, 24; Slavoj  

Žižek et al., 2016, January 6), conflict and tragedy are inevitable. Assange’s criteria for ‘a 

reformed Christian version of Islam’ 1) reconstructs hearts/habitus from hate to love; 2) 

increases peace and freedom in the world; 3) creates a hopeful future.  The WTS is achieving 

these criteria on a global, but limited scale. WTS discourses foster racial and ethnic diversity 
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in the area of foods and fashions, while prescribing unity in the ‘mental space’ of cultural and 

religious beliefs and rituals.  AA demonstrates that it is possible to reconstruct the habitus from 

hate to love and create hope for a better future without demanding uniformity in the mental 

space of religious beliefs and rituals.  The rapid growth of AA and NA (Narcotics Anonymous) 

in Muslim-majority countries like Iran, provides evidence that societies based on common 

solutions to universal problems are able to bridge the divide of cultural and religious diversity.  

In Iran, Christians and Muslims, males and females, sit side by side in AA and NA meetings, 

relating to each other as ‘brothers and sisters’ working together for a better future (Erdbrink, 

2017; Lavitt, 2014). 

 

Robert Bellah, himself an atheist, understood the need for prioritising the ‘mental space’ in his 

proposition of civil religion (Bellah, 1978). Recounting his three-month research experience in 

a Mormon (millenarian) community in 1953, Bellah concluded: 

I do believe that unless, in some appropriate form, that religious vision of a loving 
community can be revived today, it seems to me that our future is not very promising. 
Atomistic individuals on the one hand, and tyrannical bureaucracies… will be all that 
remain.  These are two sides of the same problem. Isolated individuals motivated not 
by love and loyalty, but by desire and fear…are the perfect material for tyranny…The 
realities of world crisis, ecological, demographic, political, seem to require of us to try 
again to articulate a religious vision for a society that could embody love and justice to 
a degree which ours has long since ceased to do…Perhaps the Mormon experience, 
which was in its initial phase a protest against the world of harsh, capitalist 
individualism, but then through much of this century became an increasingly close 
adaptation to that world which was originally rejected—perhaps that experience could 
give food for thought not only for Mormons but for all of us who live in this nation 
(Bellah, 1978). 

 

 

Mormonism as a millenarian global religious tradition has capitulated to the American 

neoliberal dream, and now models the conservative, philanthropic approach to humanitarian 
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aid.99  The WTS, however, while not generally thought of as a humanitarian organisation, is 

indeed uniting subjects across religious and geographical borders, and is responding to the 

European refugee situation by offering a welcoming hand, hope, belonging and meaning.  In 

Greece, the Watchtower Service Department has arranged four different language classes for 

its members, to facilitate communication with refugees, and has organised teams of people to 

work 24 hours around the clock at the harbour, offering spiritual help and hope (June 2017, 

From our Studio, JW Broadcast at jw.org.tv).  There are criticisms, however, from ex-JW 

‘apostates’, claiming that the WTS is preying opportunistically on refugees, without offering 

them any practical help (Redwood, 2017, January 29).100   

 

From the perspective of the WTS, to be welcomed by a smiling Jehovah’s Witness face 

speaking a familiar language; offering a message of hope; acting as a guide to services available 

(even if provided by other organisations); providing a Bible and other literature in the home 

language and being a friend who can warn of particular dangers and obstacles in the current 

society, is a gift that cannot be calculated in dollars and euros.  Many of the WTS volunteers 

who man the Greek harbour around the clock, may live a simple life themselves, and thus may 

barely cover their own material needs.  In reaching out to refugees, they are giving the best of 

what they have –their time and love.  At a time when many Europeans are responding with fear 

and hostility to the plight of refugees, a friendly hand and a message of hope may be just as 

life-preserving as the meagre rations provided by humanitarian aid groups. 

 

                                                
99 See https://www.lds.org/topics/humanitarian-service?lang=eng&old=true for humanitarian projects the LDS 
Church is currently engaged in and supporting. 
100 This is a common criticism along with other criticisms that the WTS preys on vulnerable people like those who 
are illiterate.  What is often not included in these accounts are the community awards given to the WTS for raising 
literacy standards and contributing positively to community life and even refugees. See ‘newsroom’ at jw.org and 
Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2002, January 22a, 2002, January 22b, 2002, January 22c, 2003, February 
15. 
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Žižek (2008) posits that today’s political discourse is predominantly a politics of fear, utilising 

biopolitical strategies for promoting security, and resorting to fear as its ultimate mobilising 

principle (pp. 40, 41).  Nevertheless, claims Žižek, if this fear leads to a sense of hopelessness, 

where the only perceived alternative to change is an apocalyptic end, then it is at the same time, 

an opportunity for a new beginning (p. 107). True courage for Žižek, is not to imagine an 

alternative solution, but to accept that there is no clearly discernible alternative to relying on 

the collective will to create new forms of freedom (p. 108).  It may be that the WTS as an 

apolitical, non-violent ‘collective will’ can contribute to a conversation on new forms of 

freedom in a global context, and as a Theo-democratic social experiment. If religions are not 

likely to disappear, then what is needed, are models of peaceful coexistence, such as the WTS 

claims to offer, and has achieved to a greater extent than many of its rivals. 

Conclusion 

 

In appropriating an interdisciplinary sociology for informing on WTS freedom, new 

perspectives and insights have been generated. The WTS’ Biblically derived position on the 

Spirit (Hegel’s Geist) seems to align with the social theories appealed to in this chapter.  There 

appears to be a surprising correspondence between the Spirit of Jehovah; Hegel’s Geist, and 

Foucault’s Biopower, as discursively-driven dynamic power that constructs subjectivities and 

materialises in their achievements.  Discursively-derived emergent power functions as an 

organisational immune system which establishes boundaries, and mediates between internal 

and external environments to protect, restore, integrate and regulate relationships within an 

organisation. 
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The WTS as a Theo-democracy allows member participation in decisions on mundane matters 

such as meeting times, cleaning the hall, organising ‘working bees’ etc.  For matters related to 

WTS policies and practices, however, the only democracy available for members is ‘voting 

with the feet’ –to exit with social and psychological penalty (shunning).  Since theocracies 

claim to be the guardians of perfect knowledge, they cannot be other than authoritarian, and 

are potentially destructive to non-conformers.  Thus, those unable to conform to a WTS 

preferred, heterosexual subjectivity are likely to be marginalised by the community immune 

system and have limited options for changing their status within WTS ‘truth’ discourses. 

Rational deliberation and member-initiated discourse revision presupposes being able to 

challenge truth claims. Alcoholics Anonymous, the polar opposite of the WTS in terms of 

governance, yet similarly engaged in the reconstruction/’recovery’ of members’ habitus (‘new 

personality’) and carrying a message of ‘recovery’ to others (witnessing), provides an 

opportunity to explore the nature and role of the higher (bio)power in relation to freedom in 

different social contexts. 

 

Alcoholics Anonymous provides a social model that offers alternative strategies for dealing 

with the freedom challenges the WTS is currently facing.  Nonetheless, both the WTS and AA 

are meeting the needs of a global population for meaning and purpose by 1) reconstructing 

habitus from hate to love; 2) increasing peace and freedom in the world, and 3) creating hope 

for the future. In using AA as a comparative tool, valuable insights are gained into the 

requirements for constructing societies that foster freedom without degenerating into anarchy, 

or the need to use harsh measures to promote conformity and cooperation.  Until people are 

able to govern themselves through the transformation of an undisciplined habitus, a Hegelian 

‘master’ or at least an authoritative ‘umpire’/’referee’ may be needed to manage diversity and 

conflicts.   
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A threat to survival may bring people together, but AA demonstrates that ongoing unity 

requires conformity to group norms, identification with group members, and a willingness to 

go against personal inclinations and self-centredness.  In the WTS, Jehovah speaks 

authoritatively through the ‘anointed’ Faithful and Discreet Slave 8-man Governing Body.  In 

AA, the Higher Power communicates through the group conscience of local, autonomous AA 

groups. Without an ‘umpire’ in AA to deal with irreconcilable conflicts, disaffected members 

are able to legitimately start their own AA groups, as long as they do no harm to other AA 

groups and AA as a whole.  This strategy has successfully minimised discord in AA because 

there is no ‘one true AA’.  With WTS claims for ‘truth’ and divine appointment of leaders, 

conformity is achieved through disgust discourses and other harsh immuno-technology 

measures such as marginalising, expelling and shunning those not recognised as matching a 

preferred subjectivity/habitus. 

 

In the next chapter, I argue that the emergence of a new episteme –the superorganism– and 

associated biocognitive theories, require new research and interpretive instruments.  I present 

alternate categories for classifying freedom and provide an overview of different research 

paradigms before justifying the selection of macro-level content analysis and genealogy for 

deconstructing WTS freedom. By focusing on discursive patterns in WTS text, life-narratives 

and online blogs; unmasking the fear that masquerades as power and control; and recognising 

the doctrinal changes that are used to ‘readjust’ the tension between the WTS and general 

society, the defining elements of WTS freedom can be identified and scrutinised. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology for Deconstructing Freedom in the Watchtower Society 
 

Introduction 

 

The Watchtower Society (WTS) makes claims to freedom which it declares are unmatched by 

any form of existing earthly government (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2012, July 15, 

pp. 7-11).101 Indeed, the WTS is recognised for expanding American civil rights (Barringer 

Gordon, 2011), and as a millenarian sect, has an impressive record of non-violence (Lee & 

Simms, 2007).  In exploring various theoretical paradigms for deconstructing freedom in the 

Watchtower Society (WTS), however, it was necessary to construct or utilise novel and eclectic 

instruments.  In both the biological and social sciences, a new episteme appears to be emerging 

-the superorganism- humans as microbe-driven composite entities (Dietert, 2016; Kesebir, 

2011; Kramer & Bressan, 2015; Sleator, 2010) and cooperative human social groups as 

discourse-driven superorganisms (Aghapour, 2011; Amdam & Seehuu, 2006; Dietert, 2016; 

Dunn, 2016; Gardner & Grafen, 2009; Harris, 2012; Keim, 2008, March 1; Kesebir, 2011; 

Kramer & Bressan, 2015; Reeve, xf, & lldobler, 2007; Searle, 1995; Sleator, 2010; Stearns, 

2007; Wade, 2009; Wenseleers, 2009; D. Wilson et al., 2007; D. S. Wilson, 2002a, 2010, 

November 16; E. O. Wilson, 2008).  

 

As humans, we have never been ‘individuals’.  We live and die as multigenomic and 

multispecies ‘holobionts’, sharing a particular time and space, under the military authority of 

an immune system102 whose job it is to: 1) guard against hostile ‘outsiders’ (defence); 2) 

                                                
101 Let Jehovah lead you to true freedom. The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 7-11 
102 Immunotherapy in medical treatments, also signals a new perspective/episteme, focused on empowering the 
body’s own resources for dealing more effectively with threats and fostering beneficial symbiotic interactions. In 
some treatments, the immune system is re-educated to recognise and eradicate its own rebel cells, to enable the 
body to survive, as in various cancers. 
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prevent internal subversion (surveillance), and 3) border control (passport legitimation), 

welcoming new members who will contribute to the welfare of the group (Gilbert et al., 2012).  

Thus, what counts as ‘self’ is dynamic and context dependent (p. 333). 

 

It needs to be reiterated that biocognitive theories of religion remain controversial for some 

scholars of religion (Bulbulia & Frean, 2009, p. 173).  Moreover, I do not concur with David 

Sloan Wilson’s generalisation of the superorganism concept to successful religions overall (D. 

S. Wilson, 2002a).  In addition, in focusing on the WTS, I address another criticism of Wilson’s 

‘superorganism’ hypothesis made by Bulbulia and Frean (2009), that Wilson does not appeal 

to current specific religious traditions to support his superorganism predictions (Bulbulia & 

Frean, 2009, p. 189). For a religious organisation to be considered a superorganism, requires 

that it match a set of characteristics which precludes many religions from this category 

(Kesebir, 2011, p. 237).  In the three apocalyptic millenarian religions with which I have been 

associated most of my adult life, only the WTS matches most of the superorganism 

characteristics.103  The Seventh-day Adventist (SDA) church, while aggressively evangelistic, 

would qualify more as a health and lifestyle business in the industrial world; while The Church 

of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS/Mormon), occupies an ambivalent position on the 

continuum between a commercial corporation and a religious superorganism.   

There appears to be an urgent need to expand and reconceptualise the study of religious 

organisations, as the paper, Future Directions in the Sociology of Religion (2008), emphasises: 

A lot of the best work in sociology is produced not by scholars closely following an 
established research program, or incrementally adjusting our understanding of well-

                                                
103 See also The American Religion: The Emergence of the Post-Christian Nation: Simon & Schuster, New York 
(Bloom, 1992), in which Harold Bloom deconstructs and classifies nineteenth century American religions such as 
The Watchtower Society (Totalitarian); the Seventh-day Adventist Church (Health-focused Business); The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Ingenious construction), and Christian Science (Incoherent, but 
probably saved lives by encouraging members to avoid nineteenth century medical treatments which are now 
regarded as lethal).  
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ploughed features of social life, but rather by researchers who press into newly 
emerging areas of social experience, creatively crossing established conceptual 
boundaries, and developing innovative approaches for understanding the seemingly 
well known (Smith (Ed), 2008, p. 1563). 

 

Nine areas considered ‘unjustly studied and underdeveloped areas of scholarship in the 

sociology of religion’ are outlined in the above paper: 

1.  Beliefs: Much religious research relies on simple survey questions where validity is 
questionable.  Religious beliefs need to be considered in terms of the way they 
constitute subjectivities, communities, organisations and movements (p. 1564); 
 

2. Bodies: Recognising biological inputs to religious life (p. 1565); 
 

3. Genetics: There needs to be more research on how an increased knowledge of genetic 
influences might fill out our understanding of religious disposition, actions and choices 
(p. 1566); 
 

4. Emotions:  Since emotions are central to human life, they play a crucial role in religious 
belief and commitment (p. 1566); 
 

5. Ecological Context: We need more and better studies that directly analyse and inform 
on the way religion interacts with family, peer groups, congregations, schools, 
neighbourhoods, counties and other structures and environments (p. 1567); 
 

6. Elites: Much of social life, including religious life, is driven by various kinds of 
institutional elites with special access to authority, information and financial and other 
resources.  Most kinds of elites are harder to study than ordinary people, but are a 
necessary aspect, since they influence and are influenced, by religion (p. 1568). 
 

7. Islam: Islam is an immensely important religion in the world today and deserves careful 
and thorough investigation on many fronts (p. 1568); 
 

8. Cross-National Religions:  In a global society, comparative cross-national research on 
religion is imperative (p. 1568); 
 

9. Communism: A study of religion in communist and post-communist countries is, 
according to the author, a focus worth singling out for mention (p. 1569).  This is 
particularly relevant to a study of the WTS which, in 2017, has been banned in Russia. 
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For all the above reasons, a deconstruction of WTS freedom, is not only a timely research 

project, but has the potential to make a valuable contribution to religious studies, and studies 

on freedom, generally. 

 

The biocognitive sciences are now providing evidence in line with Foucault’s consistent claim 

that there is nothing sufficiently stable to serve as a basis for self-recognition (Foucault, 1984b, 

p. 87). For example, since 99% of ‘our’ genes belong to our microbial fellow travellers, our 

survival is a community effort (Dietert, 2016; Harris, 2012; Sleator, 2010).  This ‘new’ 

understanding of the human body leaves biology asking the same question as the social 

sciences, “Who is driving this (human) bus?” (Dietert, 2016, p. 29; Harris, 2012).  It appears 

that we only live as interdependent, cooperative, composite entities.  Energy sources, immune 

system protection, digestion and even sociability are all influenced by the human microbiome 

(Dietert, 2016; Kramer & Bressan, 2015; Sleator, 2010). 

 

The (neo)liberal freedom project based on a notion of the rational autonomous, ‘choosing’ 

(consuming) individual is also being challenged from philosophical, political and economic 

avenues (Slavoj Žižek, 2010, May 19, 2013, April 17, 2013, May 16, 2014, Dec 3).  Moreover, 

as Žižek (2013, April 17) asserts, a large majority of people do not want to be involved in the 

day-to-day ‘choices’ of running an entire social edifice.  They want to be free to pursue their 

own interests and work, without having to worry about all the mundane decisions of collective 

existence.  Indeed, this has been a common response by women in the WTS, when I have asked 

about ‘male privileges’.  Without exception, women in four states in Australia, and in over 

twenty congregations where I have asked this question, have unanimously replied that male 

privileges are about ‘work’; women value the ‘freedom’ not to have to be bothered with running 
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the organisation.104  These female Jehovah’s Witnesses appear to appreciate the ‘master’ 

principle frequently appealed to by Žižek in his online lectures: a good leader/master enables 

people ‘to pull themselves out of the swamp’, and helps an individual become a subject and 

emancipate him/herself.  Conversely, horizontal networking, which undermines a classic 

‘master’, can simultaneously breed new forms of domination which are stronger and more 

unjust than the classic master model (Slavoj Žižek, 2013, April 17).  Thus, it is necessary to 

interrogate current definitions of democratic freedom as increased ‘choices’. 

New epistemes,105 arguably, require new research instruments, and because of this, I found it 

necessary to construct alternate categories for classifying freedom, namely: Enacted and 

Emergent freedoms,106 to emphasise that freedom is an enacted achievement and an emergent 

experience.  In addition, after exploring various social theories to deconstruct WTS freedom, 

as highlighted in Chapter Three, the most useful tools were those which incorporated and 

validated a biopsychosocial frame, and multi-level analysis in both time and space/place, as in 

a biocognitive evolutionary paradigm (Taves, 2011).  This is because a new interpretation of 

the human ‘self’, challenges the ‘inventions’ (and perhaps even fictions) of past eras 

(Aghapour, 2011, p. 14).  It, nevertheless, remains an interpretation that will need to be 

readjusted in time; yet in the light of current understandings, from both sociological and 

scientific discourse, it cannot easily be ignored.  Hence notions of freedom must account for 

biopsychosocial constraints, or risk irrelevance in a population currently anchored in 

biocognitive narratives (Harris, 2012). 

                                                
104 Since this was a unanimous response, memory recall is reliable. I had several different answers to my question 
as to why digital music is used in congregational meetings instead of a piano, organ or orchestra, and thus did not 
regard any responses as an official or representative reason. 
105This term, ‘episteme’, which Foucault introduces in his book, The Order of Things, refers to the orderly 
'unconscious' structures underlying the production of scientific knowledge in a particular time and place. It is the 
'epistemological field' which forms the conditions of possibility for knowledge in a given time and place. It has 
often been compared to T.S Kuhn's notion of paradigm (http://www.michel-foucault.com/concepts/). 
106 These are categories I devised for my purposes without reference to another source. 



142 
 
 

While freedom has many senses and meanings; from a biopsychosocial perspective, there are 

four broad barriers to freedom: 1) natural/environmental; 2) social/cultural; 3) psychological, 

and 4) biological (Savulescu, 2010, p. 04.01).  Savulescue lists some biopsychosocial 

influences on freedom as:  impulse control, often identified from a young age as in the Walter 

Mischel marshmallow experiments;107 cognitive constraints as in general intelligence, not 

specific to any knowledge discipline; psychopathologies and predisposition for violence, 

neurochemical influences, and drugs (pp. 04.02-04.11).  To this can be added the exploding 

number of research studies demonstrating that our fellow microbial travellers who make up 

over 90% of our composite genome, also drive our behaviours and health status, influencing 

virtually every physiological system and tissue in the body, including the brain (Dietert, 2016, 

p. 70; Harris, 2012; Kramer & Bressan, 2015; Sleator, 2010). 

 

The new conceptualisation of a human ‘self’ thus challenges reductionist notions of the 

discursive construction of subjectivity; the ‘selfish gene’; views of ‘us’ and ‘them’, and humans 

as microbial storage machines.  Humans are a discourse driven species; ‘selfish genes’ do 

influence our actions (Dawkins, 2006), but we need to distinguish whose genes are driving us 

since 99% of our genetic information is from the microbial, not the mammalian genome.  The 

complexity of the human microbiome cautions against distorted, reductionist understandings 

of ‘us’ and ‘them’ thinking.  Indeed, by waging indiscriminate war (such as chemical 

eradication) on our fellow microbial travellers -‘them’- we are at the same time compromising 

our own lives (Dietert, 2016, p. 5).108 

 

                                                
107 Walter Mischel conducted experiments with four-year-old children using the criteria of their ability to delay 
gratification and found that impulse control at age 4 had a greater bearing on educational achievement in later life 
than IQ. 
108 Dietert argues from medical and biological research evidence that many of the chronic diseases that are 
compromising life and freedom for large populations, are the consequences of destroying or inhibiting beneficial 
gut micro-organisms. 
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Many of the well-known and criticised discursive practices in the WTS, such as swift removal 

of dissidents; discouraging Higher Education; suppressing independent thinking; costly tests 

of loyalty (such as refusing potentially life-saving blood transfusions); shunning, and 

patriarchy, when viewed solely through paradigms of power and domination, would seem to 

render conclusions that appear to contradict the evidence that the WTS has not only literally 

‘saved’ and improved the quality of  many lives,109 but has been a force for peace and freedom 

in its history (Barringer Gordon, 2011; Engardio & Shepard, 2007; Grohsgal, 2011; Henderson, 

2002; Hesse, 2001; C. King, 1979, 1982; Penton, 1985; Peters, 2000).  An alternative approach 

for deconstructing freedom in the WTS, has been to conceptualise the WTS and its members 

as they represent themselves: united components of a single (super)-body (Watch Tower Bible 

and Tract Society of Pennsylvania, 1995, p. 215).110  Moreover, Bourdieu’s notion of the 

‘habitus’, and Hegel’s master-slave paradigm, reviewed in the previous chapter, function as 

theory-based triangulation for conclusions emerging from biocognitive analyses: the role of the 

habitus in resisting change; the power of cooperation in promoting productivity, and the 

strength and courage conferred through unity and the contagious nature of group emotions. 

In light of the insights provided by the various social theories, this chapter adds an overview 

of various research paradigms, justifying the selection for this thesis of Foucauldian genealogy 

as an unmasking tool for fear reactions and responses, and macro-level critical content analysis 

to deconstruct discourses of hope, disgust and threat.  Fear, as a ‘reptilian’111 survival instinct 

                                                
109 Paul Grundy, the ‘apostate’ administrator of one of the best alternate sites for information on the WTS –
jwfacts.com- recounts how his own mother, determined to drive off a wharf with two small children in the car, 
met two Jehovah’s Witnesses who convinced her that her life was worth living.  Paul may not be alive today if 
his mother had not become a Jehovah’s Witness. Another prominent WTS ‘apostate’ who administers the 
jwsurvery.org website, recounts the tragedies his mother experienced before becoming a JW. JWs saved her sanity 
(L. Evans, 2017). Also see the life-stories of converts to the WTS in Chapter 5. 
110 Knowledge That Leads to Everlasting Life. 
111 The conceptualising of the brain as three hierarchical areas based on evolutionary developments: reptilian 
(survival); mammalian (feelings and emotions) and the neocortex (rational thinking), is a reductionist perspective 
which minimises the interdependence of the different ‘brains’; historical and environmental contingencies, and 
the multigenomic, multispecies nature of human existence. It is, nevertheless, a useful paradigm for discriminating 
between discourse driven actions and instinctive reactions.  
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below the level of language, is a reaction/response, not a discourse, thus fear primarily needs 

to be unmasked.  However, disgust, which is linked to the immune system and fear, is a learned 

behaviour which is constructed through discourses (Chapman & Anderson, 2012; Herz, 2013; 

Maltby, 2015, September 22; M. Nussbaum, 2010; Rozin & Haidt, 2013; Schnall et al., 2008; 

Smith, Loewenstein, Rozin, Sherriff, & Ubel, 2007).  It is argued in this chapter that discourses 

are constructed in the WTS to manipulate and manage fear.  By comparing the discursive 

representations of insiders and outsiders; reductionist binaries; contradictions/conundrums; 

and constructions of risk, reward and punishment, it is possible to analyse and expose the 

strategies used to generate a fear-freedom feedback loop which regulates commitment and 

cooperation in the WTS superorganism. 

 Research Paradigms 

 
All research is influenced by:  1) the philosophical position of the researcher; 2) the nature of 

the project, and 3) the intended audience (Moutinho, 2009, p. 2).  Tamatea (2001) cautions that 

research does not merely unmask a natural phenomenon entirely independent of the 

researcher’s subjectivity, but is constrained by social, political, and economic contingencies, 

as well as practical considerations such as available literature, applicable theories and 

researcher interest.   

 

A research paradigm can be defined as a consensus across an epistemological community in 

relation to theoretical and methodological rules, instruments to be used, problems to be 

investigated, and standards by which the research is to be judged (Moutinho, 2009, p. 4).  The 

researcher also needs to consider the implications of personal beliefs, as these determine not 

only the choice of research paradigms (p. 5), but also the questions it is possible to ask.  

Answers to questions on the nature of reality (ontology); the nature of the relationship between 
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the knower and what can be known (epistemology), and options for finding answers to the 

research questions (methodology), guides the researcher towards a particular research 

paradigm, generally being one of either: 

1) Positivism; 

2) Post-positivism; 

3) Critical; 

4) Interpretist (Moutinho, 2009, p. 7). 

Positivism 

 

Positivism is geared towards scientific explanation, usually driven by a hypothesis, and 

utilising quantitative, empirical methodology (Moutinho, 2009, p. 8).  It takes the ontological 

perspective that research is objective, and findings are ‘true’ (p. 8).  Historical evidence 

confirms that there is always a danger of ‘truth claims’ being used for political and social 

agendas, deflecting attention from disempowering and marginalising social contexts, and 

constructing a representation which is actually a ‘view from nowhere’ (Tamatea, 2001).  As 

Tamatea (2001) points out; behind a mask of objective reality, power is frequently 

operationalising particular discursive constructions to represent a researcher’s interests and 

agenda. Post-positivism seeks to address the above criticisms by acknowledging that only 

partially objective accounts of the real world can be accessed, and by using a combination of 

qualitative and quantitative (statistical) techniques in more naturalistic settings (Moutinho, 

2009, p. 10).  Nevertheless, post-positivists still want to be able to predict and control 

phenomena, as in positivism (p, 10). 
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Analogical Arguments and Positivism 

 

While espousing critical and interpretive paradigms, this thesis, nevertheless, appeals to 

analogical arguments to deconstruct discursive practices within the Watchtower Society 

(WTS).  From a critical and even positivist perspective, there are necessary methodological 

considerations before attempting to establish interpretive perspectives on the basis of analogies 

(J. W. Evans, 2009, pp. 74-92): 

1) Analogical arguments ultimately tell us nothing not included in the delineation of the 

source analogue (p. 76); 

 

2) It is possible to find similarities between any two random entities, which proves nothing 

in itself and may merely be an artefact of how humans cognise unfamiliar information 

(p. 76); 

 
3) There are always slippages with analogues.  Disanalogous properties can always be 

found, as for example in the ‘memes’ and ‘selfish gene’ analogies promoted by Richard 

Dawkins (p. 88); 

 
4) An analogical argument is an interpretation, but if there is sufficient empirical evidence, 

it can constitute a philosophically solid argument worthy of scientific consideration (p. 

77); 

 
5) In recent times, especially in relation to the biocognitive model of analogy and its 

application to the human-microbial superorganism, some philosophers of science are 

arguing that analogical reasoning is an important component of scientific reasoning and 

argument (p. 77). 

 

 

In drawing on analogical arguments for the WTS as a superorganism, I am not generalising the 

superorganism concept to religions overall, nor justifying my claims exclusively on the fact 

that the WTS defines itself in terms analogous to eusocial insects and the superorganism status.  
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The way the WTS organises its practices and discursively orders the drives (motivation) and 

lives (practices) of its adherents, is regarded as necessary empirical evidence for arguing that 

there is a metaphorical relationship between the collective body of WTS members and a 

superorganism.  In the WTS superorganism, the energy produced and accessed, is a power 

beyond even the sum of the individual components: a ‘Higher Power’ (Dietert, 2016, p. 70; 

Kesebir, 2011; Kramer & Bressan, 2015; Sleator, 2010). 

Critical and Interpretive Paradigms 

 

While the critical paradigm covers numerous social theoretical perspectives which are 

variously committed to the goal of emancipation, and can also include poststructuralist 

approaches (Tamatea, 2001), David Couzens Hoy (2008) suggests that the individual styles of 

poststructural philosophers are so different that ‘they can as easily be pitted against one another, 

allied under the vacuous term of poststructuralism’ (p. 277).  Hoy instead distinguishes critical 

and interpretive paradigms by whether they are vindicating, as in phenomenology, or 

unmasking, as in dialectics and critical theory (pp. 278, 279).  For Hoy, ‘genealogy’ which 

incorporates Foucauldian, Bourdieuan and some aspects of Hegelian dialectics, is a viable and 

productive approach to social criticism and transformation (pp. 276, 294).  Phenomenology, on 

the other hand, is predominantly descriptive and vindicates what is already known through 

experience (p, 279).  Phenomenology can, however, be evaluative and social as well as personal 

(p. 290). 

 

Critical theory regards all perspectives as biased and requires an awareness of its own 

limitations (Hoy, 2008, p. 281).  It is perspectivist, a form of situated and standpoint knowledge 

(p. 281) and takes the side of the oppressed as a form of resistance to the dominating class (p. 
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281).  Both critical theory and genealogy explicitly seek social transformation, and the claim 

to validity is based on utility (usefulness) and social improvement (p. 282).  Both critical theory 

and genealogy also work as unmasking instruments aimed at disrupting resignation towards 

unjust and oppressive situations (p. 282).   

 

Genealogy is dialectical when it serves two functions: 1) to unmask aspects of ourselves that 

we have acquired through domination, and want to reject, and 2) to justify and uphold aspects 

of ourselves that we may have overlooked (p. 294).  Genealogical dialecticism differs from 

Hegelian dialectics in that it does not tell a single story for everyone, nor is it teleological (p. 

294).  In this research project, genealogical dialectics in conjunction with macro-level content 

analysis have been selected as appropriate methodological instruments for unmasking fear in 

WTS discourses and providing a useful deconstruction of WTS freedom, guided by the 

following research questions: 

1. How does the Watchtower Society discursively construct freedom for its members? 

2. How is freedom experienced by members of two distinct groups within the WTS:  

a) Jehovah’s Witnesses who conform to the preferred Watchtower subjectivity; 

b) Jehovah’s Witnesses who are identified in the Watchtower Society as 

‘heterosexually challenged’, because they experience same-sex-attraction. 

 

Genealogy as Unmasking ‘Accidents’ 

 
 

Genealogy does not resemble the evolution of a species and does not map the destiny 
of a people.  On the contrary, to follow the complex course of descent is to maintain 
passing events in their proper dispersion; it is to identify the accidents, the minute 
deviations –or conversely, the complete reversals– the errors, the false appraisals, and 
the faulty calculations that gave birth to those things that continue to exist and have 
value for us; it is to discover that truth or being does not lie at the root of what we know 
and what we are, but the exteriority of accidents (Foucault, 1984b, p. 81). 
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One of the ‘accidents’ discovered in an exploration of the various social and philosophical 

theories and theorists is that they change over time, such that one cannot appeal to Foucault or 

Hegel or Bourdieu, without also referencing their ‘evolution’ and transformed focus. Hegel 

and Bourdieu, as well as Foucault, theorise from a particular context at a particular time in 

history. What’s more, in appropriating Foucault’s concept of genealogy as a method for 

unmasking the power that drives, not only the individual human superorganism, but also the 

social superorganism, one needs to recognise that at the end of his life, Foucault’s effort was 

more directed to his own ethical transformation, rather than resistance to external power 

(Foucault, 1984b; Johnstone, 2006, p. 7).  Foucault, as a gay man who navigated a historical 

social context which privileged heterosexual subjectivities, thus provides perspectives relevant 

to deconstructing the freedom experienced by Jehovah’s Witnesses who do not match a 

preferred WTS heterosexual subjectivity. 

 

For Foucault, history has the potential to be a ‘curative science’ (Foucault, 1984b, p. 90), with 

the historian/researcher playing the role of medical diagnostician who ‘must be able to diagnose 

the illnesses, conditions of weakness and strength, breakdowns and resistances’ of the body 

(pp. 76, 80).  Foucault’s genealogy thus has particular relevance as a methodology for 

interrogating the notion of a superorganism, since his focus has always been the ‘body’, and 

the manner in which the body is subjectified through discourse and norms: 

The body is the inscribed surface of events (traced by language and dissolved by ideas), 
the locus of a dissociated self (adopting the illusion of a substantial unity), and a volume 
in perpetual disintegration.  Genealogy, as an analysis of descent, is thus situated within 
the articulation of the body and history.  It’s task is to expose a body totally imprinted 
by history and the process of history’s destruction of the body (Foucault, 1984b, p. 83). 

 
 
 

The allusion to history’s destruction of the body is the recognition that there is nothing stable 

or enduring in a body or super-body (superorganism) that escapes the influence of history 
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(Foucault, 1984b, p. 87).  Biopsychosocial forces such as various regimes, rhythms of work, 

rest and holidays, along with food, eating habits and moral laws, mould the body and construct 

resistances (p. 87).  In other words, an ‘iron hand of necessity (shakes) the dice-box of chance’ 

in the construction of human becomings (p. 89).  Thus, as well as affirming all knowledge as 

perspective, genealogy must seek out history’s pathologies ‘in the most unpromising places, in 

what we tend to feel is without history -in sentiments, love, conscience, instincts…to isolate 

the different senses where they engaged in different roles’ (p. 76).  Genealogy is therefore an 

arguably appropriate instrument for isolating the different manifestations of the fear which 

drives the WTS superorganism, and which manifests in various contexts as power; control; 

cooperation; sacrificial service; disciplinary measures such as shunning, and prioritising the 

welfare and survival of the organisation over individual members. 

 

Foucault’s ‘three bodies of genealogy’ (Johnstone, 2006) is a useful way of conceptualising 

the construction of a social superorganism.  It begins with disciplinary power acting on the 

actions of an individual human body, to invest forces in the body and make it productive and 

docile (pp. 4, 10).  The task of genealogy at this level is to decipher the inscriptions and identify 

the forces and technologies that have contributed to the subjugation, but also the intelligibility 

and usefulness of this body (p. 11).  ‘The genealogist as physiologist and pathologist must be 

able to discern events to which nerves, respiratory system and bowels bear witness’ (p. 11).  

 

The second role the body plays in genealogy is that of resistance (Johnstone, 2006, p. 7).  

However, while resistance to power is usually stressed in Foucauldian deconstructions of 

subjectification, this resistance can also be against oneself, as in appropriating power for 

personal transformation, resisting the temptation to be driven by instincts and desires.  In this 

case, resistance becomes a form of cooperation as in Foucault’s ‘care of the self’, using power 
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to transform oneself into an ethical being/becoming –Foucault’s third genealogy of the body 

(p. 8).  These three bodies of genealogy are interdependent (p. 10).  

 

Disciplinary power is concerned with changing habits; thus, it aligns with Bourdieu’s habitus. 

It is also instrumental in the construction of superorganisms, as in the military construction of 

soldiers whose bodies must act as ‘well-oiled machines’, directed by the will of their division 

or unit (Johnstone, 2006, p. 16).  The forces invested into the individual body by disciplinary 

power, which makes the body productive, are subsequently redirected towards an 

organisational superorganism (p. 16).  One may be able to resist being part of a particular social 

superorganism, but power relations are never replaced by anything other than power relations, 

thus there is no hope for any final liberation (p. 41).  In this, Foucault and WTS discourse on 

freedom, agree: 

When we presented ourselves for Christian baptism, we had already decided to serve 
Jehovah, to be his slave… Nobody forced us to do this… Satisfying “the desire of the 
eyes” does not set a person free. Rather, he becomes enslaved to this world’s invisible 
master, Satan the Devil. (1 John 5:19) There is a very real danger of becoming enslaved 
by materialism—a slavery from which it is difficult to escape (Watchtower Bible and 
Tract Society, 2013, October, p. 13).112 

 
 

It appears that for both Foucault and the WTS, freedom is the privilege of being able to choose 

one’s master (disciplinary power), in order to transform oneself into a desired ethical 

subjectivity.  Hegel’s master-slave thesis as detailed in Chapter 3 also provides a paradigm for 

deconstructing relationships which impact freedom.  The ‘Higher Power’ of human and group 

consciousness, which drives material accomplishments, parallels the role of Hegel’s master, 

whose own recognition depends on the cooperation and collaboration of its ‘slaves’. Moreover, 

the ‘slaves’, in serving their ‘Higher Power’ (human or group consciousness), promote their 

                                                
112 Slave for Jehovah. The Watchtower, 12-16. 
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own survival.  The master is thus a hierarchical relationship, that perhaps counter-intuitively, 

fosters freedom by regulating internal competition and curtailing conflict between subordinates 

(Bellah, 2011, Chapter 2). 

Macro-Level Content Analysis and Critical Resistance 

 
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), and the form which is used in this thesis –macro-level 

content analysis- is not a single method, but an approach which aims to reveal power relations 

embedded in discourses that are constructing social realities (Meyer, 2001, p. 14). CDA is 

generally used to engage in social and political practice for the purposes of: 

1)  Social Critique –focuses on the way discourse is used to legitimise and perpetuate 
unequal power relations; 
 

2) Identifying and promoting spaces for resistance –to empower the disadvantaged; 

 
3) A guide to reform –providing models of effective communicative practice (Willig, 

1999, p. 151). 

 

To these three categories, I would add a fourth, in relation to the genealogical task of unmasking 

fear in the WTS: 

4) Identifying the fear that masquerades as power and leads to actions characterised by 

‘fight’ (litigation; non-violent resistance), ‘flight’ (expulsion; evasion; exit); ‘freeze’ 

(doing nothing and hoping threatening situations will resolve by themselves), and 

‘disgust’ (constructing and maintaining boundaries).  Moreover, complementary to the 

transposition of fear into control technologies, is the conscription of fear into discourses 

of collective security and hope. 

 

In view of the discursive nature of WTS ontology and the various discursive constructions of 

freedom, Foucauldian ‘macro-level content analysis’ (Tamatea, 2011, p. 159) is used to 
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deconstruct WTS discourses on freedom in this research project, and to identify, not only 

potential spaces of resistance, but also cooperation for mutual benefit.  Some academic voices 

are suggesting that Critical Discourse Analysts may have focused too much in the past on 

identifying power structures at privileged levels instead of spaces of resistance for those 

disadvantaged by those power structures (Hoy, 2005, 2008; Willig, 1999, pp. 151, 152).  

Indeed, many of our current civil freedoms in the last two centuries have come about through 

acts of resistance, thus identifying non-violent resistance as an effective change agent (van 

Dijk, 1993, p. 253).  A macro-level content analysis of the research data simultaneously 

identifies spaces of resistance, as well as opportunities for greater cooperation, both of which, 

arguably, promote personal freedom to develop talents, abilities and meaningful relationships.  

This dialectic of resistance/cooperation distinguishes critical resistance from ordinary 

poststructural forms of critique (Biebricher, 2007, p. 292). 

Critical Resistance 

 
 
Ordinary Resistance, using poststructural methodologies, is directed against domination 

through critique, whereas critical resistance is distinguished by its emancipatory goals 

(Biebricher, 2007, p. 292; Hoy, 2005).  Critical Resistance is an activity and attitude of 

desubjectification (Biebricher, 2007, p. 292; Hoy, 2005, pp. 103, 104).  It is a process of 

transformation, in ‘purging the selves produced by the forces of conformity to become different 

to the way we normally are’ (Hoy, 2005, p. 103).  Moreover, it can be performed on a social 

level to radicalise the traditions that form our identities (p. 105).  

 

Tradition does not have to equate with conformity and may be rediscovered (or in WTS terms, 

‘readjusted’) so that overlooked possibilities can be implemented (Hoy, 2005, p. 105).  Hoy 
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(2005) further asserts that if critical resistance must be in the name of something that justifies 

its enactment, then there can be no greater cause than liberation and freedom (p. 105).  But, 

critical resistance in the name of freedom must not lead to anarchy, but to an ethics of how to 

live (p. 105). For Hoy, quoting Foucault, ‘ethics is the reflected practice of freedom’ and 

‘freedom is the ontological condition of ethics’ (pp. 105, 106).  In this, Hoy recognises the 

similarities between Hegel’s perspective on freedom as love, and Foucault’s ethics as freedom.  

For Hegel, an ethical life leads to an experience of boundless love and bliss (Abrams, 2015, p. 

50; G. W. F. Hegel, 2001b, section 1331; Wallace, 2011).  Thus, desubjectification must not 

only liberate from oppressive external power to qualify as freedom, but needs to emancipate 

from internal instincts and drives which lead to isolation, alienation, addiction, violence, 

unethical behaviour and depression (Aghekyan, Dunham, O'Toole, Repucci, & Tucker, 2017; 

Alexander, 2008). 

Insider/Outsider relationships 

 

Classifications of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ researcher status in the WTS do not align with 

dominant sociological categories in the research literature.  An ‘insider’ in the WTS, has 

covenanted to serve (as a slave of Jehovah) the common good of the WTS superorganism.  

They have, in principle, subordinated both physical and mental independence, which thus 

precludes independent thinking on organisational matters. Attending WTS meetings, accessing 

WTS publications, and even associating regularly with Jehovah’s Witnesses, does not confer 

any preferential standing, or trust, in the WTS.  Even baptised Jehovah’s Witnesses who are 

not actively witnessing are not counted in WTS membership statistics.   
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While the insider-outsider issue in the WTS is not related to organisational knowledge, 

unfamiliarity with WTS ‘language’ is likely to create misunderstandings and distortions in 

deconstructing WTS discourses (Wah, 2001b).  Insider/Outsider issues in the WTS revolve 

around identity/habitus considerations. Although identity and habitus are sometimes equated 

in academic literature, habitus as a biopsychosocial construction is a much broader concept 

than psychosocial identity.  However, since this thesis references authors who use the term 

‘identity’ when discussing transition to a ‘new personality’ –habitus reconstruction- identity is 

used here in a broader physiological and psychosocial sense.  

 

The fact that Jehovah’s Witnesses lack a tradition of scholarship and discourage higher 

education for members113 poses a challenge for forging a dialogical relationship between 

‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ in research methodology (Chryssides, 2015, p. 14). The 

scholar/researcher pursues critical analysis, while the loyal member values faith promoting 

spiritual food (p. 20).  The subject of a relational identity, a concept applied to Alcoholics 

Anonymous by Lance Young (2011) and equally applicable to Jehovah’s Witnesses, is 

concerned with identification and qualification. The subject of a relational identity functions 

as a witness to a relational power that emerges from a cohesive and cooperative group of people 

who identify with each other, and who qualify as faithful, loyal components of something 

greater than their individual existence and identity. 

 

                                                
113 Although the WTS discourages its youth from pursuing higher education, those who convert and have higher 
education qualifications, or those who against WTS counsel, nevertheless acquire higher education, are often 
subsequently given greater privileges of leadership and work assignments in the WTS (Howie Rutledge Tran 
interviewed by Louise Goode, 2017, January 28). Notwithstanding this usual concession, Australian Paul Grundy, 
a university graduate, was given an extended work assignment of cleaning toilets at WTS ‘Bethel’, presumably to 
keep him humble (online interview with Lloyd Evans at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gcFpEMd5220, 
accessed 18 February, 2018). 
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Identifying as a witness of Jehovah is a receptive process which occurs as an individual begins 

to feel ‘at home’ among Jehovah’s Witnesses and prioritises congregational relationships. 

However, to become an ‘insider’, they must also qualify, which is a process contingent on the 

recognition of other witnesses, and particularly the local WTS elders. Thus, a relational identity 

is a negotiated ongoing reconstruction of the habitus to match a preferred form of the ideal 

witness to community norms, power and achievements.  For an ‘insider’ to function in the role 

of a researcher requires juggling two different epistemologies -a relational recovery identity, 

and a more emotionally disengaged researcher role (O'Halloran, 2003, p. 85).  Understandably, 

this is a challenging expectation, and may partly explain the dearth of scholarly, peer-reviewed 

literature in the WTS.  From this perspective, ex-Jehovah’s Witnesses (ex-JWs) cannot be 

regarded as ‘insiders’ regardless of their time and experience in the WTS.  They no longer have 

a relational identity in the WTS, and WTS discourses no longer function as the ‘glue’ that can 

bind them into a super-entity of ‘one mind and heart’ with other witnesses. Where ex-JWs may 

have an advantage for research purposes, is in interpreting data that requires an understanding 

of the common-sense view of acculturated members (p. 86).  

 

As ex-JWs draw on narratives of escape, enslavement, deceit, abandonment and injustice, they 

retrospectively reconstruct and reorganise former memories through the lens and lexicon of 

their current language and conceptual knowledge.  George Chryssides (2017) thus suggests 

that it is necessary to interrogate ex-JW narratives by asking: 1) who is telling me this? 2) what 

is their motivation? and 3) how much knowledge do they have?  The ex-JW discourse can then 

be analysed in relation to Chryssides’ three categories for classifying truth claims –fact, fiction 

and ‘faction’ (Chryssides, 2017).   
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The WTS produces discourses characteristic of relational identities which focus on the bipolar 

categories of ‘us’ and ‘them’.  In deconstructing the conversion narratives of WTS members, 

it is necessary to explore how a narrative projects images of those outside the boundaries of 

‘us’, and how it depicts a preferred/ideal relational habitus.  Emily Baran (2011) provides 

examples of the way ‘conversion’ narratives were structured in the former Soviet Society to 

depict an idealised communist earthly paradise and ‘new Soviet man’, in contrast to that 

promised by Christianity (pp. 170-177). 

While denouncing the nefarious deeds of corrupt clergy and religious leaders, they 
depicted rank-and-file members as victims of religion who must patiently and non-
judgmentally be encouraged to renounce their faith and rejoin Soviet society. To 
accomplish the latter task, the press provided living proof of these allegedly loyal, but 
gullible Soviet believers who had been led astray by a few fanatics and leaders…They 
share a common narrative structure: Personal hardship and ignorance make citizens 
vulnerable to proposed religious solutions to their problems. They join a “sect” hoping 
to find acceptance and answers to their problems. Having joined, they gradually come 
to realize the organization’s political aims, hypocrisy, and/or criminal activities. The 
former believers’ growing doubt in the organization is coupled with doubts about its 
religious doctrine, which ultimately leads to a decision to leave the sect. This separation 
allows the former believers to reintegrate into Soviet society as “converted atheists.” 
They now can achieve happiness and a purpose in life through building communism (p. 
164). 

 

 

In deconstructing the WTS conversion narratives in Chapter 5, attention is paid to the way the 

discourses portray ‘outsiders’ and ‘insiders’ in relation to the social transition of a subject from 

a ‘them’ to an ‘us’.  Moreover, since past events are recounted in the language and culture of 

the present, it signals a retrospective recollection which may have been impossible at the time 

the event occurred (Bruner, 2004). Where relational identity is the unit of analysis, researchers, 

whether ‘insiders’ or ‘outsiders’, are dealing with issues of purpose and audience rather than 

fact and fiction.  

Through acquiring a new collective voice, members co-construct their voices of 
recovery from former destructive practices, but also gain a community of people who 
speak the same language and can discuss similar problems. They have a new self to 
project and a new audience with which to engage (O'Halloran, 2008, loc. 3148). 
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It is, moreover, possible to be a member of the WTS, and not identify and qualify for a 

relational identity/habitus, as evidenced by the research subjects in Chapter 6.  Relational 

identities depend on recognition, and function corporately as the superorganism’s immune 

system (see Chapter 3).  Those unable to identify with, and qualify as the ideal relational 

identity, may thus not be recognised by the relational immune system as ‘insiders’, regardless 

of their formal membership.  ‘Outsider’ researchers, such as myself, thus need to distinguish 

between individual and relational identity in order to select the appropriate research tools for 

collecting and analysing research data in the WTS.   

Biopsychosocial Theories 

 

At the 2010 meeting of the American Academy of Religion (AAR), president Ann Taves 

delivered a plenary address suggesting that Religious Studies should actively align itself, 

methodologically and epistemologically, with the sciences, specifically science and 

evolutionary psychology (Aghapour, 2011, p. 1).  There has been a recent explosion of 

“biocognitive” accounts of religion, which have been met with equally robust counter-

responses, aimed at defending religion from scientific reductionism (p. 1).  However, these 

attacks, by implementing ‘old’ anti-positivist arguments, have generally failed, due to not 

recognising the contemporary epistemological landscape (p. 51) –an emerging new episteme-

as identified above. 

 

In critiquing Taves’ model, Aghapour (2011) cites her selective appeal to the particular 

sciences of biology, psychology, sociology, physics and chemistry, in other words, a 
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biopsychosocial approach (p. 47).  He attributes a positivist stance to Tave’s taking for granted 

the accuracy and transparency of these sciences and their levels of analysis (p. 47), arguing that 

scientific levels of analysis are discursive products, ‘constituted in specific historical, social 

and cultural networks’ (p. 48).  These would be valid criticisms if Taves were attempting to 

establish religion as a scientific discipline, whereas her focus is on ‘processes of valuation’, 

using evolutionary and historical frameworks (genealogy) to track how people create meaning 

over time in various domains (Taves, 2011, p. 287). 

 

From the perspective of Ann Taves (2011), many of the classical theorists adopted a stage 

theory of evolution that supposed a teleological movement from the primitive to the civilised, 

leading to what was regarded as a singularity, either Christianity or Western Civilisation (p. 

303).  To the contrary, Taves argues that we need to distinguish between late nineteenth century 

views, and the neo-Darwinian114 evolutionary paradigms, which, with greater understanding of 

genetics, enables clearer distinction between genetic and cultural evolution (p. 303). This is a 

significant claim in the context of this research project, which proposes the utility of 

‘organic’/bio-understandings of the individual and social institutions for framing our 

understanding of WTS notions of freedom. Most evolutionists do not currently view the 

evolutionary process in terms of teleologically driven stages, but as competitive cultural 

adaptation to particular environments (Dennett, 2002; D. T. O'Brien, 2001, pp. 1-12; Taves, 

2011, p. 303; Turner & Abrutyn, 2016).  

 

                                                
114 The central tenet of Neo-Darwinism is that evolution and biological complexity are the products of random 
mutation and natural selection at the level of genes. Well-known subscribers to this paradigm are Richard 
Dawkins; Daniel Dennett and Edward O. Wilson. Daniel Dennett and Edward O. Wilson, also espouse multi-level 
selection, as cited in this thesis. 



160 
 
 

Taves (2011) argues that the evolutionary process can only be understood by investigating how 

it works at various levels –a multilevel selection process- and how those levels relate 

diachronically and interact synchronically (p. 305).  However, this does not diminish the 

importance of the discursive deconstruction of human behaviour, culture and language (p. 305): 

Just as historical and comparative perspectives provide our primary window on the 
variation and stability of cultural forms across time and places, so too, evolutionary and 
developmental perspectives provide a window on the similarities and differences across 
species and the human life span (Taves, 2011, p. 305). 

 

 

Fear is an instinct that has evolutionary significance (Turner & Abrutyn, 2016, pp. 536-546).  

Moreover, from an evolutionary perspective, fear is not based on language, thus must be 

unmasked rather than deconstructed. In recognising the limitations of discursive deconstruction 

for instinctive behaviours, Taves offers the analogy of attachment to one’s children (Taves, 

2011, p. 306).  Our children are special, just because they are (p. 306).  It is an inbuilt biological 

drive that is not rendered more intelligible by discursive analysis.  In the same way, many of 

our abilities to engage in complex cultural activities are layered on top of more basic processes 

with which they constantly interact (p. 307).  Hence, being open to the interplay between 

biology, psychology, and sociology; in other words a biopsychosocial standpoint, arguably 

allows for a fuller, if not much richer, understanding of what it means to be human and to 

participate in social groups (Dennett, 2002; McKay & Dennett, 2009; D. T. O'Brien, 2001; 

Turner & Abrutyn, 2016; D. S. Wilson, 2012; D. S. Wilson, Ostrom, & Cox, 2013).  In 

appealing to a biopsychosocial frame of reference, the crucial role of discourse is not 

diminished. Discourse, as in Hegel’s ‘Master’/Geist, or Foucault’s Biopower, drives the 

biopsychosocial ‘slaves’, from which emerge material manifestations of reality and 

achievement.  Put succinctly by Laurence Tamatea (2017, personal conversation): ‘Discourse 

is the site where the biological and social can be read’. 
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Research Data 

 
With a focus on discourse, the data collected in this research project consists of documented 

personal experiences of two contrasting groups in the Watchtower Society (WTS).  The data 

of the first cohort consists of a selection of nine life-stories of converts to the WTS.  These are 

presented in the form of biographies derived from an ongoing series, ‘The Bible Changes 

Lives’, which were published in public editions of the Watchtower magazine.  These 

biographies are edited by assigned writers in the WTS and are presented in the format of pre-

conversion life, a life crisis leading to a change of direction, and re-narration as a faithful 

Jehovah’s Witness living a productive (often in full-time voluntary service), meaningful life in 

the WTS. The life-stories used as research data were selected from Watchtower (Public 

Edition) magazines dated August 2008 to August 2012. 

 

Initially, it was proposed to collect interview data from Jehovah’s Witnesses in three Australian 

congregations.  The ethics clearance, explanatory, interview and consent forms were prepared 

and the correct protocol for recruiting research subjects in WTS congregations followed.  

Elders in three congregations were approached, the research project explained, and all materials 

along with stamped addressed envelopes passed on to the elders for distribution to members at 

their discretion.  However, there were no responses from any congregation.  From informal 

contact with Jehovah’s Witnesses over several decades, I was aware of the scepticism and 

sensitivity to academic/outsider research on Jehovah’s Witnesses and the WTS.  A common 

retort in informal discussions with faithful Jehovah’s Witnesses was that unfavourable 

representations of the WTS by academic researchers are distortions/deceptions, and evidence 

that ‘holy spirit’ is necessary for recognising and understanding ‘truth’. The apparent 

methodological assumption seemingly driving this response is that representation by 
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‘outsiders’ rests upon a fundamentally different order of truth and truth production, raising 

issues of reliability and/or validity in the findings for Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

 

Carolyn Wah (2001b), speaking on behalf of the WTS to those aspiring to do academic research 

on Jehovah’s Witnesses, suggests that there are abundant and adequate primary sources 

available in WTS publications (p. 161).  Thus, I was not surprised when I did not receive any 

interview responses.  I was subsequently able to obtain nine completed interview and consent 

forms through other acquaintances and had extensive email discussions with two 

interviewees.115  Since the interview data aligned with Watchtower narratives of similar 

experiences in ‘The Bible Changes Lives’ series, I decided to use the interview data for the 

purpose of triangulation116 to confirm the reliability and validity of the published life-stories.  

I am confident that the selected life-stories in the public editions of the Watchtower magazines 

are representative of the perspectives and values of the attributed authors, on the basis of the 

consistency between the published stories and the interview information I collected. 

 

The second source of data comes from anonymous online blogs on a public website (Witnesses 

Plus website, www.witnessses.plus.com), for Jehovah’s Witnesses who self-identify as 

‘heterosexually challenged’.  Unfortunately, the ‘Guest Books’ on this website are no longer 

able to be accessed, and an error message reports that ‘the account does not exist or the guest 

book has not been activated’.117  Online blog data by Jehovah’s Witnesses with same-sex-

                                                
115 The hard-copy files of these interviews were lost when our house was flooded on 6 June, 2016, along with 
almost everything else in the house. Fortunately, I had by this time, already implemented and analysed the 
Watchtower narratives and compared them to the interview data collected. 
116 Triangulation refers to the use of multiple approaches and research methods for investigating a research 
question, in order to increase confidence in the conclusions reached.  It does not establish ‘truth’, but significant 
discrepancies may need further investigation and elaboration if conclusions misalign for the same research issue 
(Babbie, 2002, p. 107). My use of triangulation for the research data is merely to establish reliability of the WTS 
published stories in terms of representing real life situations and experiences. 
117 I have saved the online blogs in the Guest Books as a pdf document, so still have access to the collected 
information from the Witnesses Plus website. 
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attraction (JWs with SSA), who blogged on the previously publicly available ‘Guest Books’ 

from August 2003 to August 2013, were analysed for aspects related to freedom:  fear; hope; 

love; recognition and belonging, which the literature showed to be important factors in WTS 

forms of freedom.  Four common metaphors used widely in WTS discourse provided categories 

to organise the data: 

1) Adoption; 

2) Addiction; 

3) Apostasy; 

4) Apocalypse. 

 

In contrast to the convert status of the subjects in the WTS published life-stories, participants 

on the Witnesses Plus website were, with few exceptions, raised in the WTS.  Thus, from 

childhood these subjects were immersed in WTS discourses on freedom, sexuality and 

morality.  Of significance is that around 70% of youth raised as Jehovah’s Witnesses leave the 

organisation (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 2008), and while some do return, the 

high attrition rate somewhat moderates the ‘brainwashing’ discourse,118 which supposedly 

precludes subjects in the WTS choosing an alternate lifestyle.  Converts also somewhat 

discredit the idea of ‘brainwashing’, having experienced other lifestyles pre-conversion.  The 

claim to enjoy greater freedom in the WTS than in the ‘world’ by converts, is thus a legitimate 

comparison that deserves consideration (E. Barker, 1996, 2003).  However, leaving a high-

demand religion with close social networks is not without psychosocial and physiological 

penalty (Scheitle & Adamczyk, 2010), compounded by the WTS practice of shunning, which 

                                                
118 ‘Brainwashing’, discussed further in Chapter 5 is a controversial and somewhat discredited concept in some 
research data related to religious organisations often classified in public rhetoric as ‘cults’  (E. Barker, 1996, 
2003). 
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is intended to exacerbate the trauma and protect the WTS superorganism from counter-

discourses and ‘free-riders’.119 

 

Notwithstanding the matter of ‘brainwashing’, which is a claim that might be better expressed 

in terms of the social theory explored earlier, I consider the two groups selected as offering a 

valid representation of two broad categories in the WTS: 1) Loyal Conformers: those who 

match a preferred WTS subjectivity, and 2) Loyal Non-conformers;120 those who do not match 

the preferred (heterosexual) subjectivity, but nevertheless, claim to believe the WTS is God’s 

organisation, and are loyal to the Governing Body ‘Faithful and Discreet Slave’.   

Issues in Internet Research 

 
While internet research can make it easy to obtain research data, even on an international scale, 

it is not without its problems for establishing reliability and validity.  However, as argued here, 

it has advantages for research on personal values and opinions among Jehovah’s Witnesses, 

who wish to remain in good standing in the WTS, yet have some personal challenges and 

grievances, or conflicts with WTS teachings.  Advantages include access to individuals over 

wide geographical areas and the convenience of data collection (Mirge, 2013, p. 86).  

Disadvantages include uncertainty over the validity of the data and sampling issues (pp. 86-

88).  However, in a research project using an internet-based questionnaire with a large sample 

                                                
119 ‘Free-riders’ or ‘free-loaders’ are terms used in religious discourses (Stark, 2005; Stark & Iannaccone, 1997) 
to designate members or ex-members of a religious organisation who attempt to gain the benefits of community 
and cooperation without contributing themselves.  Free-riders weaken overall commitment in an organisation and 
if they take an oppositional stance to authorised discourse, cross the line into the ‘apostate’ category, and pose a 
danger to both commitment and unity in a superorganism (D. S. Wilson, 2002a, 2002b, 2011; D. S. Wilson & 
Wilson, 2007; E. O. Wilson, 2008).  Like a cancer cell in a human body, rebellious, non-cooperative components 
in an organisational superorganism disrupt homeostasis (stability). There is, however, a legitimate and beneficial 
role for dissent and counter-discourses to protect social freedoms and justice. 
120 WTS ‘apostates’ can be represented as Disloyal Non-conformers. Some ‘apostates’ may, nonetheless, be 
motivated by the desire to effect change in the WTS, primarily to decrease the current trauma of disconnected 
families, and highlight practices which may compromise the life-chances of vulnerable members. 
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of 411 undergraduates, Forston (2003), concluded that researchers can feel comfortable in 

using internet data collection as a viable and reliable means for conducting research (p. iii). 

 

Using online blogs posted by anonymous Jehovah’s Witnesses, nevertheless, presented specific 

difficulties in sampling and categorising responses.  Since the posters assume names to protect 

their identity, it was not possible to definitively distinguish male and female bloggers, unless 

they specifically identify as such. However, from comments such as, ‘we are a minority here’, 

or ‘not too many of us around’ (Theresa, 2003, November 3; Chrystal, 2003, August 28), and 

checking for female names, there was likely only a small number of females, and even a few 

of these identified as ‘straight’ supporters (Julie, 2007, August 23).  One was the mother of a 

‘lesbian’ (Becky, 2006, December 2).  Moreover, even a name that appeared to be female 

(‘Bri’), when followed through the entire blogs, evaded conclusive categorisation as male or 

female.  Only one post in which ‘Bri’ mentioned that he/she lived at one time with a gay friend 

(not knowing he was gay), implies that Bri is likely a male.  A single female in good standing 

in the WTS could not share accommodation with a male, regardless of whether he was gay or 

straight, without disciplinary action from the congregation elders. For this reason, posts were 

not selected on the basis of gender, but on the themes of the blogs. 

 

Another consideration in using online blogs was the issue of loyalty to the WTS, since this 

research project compares the construction of freedom for loyal Jehovah’s Witnesses, 

conforming to an ideal/preferred WTS subjectivity, and loyal Jehovah’s Witnesses, unwilling 

or unable to conform to a preferred WTS subjectivity.  In this area, Phil, the administrator of 

the Witnesses Plus website was very helpful, by constructing and policing strict guidelines for 

participation on the Witnesses Plus site (Phil,.2003, August 26).  Phil rejected posts to the 

website for two reasons: 
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1. The post contains something unsuitable; 

2. The sender is known to be unsuitable for some reason, even if the post appears 

acceptable (Phil, 2003, August 26). 

 

Since blog posters can change their names and identity, Phil periodically expressed doubt and 

misgivings about running the website (2017, August 26; 2003, July 1; 2004, March 10).  His 

aim was to be consistent with WTS standards (2003, July 16), which includes not having any 

interaction with a disfellowshipped or disassociated person (Phil, 2007, January 21).  If a 

disfellowshipped person enquired about participating on the website, Phil explained that he 

could not enter into a spiritual fellowship with him/her and directed them to the elders in a local 

congregation (Phil, 2007, January 21).  If, however, a person contacted Phil, who is not 

interested in a return to Bible standards, Phil did not respond (Phil, 2007, January 21).   

In response to a poster who told Phil that the friendships on the website had caused him to 

distance himself from the congregation, Phil replied: 

The very best advice to you, in view of what you have said, is probably that you never 
visit this website again, but exert yourself vigorously in supporting, assisting and 
befriending those in your own congregation (Phil, 2006, February 28). 

 
 

Phil’s basic tenet as a Gay man, who is also a faithful Jehovah’s Witness, is that ‘one can have 

a satisfying life with lots of friends and no sex, but not the other way around’ (Phil, 2005, 

October 6).  Thus, despite the anonymity and inability to control sampling characteristics, there 

is reasonable cause to consider that the majority of the bloggers on the Witnesses Plus website 

are faithful Jehovah’s Witnesses, struggling with same-sex-attraction, who are loyal to the 

Watchtower Society, and who wish to bring their lives into line with WTS requirements. In 

other words, they are loyal non-conformers, with some aspiring to become loyal conformers to 

the WTS’ preferred subjectivity/habitus. 
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Analysis of Research Data 

 

The two cohorts of research data represent, not only different individual contexts (converts 

versus ‘born in the truth’ members), but also different discursive formats. The life-narratives 

of converts to the WTS, were printed in the public version of the Watchtower magazine, thus 

they were intended, primarily, for a non-Jehovah’s Witness audience.  While also of interest to 

WTS members, the language used in these life-narratives, avoids specific WTS terminology, 

and focuses on ‘outsiders’ identifying with the protagonists. A genealogy of habitus 

transformation, initiated by a fear-death-experience, reveals the time-contingent process of 

reconstructing a habitus to match a preferred WTS ‘Bible Trained Conscience’.  The WTS 

narratives, themselves, attest to the role of discourse effecting the changes, as in the title of the 

series: ‘The Bible (discourse) changes lives’.  

 

Genealogical exploration focused on questions such as: 

1. What were the dominant discourses and dispositions driving the pre-conversion 
habitus? 
 

2. What triggered the fear-death-experience crisis? 
 

3. What role did discourses of fear, hope and love play at each stage of the habitus 
transformation process? What evidence is there for the role of the collective 
subconscious ‘Higher Power’ (see Chapter 3) reinforcing a desire and commitment for 
change? 
 

4. What role did tests of loyalty, and conformity, and ‘choice’, play in the habitus 
reconstruction process? 
 

5. What role did struggle and surrender play in the reconstruction of the habitus? 
 
 

6. Which dispositions were the most resistant to change? 
 

7. How were the dominant dispositions in the reconstructed habitus –the ‘Bible Trained 
Conscience’– deployed in service for the WTS? 
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For both groups represented in the research data, common overarching questions derived from 

the WTS’ role as a superorganism, needed to be explored: 

1. How is fear managed and/or manipulated? 

2. How is hope elicited? 

3. How is freedom constructed and experienced? 

 

Particular attention was focused on the way binaries are used to idealise the WTS ‘us’, in 

contrast to the ‘other’/ ‘them’.  Of significance are the WTS Immunological discourses used to 

deal with perceived danger: ‘apostates’ as contagious and disgusting; defectors as disloyal and 

untrustworthy; counter-discourses as lies, bullying, and slander; homosexuals as diseased, and 

an abomination etc.  For JWs with SSA, the research subjects of Chapter 6, there needed to be 

a greater focus on macro-level content analysis to deconstruct the internal ambiguities, 

struggles, and the double consciousness of being both JW and ‘heterosexually challenged’. 

 

By participating on a non-WTS authorised website, JWs with SSA were already out of line 

with WTS definitions of loyalty and obedience, yet their blogs indicated a belief in the ‘truth’ 

of WTS teachings, and allegiance to the authority of the WTS Governing Body. Thus, questions 

of the subjects’ relationship to WTS ‘truth’ and leadership are critical, as is the nature of the 

struggle they are engaged in, in relation to their own subjectivity, and on the issue of 

homosexuality.  Crucial for understanding the kind of ‘Higher Power’ available to JWs with 

SSA in the WTS, is the social theory discussed in Chapter 3.   

 

Since the ‘Higher Power’ necessary for inclusion and freedom emerges inter-subjectively, and 

influences individuals in a group through subconsciously generated emotions and body 

language; it is essential to identify the ‘Higher Power’ of collective disgust, fear, and distrust 
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that is conveyed in the WTS as an immunological response.  The amygdala which processes 

emotions does not distinguish between fantasy and reality and is also not necessarily swayed 

by rational discourses (Harris, 2012; Wise, 2011).  If the ‘Higher Power’ of the collective 

emotional force in the WTS is hostile to JWs with SSA, the effect on them will be self-loathing 

and fear, regardless of WTS discourses offering conditional acceptance.  Thus, it is necessary 

to deconstruct the language of self-loathing, despair, suicide ideation, alienation etc.  This 

provides evidence, not only for the psychosocial state of JWs with SSA, but also for the nature 

of the ‘Higher Power’ available to JWs with SSA in the WTS. 

Ethics, Validity, Reliability 

 
A valuable and timely resource for gauging validity and reliability of my research conclusions, 

is the findings of the 2015 Australian Royal Commission investigation into child sexual abuse 

in the WTS (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, 

July; August).  While the inquiry was focused on child sexual abuse, the cross examinations 

focused on a range of issues related to freedom in the WTS: organisational structure; power 

relations; discursive social constructions/Biblical interpretations; patriarchy; shunning; gender 

inequity in the area of decision making, as well as practices which limit children’s experiences, 

such as discouraging higher education, prohibiting common childhood celebrations 

(birthdays), and counselling against extra-curriculum school activities. These findings were 

used to inform and interrogate my own research conclusions, particularly as they address key 

aspects of freedom noted in Chapters 2 and 3. 

 

I have endeavoured to deal ethically and fairly with the presentation of data.  My intention has 

been to deal respectfully with the Watchtower organisation and its members, Jehovah’s 

Witnesses.  Moreover, while reliability is more applicable to quantitative research, I have 
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strived to ensure that any statistical references made in this thesis derive from reliable sources.  

On the other hand, for qualitative research, validity is of central concern.  Gee (2005) asserts 

that validity in Critical Discourse Analysis requires opportunities for ongoing revision, but 

suggests that there are four elements which facilitate meaningful and valid analysis: 

1)  Convergence:  The data analysis must address the research questions and provide 

plausible and convincing answers; 

 
2) Agreement:  CDA needs to have some coherence with the work of other critical analysts 

on similar issues.  The cross-examinations and findings of the 2015 Australian Royal 

Commission investigation into the WTS is used as triangulation for the conclusions 

arrived at in this thesis; 

 
3) Coverage:  A comprehensive analysis should allow for generalising to other data and 

situations; 

 
4) Linguistic Details:  The researcher should be able to argue from, and link discursive 

data to the conclusions presented (Gee, 2005, pp. 113, 114). 

 

Other crucial aspects for a researcher to establish validity, is to declare researcher position and 

bias, as well as to acknowledge data which supports opposing conclusions.  By disclosing my 

positioning and sources of data, and by allowing for different discourses to inform each other 

and researcher conclusions, I consider validity addressed to the standards outlined by Gee 

(2005).  Also, while I am sensitive to the WTS practice of litigation, this has not unduly 

impacted my research project as I have endeavoured to represent the WTS fairly, without 

assuming either an apologetic or antagonistic stance to the extent that is possible.  Nevertheless, 

WTS litigation is a contextual factor which needs to be acknowledged because in one sense the 

fear of litigation always has the capacity to inform findings (Côté & Richardson, 2001). 
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Conclusion 

 

In both the biological and social sciences, a new episteme appears to be emerging:  the 

superorganism –humans as microbe-driven composite entities, and the rarer instances of groups 

(such as the WTS) functioning as social superorganisms.  New epistemes require new research 

instruments; therefore, in the conduct of this research project, I have been both creative and 

eclectic in selecting tools for unmasking fear and for deconstructing constituting discourses of 

WTS freedom.  After experimenting with various social theories related to power and control, 

as is highlighted in Chapters 2 and 3, I began to explore the now burgeoning biocognitive 

theories, particularly those which incorporate evolutionary and biopsychosocial standpoints.  

While, as expounded earlier in this chapter, I do not consider biocognitive theories appropriate 

to the study of all religions, I found them very informative and relevant to deconstructing 

freedom in the WTS.  However, several social theorists –Hegel, Foucault, and Bourdieu- have 

been able to extend and serve as triangulation frames for my explorations of WTS freedom 

using biocognitive research tools. 

 

 In drawing on a superorganism analogy, I have needed to justify using analogical arguments 

since these are not ordinarily recognised as evidence in research.  I acknowledge that without 

empirical support, analogical arguments may not add any substantive knowledge, and may 

mislead through normal brain and discourse processes which limit what one can think, and also 

‘fill in the gaps’ of incomplete information.  Moreover, there are slippages in most analogical 

arguments, and one must be aware of the limits of any particular theory –where a particular 

theory is useful and provides valid insights, and where it may confuse rather than clarify.  In 

recognising that an analogical argument is an interpretation, and in providing sufficient 
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empirical evidence to support analogical propositions, it is argued that this method constitutes 

analyses worthy of consideration. 

 

Framing the WTS as a superorganism is a risk I have taken to generate new insights and 

knowledge, which may not have been gained through the exclusive use of more accepted 

theories of power and domination, such as Foucauldian paradigms.  Foucault himself 

eventually moved away from an exclusive focus on power and domination in the construction 

of subjectivity, and it can be argued, that power and domination paradigms alone, cannot 

account for WTS achievements.  I therefore believe that the risk taken is justified and yields 

perspectives otherwise obscured. 

 

A significant focus in the deconstruction of WTS freedom is the role played by fear.  Fear is a 

natural, survival instinct in all animals (Debiec, 2005; Mental Health Foundation et al., 2009; 

Strauss, 2016, October 6; Slavoj Žižek, 2010, May 19).  From an evolutionary perspective, fear 

is not based on language, thus must be unmasked rather than deconstructed. For this process, 

Foucauldian genealogy, which informs this research project’s methodology, in conjunction 

with macro-level content analysis, is used to unmask fear and deconstruct fear-management 

discourses. Humans, as superorganisms, are driven by fear on the mammalian level, often 

totally unaware that they are vehicles for other ‘selfish’ genes, also fighting for their lives as 

fellow travellers.  In the face of fear and threat to life, survival is the ultimate freedom (McKay 

& Dennett, 2009, p. 509).  However, from a perspective of belonging and meaning, love and 

selfless-service may trump even freedom in the form of survival. 

 

Despite decades of informal association with Jehovah’s Witnesses, I am, nevertheless, an 

‘outsider’ researcher.  However, my experience enables me to speak and understand WTS 
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‘language’/discourses and to appreciate perspectives of both loyal and disaffected members.  

Moreover, I do not have apologetic or antagonistic aims in this research project.  While 

impossible to avoid personal interpretation and bias, I have endeavoured to the extent possible, 

to present competing and contesting representations fairly, and with no malice or intent to harm 

either the WTS or its detractors. 

 

The research data was selected to represent two broad categories in the WTS: 1) Loyal 

Conformers who match a preferred WTS subjectivity, and 2) Loyal (Gender) Non-conformers, 

which along with the findings of  the 2015 Australian Royal Commission investigation into 

child sexual abuse in the WTS (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 

Abuse, 2015, July; August), provide opportunities to explore the role of fear in the construction 

of WTS freedom, and the forms of this freedom.  The findings of the 2015 - 2017 Australian 

Royal Commission enable a comparison and triangulation with my own research conclusions.   

 

The next chapter which represents the first of the formal evidence-based discussions, critically 

analyses the biographies of nine Jehovah’s Witnesses from various pre-conversion 

backgrounds, revealing the role that discourses of fear, hope and love play in the transformation 

of subjectivity, and in the discursive construction of freedom for those who match the preferred 

WTS subjectivity.  
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Chapter 5: Freedom as Recovery in the Watchtower Society 
 

Introduction:  Pedagogies of Transformation 

 
The less people tolerated us, the more we withdrew from society, from life itself...Some 
of us sought out sordid places, hoping to find understanding companionship and 
approval. Momentarily we did—then would come oblivion and the awful awakening to 
face the hideous Four Horsemen—Terror, Bewilderment, Frustration, Despair…We 
have shown how we got out from under. You say, “Yes, I’m willing. But am I to be 
consigned to a life where I shall be stupid, boring and glum, like some righteous people 
I see? I know I must get along without liquor, but how can I? Have you a sufficient 
substitute?” Yes, there is a substitute and it is vastly more than that. It is a fellowship 
in Alcoholics Anonymous. There you will find release from care, boredom and worry. 
Your imagination will be fired. Life will mean something at last. The most satisfactory 
years of your existence lie ahead. Thus, we find the fellowship, and so will you (AA 
Services, 2001, pp. 151, 152). 

 

 

The WTS functions as a successful recovery community, for a variety of addictions that the 

medical profession and general society find very challenging.  In terms of deconstructing WTS 

discourses of freedom as recovery, through the selected social theories and analytical tools, this 

chapter is pivotal to all other data analysis and conclusions in this thesis.  It is here that the 

nature and function of the Higher Power that Foucault conceptualised as Biopower, and Hegel 

named Geist/Spirit, emerges clearly as a discourse-driven group consciousness/energy, that 

motivates and empowers subjects to rise above individual limitations.  Moreover, the 

correlation between the recovery discourse of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), which can just as 

legitimately be interpreted as ‘Attitude Adjustment’, and the WTS discourse of recovery, 

suggests that the primary role of the Higher Power in recovery is habitus (attitude and 

dispositions) reconstruction.   

 

This chapter explores the way the WTS constructs freedom as recovery for its subjects by 

reconstructing the attitudes and dispositions (habitus) of those who are willing and able to 
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conform to its defining discourses. The research data consists of a selection of published stories 

by converts121 to the WTS from various lifestyles deemed self or socially destructive.  These 

life-narratives present the WTS as an effective recovery community, intended to assure readers 

that no one is beyond the hope of transformation to the freedom of a productive and meaningful 

life. The research data is deconstructed, with respect to the following research questions: 

1) How does the Watchtower Society discursively construct freedom for its members? 

2) How is freedom experienced by members of two distinct groups within the WTS:  

a) Jehovah’s Witnesses who conform to the preferred WTS subjectivity; 

b) Jehovah’s Witnesses who do not conform to the WTS preferred heterosexual 

subjectivity and are identified as ‘heterosexually challenged’ because they 

experience same-sex-attraction? 

 

As detailed in Chapter 3, evolutionary sociological perspectives, in conjunction with Pierre 

Bourdieu’s notion of the habitus and symbolic violence; Hegel’s Geist/Spirit (Higher Power), 

and Foucault’s genealogy, constitute the main theoretical lenses through which the life- 

narratives are deconstructed.  A deconstruction of the nine conversion stories in this chapter 

emphasises the role of fear, hope and love in the process of reconstructing habitus dispositions.  

Pre-and-post conversion habitus is contrasted in relation to the freedom experienced by the 

subjects.  In particular, the role of the Higher Power in the transformation process is 

interrogated on its nature, function, and driving discourses. 

 

 

                                                
121 While the subjects of these narratives speak in their own voice, the narratives are edited by assigned WTS 
personnel, thus are co-constructions.  
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Nature and Role of the Higher Power in Freedom as Recovery 

 

The AA ‘Bible’, referred to by AA members as the ‘Big Book’, refers to an undisciplined 

habitus as the root cause of an alcoholic’s troubles (AA Services, 2001, p. 88). This 

undisciplined habitus compromises freedom by creating problems in personal relationships; 

uncontrolled emotional responses including misery and depression; poor work habits which 

lead to unemployment; a feeling of uselessness, excessive fear, and lack of interest in being of 

help to others (p. 52).  In summary, an alcoholic, ‘driven by a hundred forms of fear, self-

delusion, self-seeking, and self-pity’ is an example of self-will run riot (p. 62).  Trying to reduce 

self-centredness by using the will power that created it in the first place, is doomed to lead to 

greater discouragement (p. 62).  As Sam Harris concurs: 

When you make an effort to change yourself, the only tools at your disposal are those 
you have inherited from moments past…We do not change ourselves because we have 
only ourselves with which to do the changing, but we continually influence, and are 
influenced by the world around us and the world within us (Harris, 2012, pp. 39, 62). 

 

 

The notion of a rational, autonomous individual is contested by both Pierre Bourdieu (2000) 

and more recent research (Baumgartner, 2012, p. 110). Subjects as bundles of habits driven by 

fear are generally resistant to change without some form of violence initiating the process: 

symbolic; psychological or physical, as the life-narratives reveal.  Moreover, without the help 

of a power greater than the self-will –a Higher Power– they have only the personal resources 

that caused their problems in the first place. Where and what is this Higher Power that can 

reconstruct attitudes and dispositions that are compromising freedoms?  In the answer to this 

question, the social theorists appealed to in this thesis agree.  The Higher Power is a 

discursively-driven inter-subjective force that emerges from a group of people who share an 
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identity and who serve one another in joint efforts to promote the common good (see Chapter 

3).   

A Habitus Model of Recovery 

 

A habitus model of recovery, accounts for attachment in biopsychosocial terms as a search for 

meaning, belonging, and physiological dependence, in other words, addiction as a 

biopsychosocial obsession.  Addiction transforms freedom into determinism, and desire into 

need (Reith, 2004, p. 286). Addiction can therefore be conceptualised as a transformative 

learning experience, reconstructing a sovereign subject of advanced liberalism into a subject 

driven by potentially destructive, habituated dispositions.  Thus, transformative learning, as re-

education or re-covery, reconstructs a ‘new personality’/subjectivity122 through inculcating 

new patterns of thinking and behaviour (AA Services, 2001; AA World Services, 2005). 

Moreover, the process is initiated, not by a subject exerting willpower, which is in subjection 

to an addiction as its Higher Power, but in desperation, consenting to surrender to another will 

and power. This emergent (group) Higher Power in the WTS is called ‘Jehovah’, whose name 

means ‘He will become whatever is necessary to bring about his righteous purposes’ 

(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2010, April 1, p. 7).123 

 

Bourdieu (2000) asserts that a dominated (enslaved) habitus cannot be liberated ‘solely with 

the weapons of consciousness and will’ (p. 180).  Neither will rational preaching and education, 

or weapons of logical or empirical refutation, effect a ‘conversion of minds’: 

                                                
122 The Bible talks about ‘stripping off the old self with its practices and putting on the new self (Colossians 3:9). 
However, as this chapter will expound, and as Bourdieu acknowledges, the old self is not stripped off; it becomes 
‘latent’/inactive but can be ‘called to order’/resurrected, if conditions enable reactivation of previous neurological 
pathways and brain chemistry, e.g. a sober alcoholic who returns to drinking will likely reactivate a craving for 
alcohol. 
123 What Jesus Taught About God. The Watchtower, 6-7. 
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Habitus is not destiny; but symbolic action cannot, on its own, without transformation 
of the conditions of the production and transformation of dispositions, extirpate bodily 
beliefs, which are passions and drives that remain totally indifferent to the injunctions 
or condemnations of humanistic universalism [itself, moreover, rooted in dispositions 
and beliefs] (Bourdieu, 2000, p. 180). 

 

For Bourdieu (2000), ‘only a thoroughgoing process of counter-training, involving repeated 

exercises, (is able to) durably transform habitus’ (p. 172).  Addiction recovery, therefore, 

requires a thoroughgoing process of counter-training and identity reconstruction (AA Services, 

2001), which often requires what Bourdieu (2000; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990) refers to as 

symbolic (discursive) violence: 

…every power which manages to impose meanings and to impose them as legitimate 
by concealing the power relations which are the basis of its force, adds its own 
specifically symbolic force to those power relations (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990, p. 
xv)…all pedagogic action is objectively, symbolic violence insofar as it is the 
imposition of a cultural arbitrary by an arbitrary power  (Bourdieu in Bourdieu & 
Passeron, 1990, p. 5). 

 
 

It must be kept in mind, however, that addiction is also a physiological (biological) violence, 

which requires an equally powerful violence to emancipate a subject from its power.  This 

power in the WTS, driven by a ‘truth regime’, constructs a desire for freedom from the tyranny 

of disempowering addictions. 

The Construction of Desire and Consent  

 

Those struggling with particular habits, compulsions and addictions, ‘know the futility of trying 

to break… (an) obsession by willpower alone’ (Bill W., 1966, p. 88). 

The only effective way of ending an addictive behaviour is to stop it…with each 
repetition my learning has become more deeply ingrained…Even when I consciously 
try to stop the behaviour, my brain is unconsciously learning it better and seeking it 
more…My attachment has become like quicksand; the more I struggle and flail about 
with my willpower, the more mired down I become (May in Stroud, 2008, p. 39). 
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In the WTS (and AA), members and potential members are presented with a binary life and 

death scenario, using the complementary discursive technologies in which the tropes of fear, 

hope and love are used to construct desire and consent for change.  Neither fear nor love are 

effective alone. A fear of death without something to live for is equally disempowering. 

Moreover, an essential moderating factor between fear and love is hope.  In the WTS, 

apocalyptic discourses construct a survival crisis (fear) and the requirements for being among 

the privileged who will live through it (hope). While fear is used to construct a habitus 

particularly receptive to discourses of hope (Flores, 2006, p. 12), it is the collaboration and love 

(Higher Power) between community members that brings about transformation.   

 

Once an individual habitus is receptive to a new discourse and associated attachments, a new 

desiring subject exists in potential.  Yet not all subjects exposed to WTS discursive tropes 

embrace its life-affirming paradigm.  If a particular discourse does not awaken some ‘deeply 

buried corporeal dispositions’ (Bourdieu in Webb et al., 2002, p. 102), resulting from previous 

and current life experiences and pedagogy, the habitus may not be receptive to a particular 

discourse and transformation, even in crisis situations.  WTS discourses of survival and 

security, can thus only mobilise the dispositions of those who have the predisposition to believe 

(or desire to believe) and practice the discourses. 

Habitus Reconstruction and Claims of ‘Brainwashing’ 

 
It is important in this thesis to distinguish between habitus construction and reconstruction, and 

current discourses on ‘brainwashing’.  The concepts of programming and deprogramming 

associated with ‘brainwashing’ (E. Barker, 1996, 2003, 2013; Richardson, 1980; Richardson 

& Introvigne, 2001; Robbins, 2001), may appear to be equivalent processes to habitus 

construction and reconstruction, thus it is crucial that the differences are made salient.  While 
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there is no consensus on the issue of ‘brainwashing’ among social and behavioural scientists 

(Richardson, 1980, p. 19), those who dispute and refute the concept of ‘brainwashing’, do so 

for its contradictory, and potentially destructive outcomes.   Although strong psychological and 

sociological needs may propel persons towards high-control and high-demand groups, and 

these persons may indeed be transformed by their participation in a group, the vast majority 

have made such commitments voluntarily (Nancy T. Ammerman in Kelley, 1995, May).   

 

To support the arguments made in this comparison of habitus reconstruction and 

‘brainwashing’, I draw on the Branch Davidian ‘Armageddon’ in which, on February 28 and 

April 19, 1993, in Waco, Texas, over 80 people lost their lives, 23 of them children (Doyle, 

Wessinger, & Wittmer, 2012; Lawson, 1995b; Rosado, 1993, July-August, 1994, February 8; 

Thibodeau, Whiteson, & Layton, 2018).  The 51-day siege between the Branch Davidians, the 

Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms (BATF) and the Federal Bureau of Investigation 

(FBI), demonstrates that discourses can lead to fatal outcomes in situations where historical 

and political contingencies; lack of preparation and planning for specific crises; 

misunderstanding of the driving discourses of a target group; ill-conceived interventions, and 

fear, propel people into situations where they feel cornered with no way of escape (Cowan, 

2015; Jenkins, 2013, May 15).  The Branch Davidians were religious millennialists, a splinter 

group of both the Davidians and the Seventh-day Adventist Church, who were expecting an 

imminent divine apocalyptic intervention.   

 

Philip Jenkins (2013, May 15) describes how historical and political contingencies in the USA 

in the early 1990s -debates on gun control; gender issues; homosexuality; abortion, and sexual 

harassment and abuse- set the scene for representing the Branch Davidians as dangerous 

religious extremists, whose fanaticism and sexual perversion would inevitably lead to violence 
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and sexual exploitation (Jenkins, 2013, May 15).  New religious movements which challenge 

established social arrangements, particularly in conditions of high tension and conflict, are 

frequently the object of media bias which adjusts the lens and lexicon to sensationalise, mock, 

and further disempower the marginalised groups (Cowan, 2015, pp. 133-136).   Moreover, in 

a more individualistic consumerist society, people tend to be suspicious of collective ventures, 

equating them with past communitarian and communist tragedies. While caution and 

accountability are necessary to safeguard vulnerable children and marginalised members in 

utopian ‘social experiments’; the self-reliant, rational autonomous subject -the defining habitus 

of liberal freedom- is actually the ‘new kid on the block’. 

 

As Sociologist Nancy Ammerman states, throughout most of history, people have lived in 

tightly-knit communities where work, family, religion, politics and leisure were all bound 

together under one domain (Kelley, 1995, May).  Thus, from the evolutionary perspective 

appropriated in this thesis, the highly individual rational autonomous existence may be more 

abnormal than belonging to a community that provides opportunities to develop close bonds 

beyond genetic connections, and to work for common prosperity, and even survival.  Habitus 

construction and reconstruction are thus conceptualised as universal and normal processes, 

which can be manipulated, but are regarded as far more complex and biopsychosocially 

contingent, than the broad, largely meaningless term, of ‘brainwashing’ (Bourdieu, 2005; 

Crossley et al., 2013; Hilgers, 2009; Lizardo, 2004, 2012, January 7; Pickel, 2005).   

 

When ‘brainwashing’ and ‘cult’ labels are used as social weapons to dehumanise and 

disenfranchise particular individuals and groups, it opens the way to disempower and even 

eradicate them, as confirmed by Branch Davidian survivor, David Thibodeau: 

It may well be that if the media had been allowed to come into Mount Carmel and see 
that we weren’t a bunch of fanatical maniacs, helpless slaves to David’s will, then the 
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FBI might have found it harder to gas and burn us. Personally, though, I doubt it. In the 
words of linguist and political activist Noam Chomsky, groups labelled as “cults” are 
automatically living in a land beyond “the bounds of acceptable premises.” In today’s 
media-saturated climate, the word “cult” is an instant road sign for the audience: 
WARNING: WEIRDOS AHEAD. All thought is stopped, all questions skewed, as the 
Oprah episode revealed. Even the most basic question—What exactly is a cult?—is 
shoved aside (Thibodeau et al., 2018, p. 201). 
 
Having been tagged a “cult” by the government and the media, we became fair game, 
removed beyond the bounds of common sympathy. And the taint has stuck to us, 
discrediting anything we might do to help people understand the more subtle and 
complex reality we lived in (Thibodeau et al., 2018, p. 205). 
 

 

The Millerite historical connections between the WTS and the Seventh-day Adventist Church 

(SDA) have been addressed in earlier chapters. The Branch Davidians, and particularly its 

‘anointed’ messenger/Messiah, Vernon Howell/David Koresh, thus provide a comparative 

example for somewhat explaining how Watchtower Society discourses and practices have been 

able to avert similar tragedies among its disaffected members. Despite SDA attempts to 

distance themselves from the Branch Davidians, and specifically David Koresh (Kelley, 1995, 

May; Lawson, 1995b; Rosado, 1993, July-August, 1994, February 8); David Koresh fits the 

category of SDA ‘apostate’. David Koresh was schooled and churched in SDA institutions and 

was disfellowshipped for lifestyle and promoting Biblical interpretations incompatible with 

SDA teachings (Lawson, 1995b).   

 

In WTS practices, an ‘apostate’ loses access to the minds of current ‘faithful’ WTS members 

through a process of shunning.  Shunning in the WTS is a controversial and highly criticised 

practice.  Moreover, dissent is acknowledged as essential for social health, identity formation, 

social stability, and social justice (Dunfield, 2009, pp. 3-4).  It can create mutuality among 

dissenters and constitutes the collective conscience of a dissenting community (pp. 142-143). 

Furthermore, dissent reinforces group boundaries and offers opportunities to test and defend 

them (p. 66).  Thus, both conformity and dissent are essential dialectical partners in 
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constructing common values, community cohesion, and opportunities for creativity and 

change. 

 

In Brainwashing, Honeybee Style (Galizia, 2007), the author derives a ‘roots’ and ‘wings’ 

analogy from a common eusocial superorganism –the Honey Bee.  Galizia (2007) explains that 

Queen Bee pheromones regulate dopamine pathways in Nurse Bees to construct docile 

members who make the colony secure (p. 326).  However, as the Nurse Bees mature and 

venture outside the hive, they need to protect themselves, so this pheromone-dopamine 

mechanism wanes and the stinging reflex develops (p. 327).  The human habitus, likewise, 

seeks both roots and wings, and for many Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Watchtower community is 

a place of belonging, self-sacrificing service and security, while the larger society provides 

opportunities to test, defend or reject current boundaries.  The impressive WTS internal unity 

and its contributions to the larger society through resistance and dissent, are a testimony to the 

importance of both conformity and dissent. 

 

In line with the evolutionary perspective in this thesis, the Higher Power which emerges from 

the increasing complexity and altruistic cooperation within a community, attracts and bonds 

subjects into a collective body and mind -a composite habitus.  Just as human consciousness is 

deemed to be a product of trillions of cells cooperating for the common good of its communal 

body, so a Higher Power emerges from the collective neurons of many bodies functioning as 

‘one mind’ (Dossey, 2013). David Koresh was able to connect with and convince a significant 

number of SDA members and ex-members of his new theological insights (Lawson, 1995b; 

Rosado, 1994, February 8).  In turn, those who accepted and embodied the Koresh discourses 

and habituated community practices, became part of the ‘one mind’ which generated the Higher 

Power that empowered both David Koresh and community members (Doyle et al., 2012; 



184 
 
 

Thibodeau et al., 2018). Two former members who survived the siege describe the power of 

connection: 

In David’s view, every one of us was connected to his body, physically as well as 
spiritually. The community was, he said, one collective entity, and he could be in great 
pain, even get ulcers, because someone was doing something wrong, like giving way 
to lustful thoughts or sneaking a hamburger in defiance of the dietary rule that forbade 
eating meat—lapses I tended to indulge in (Thibodeau et al., 2018, p. 53). 
 
I’m a different person for having joined with David…I’m a better person in more ways 
than one. I used to be introverted; I hadn’t travelled before. I’m not shy to talk to 
anybody anymore. I have travelled. When I first became a Davidian I was sixteen, and 
I thought I was being persecuted at my job and persecuted by the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church because they kicked me out, which ruined my education. I felt pretty sorry for 
myself. Then one day I guess the Spirit addressed me: If you’re going to stay in the 
position you are now where you dread going to work, and you dread having to be with 
people you don’t like, then you’re going to be miserable the rest of your life. You’d 
better change your attitude…I made up my mind way back when I was a teenager to 
love whatever I do (Doyle et al., 2012, Loc 252-259). 
 

 

David Koresh, also went through a habitus transformation from a ‘tearful, insecure, pesky 

young man’, to a confident and articulate speaker, overcoming dyslexia and stuttering, and 

developing into a competent organiser (Kelley, 1995, May).  Nevertheless, as predicted by 

habitus paradigms, David Koresh’s influence and ability to attract converts was predominantly 

limited to those who spoke his particular theological language (Rosado, 1994, February 8, p. 

14).  Since Davidian theology built on Adventist eschatology (last day events), potential 

recruits needed an Adventist understanding of the Bible to make sense of Koresh’s theological 

rhetoric (Rosado, 1994, February 8, p. 14), or as in the case of Thibodeau (Thibodeau et al., 

2018), a common interest in music.   So, it is not surprising, that most of Koresh’s recruits had 

been recent members of the SDA Church (Rosado, 1994, February 8, p. 5). 

 

‘Apostates’ who speak the ‘insider’ language of a particular religion and have open access to 

members of this religion, may ‘call to order’ the receptive habitus dispositions of those 

predisposed to their discourses, such as new converts thirsty for deeper community knowledge; 
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young idealistic ‘truth’ seekers; disaffected members of a religion; and those in unstable 

relationships (Lawson, 1995b; Rosado, 1994, February 8).  For this reason, the WTS warns 

against ‘apostates’ and inscribes the habitus of members with ‘apostate’ disgust and fear 

discourses, such that members, themselves, police the boundaries and avoid interacting with 

those who promote contesting discourses or disloyalty to the WTS. This protects WTS internal 

unity, but nevertheless, still enables already disaffected members to covertly access contesting 

discourses through the internet.  Even loyal members of a group can have occasional doubts 

and fears, as David Thibodeau confesses: 

Despite his easy ways, I couldn’t avoid the slow realization that there appeared to be a 
very dark side to David’s “truth.” It seemed that he expected to be destroyed, along 
with anyone who followed him…David represented himself as the intercessor between 
humanity and a wrathful deity. Sometimes he compared himself to Noah, warning of 
the flood to come and being scoffed at by everyone except his own family (Thibodeau 
et al., 2018, p. 52). 
 
However, David did say we should never allow ourselves to be attacked without 
fighting back. Jesus may have gone meekly to the cross, but we should follow his 
command, according to the apostle Luke, to defend ourselves against anyone who 
threatened to destroy us. The time is coming, he said, and now is when he that has a 
cloak should sell it to buy a sword. In David’s view, a powerful action against attacking 
forces was our right and duty as Americans. We should not start any kind of violence, 
but we must respond fiercely to any armed assault (Thibodeau et al., 2018, p. 122). 
 
Some powerful, unseen force generated by fate seemed to drive our story to the 
cataclysmic conclusion foretold in Revelation. (Thibodeau et al., 2018, p. 129). 

 
 

Philip Jenkins (2000) posits that ‘cults’/new religious movements, should be seen as 

laboratories and proving grounds for religious innovation, but warns that harm is always a 

possibility, particularly if leaders are young and inexperienced in handling power (p. 271).  

Thus, the survival of small sects can be likened to a Darwinian struggle in which most new life 

perishes swiftly, and only a handful of uniquely hardy organisms survive to compete (p. 274).  

The WTS has been able to survive the struggle, and to do so in relatively peaceful ways.  As 

such it offers a model that has functioned successfully in the past.  New times and new 
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challenges, however, will require continual social experimentation and evolution to provide 

appropriate freedom-promoting ‘roots’ and ‘wings’ for ongoing human survival and prosperity. 

Pedagogies of Transformation in the Watchtower Society 

 

The WTS’ group of eight Euro-American men (in February, 2018), the ‘Faithful and Discreet 

Slave’ (FDS) Governing Body, oversee all ‘material assets, the preaching activity, assembly 

and convention programs, and the production of Bible literature for use in field ministry, and 

in personal and congregational study’ (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2013, July 15, p. 

23).124  Moreover, for most members, WTS publications are a read-only service, and those who 

give public talks and speak at conventions, follow outlines and scripts provided by the WTS 

headquarters.  This fosters unity and the ‘one mind’ among members world-wide, with limited 

opportunities for members to destabilise congregations by introducing contesting ideas.  In the 

interactive Watchtower Studies, Elders select respondents for questions from those who 

indicate their desire to answer, by putting up their hands. Those likely to offer contesting 

viewpoints would have limited opportunity to share their views.  Moreover, the shunning 

principle precludes disfellowshipped and disassociated members from answering questions in 

Watchtower studies, or speaking to members in the congregation, should they attend.125 

 

In WTS discourse, obstacles to developing ‘a Bible Trained Conscience’ (embodied WTS 

discourses), derive from four sources: Satan and the demons; ‘Babylon the Great’ system of 

false religion; ‘apostates’, and a subject’s own imperfections and desires (Watchtower Bible 

                                                
124 Who Really is the Faithful and Discreet Slave?". The Watchtower, Study Edition, pp. 20-25. 
125 Disfellowshipped members are allowed to order publications from the Service Desk, and to converse with 
WTS Elders who have been designated as responsible for their subsequent reinstatement. Disfellowshipped 
members are not permitted to interact with other members in the congregation and may be asked not to attend 
congregation meetings if they flout these regulations. 
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and Tract Society, 2011b)126.  Thus, WTS discourses of fear and disgust warn WTS members 

against the above forces of enslavement and destruction.  Fear is an instinct associated with 

survival and security, while meaning and purpose are derived from hope and various 

attachments and service -love.  Watchtower doxa,127 in a nutshell, is a discourse of freedom 

based on survival (fear), security (hope) and service (love).   

The Bible Changes Lives with Fear, Hope and Love 

 

There are hundreds of life-stories in various WTS magazines highlighting the construction of 

loyal and obedient WTS subjectivity, and the subsequent joy of service as full-time WTS 

voluntary ministers, known as ‘pioneers’.128  However, since August 2008, the Public edition 

of the Watchtower magazine has featured a series titled, The Bible Changes Lives,129 which 

emphasises and contrasts pre-conversion destructive behaviours and attitudes with the 

development of a ‘Bible Trained Conscience’ –i.e. the new preferred WTS habitus/subjectivity.  

The Bible Changes Lives series promotes identification with those struggling with similar 

problems, and matches an Alcoholics Anonymous narrative structure of ‘what we were like; 

what happened; what we are like now’ (AA Services, 2001, p. 58).  Selections of these stories, 

listed below, are deconstructed to illustrate the role of fear, hope and love in the transformative 

pedagogy of the WTS. 

                                                
126 Symposium: Beware of the Enemies of the Kingdom! Satan and the Demons; Babylon the Great; Apostates; 
Our Imperfect Flesh. Let God's Kingdom Come! 2011 Annual Convention held at various locations around the 
world. 
127 Doxa (Greek word for ‘belief’ or popular opinion) can refer to authorised (orthodox) discourse which works 
to distinguish the thinkable from the unthinkable, so that certain courses of action, such as those that seriously 
challenge established social relations, become literally unthinkable –or at least inarticulable (Webb et al., 2002, 
p. 119). 
128 ‘Pioneers’ need to meet a commitment of 70 hours per month of witnessing, or for those with other WTS 
responsibilities such as in the Local Design/Construction (LDC) work or on the Hospital Liaison Committee 
(HLC), a combined total of 70 hours of service per month. 
129The Bible Changes Lives stories and other WTS literature and media resources are available on the WTS 
official website at www.jw.org. 
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Name Country Situation 

Highlighted 

WT Public 

Edition 

Page 

Numbers 

David Hudson Australia 
(Aboriginal) 

Binge Drinker 1 August 2010 20, 21 

Nelly 
Baymatova 

Russia Drug Addict 1 August 2012 18, 19 

Victoria Tong Australia Drugs, alcohol, 
pornography, 
prostitution 

1 August 2011 20, 21 

Lisa Andre Luxembourg Prodigal child 1 October 2011 12, 13 

Jukka Sylgren Finland Social Activist 1 July, 2013 12, 13 
Dino Ali Australia Convert from Islam 1 February 2012 10-12 

Titus Shangadi Namibia Violent gang 
member 

1 August 2009 28, 29 

Mauricio 
Araujo 

Brazil Homosexuality 1 May 2012 
 

19, 20 

Guadalupe 
Villarreal 

Mexico Homosexuality 1 April 2011 
 

28, 29 

Figure 1: Selected Life-Narratives from 'The Bible Changes Lives' WTS Articles 

Life-Narratives in the WTS as ‘Witnessing’ 

 
 
While the focus in this chapter is on life-narratives as informing the processes of recovery, a 

more general discussion on the role of life-stories in WTS discourse is crucial for 

comprehending the role life-narratives play in constituting ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ -the ‘us’ 

and ‘them’- and essentialising group characteristics.  Life-narratives are often used in the WTS 

as a more benign form of legitimising unique claims to divine appointment and status, as the 

following discussion will demonstrate. 

 

Life-narratives are biotechnologies for constructing a life, as well as retelling it (Bruner, 2004; 

O'Halloran, 2003, 2008), and as a form of ‘witnessing’, can convey community beliefs without 
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risking a backlash of criticism and even legal liability.  While the voice of a relational identity 

speaks the ‘language’ of its community, when it takes the form of a life-narrative, it is generally 

accepted as a personal experience and perspective, and as such, cannot be contested on the 

community level.  The following life-story by ‘Tom’ in an October 2018 WTS video 

(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2018)130 illustrates the concept of relational identity as 

‘witness’, and contrasts this with presenting the same facts in a community discourse. 

 

Tom’s Story 

 
Tom131 grew up in a socially active family and wanted to continue this life of service to others.  

He thought the best way for him to serve people would be to become a priest because ‘priests 

were the best people in the best position to help others’.  He entered college seminary at age 

18, but left angry and disillusioned at what he perceived were empty rituals and lack of 

authenticity.  After a few years Tom entered a monastery in the United States as a trainee 

counsellor working with alcoholic priests. His disappointment with the church (no 

denomination is specifically mentioned) was compounded by the ‘big secret’ –priests were 

troubled men!  Disillusioned, Tom recounts that he ‘went through all the churches’ including 

two forms of Buddhism.  He found ‘nothing there’. He especially ‘had a thing about 

organisations lying to people’.  As a psychology and counselling professor, he considered it 

his mission to help his students to ‘think for themselves’. 

 

Tom was subsequently introduced to Jehovah’s Witnesses (no details on how this occurred), 

and began studying with ‘Joel’ who was initially intimidated by Tom’s educational 

qualifications.  Tom had become socially isolated which he evidenced by his photographs that 

                                                
130 I gave up on religion, WTS video on tv.jw.org. 
131 Tom speaks with an Irish accent, but no details are given as to where he grew up and attended college seminary, 
however, the environmental screen shots in the video could be interpreted as Irish Catholic. 
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rarely included people.  Since becoming a Jehovah’s Witness, however, people are central in 

his photography collection, and thus his social life.  Tom had lots of questions for Joel, 

especially in two areas where the WTS is currently in crisis: 

1) How does the WTS handle child sexual abuse? 

2) How does the money work? 

Neither question is answered in the interview, but Tom considers it revolutionary that the 

answers to his questions came straight from the Bible, and he was impressed with the WTS’ 

transparency and ethical conduct. The Bible, Tom asserts, changed his life for the better.  He 

is getting answers to life’s big questions, and the difference to his past educational experience, 

is that what he is now learning in the WTS is the truth. 

 

This interview is presented as Tom’s story and personal beliefs, and as such it cannot be 

disputed. Tom is a unique authority on the details of his own life.  However, Tom’s life-

narrative addresses authoritative WTS doctrinal teachings, which if presented as an 

organisational discourse, at this time of crisis in the organisation, could have serious 

repercussions. Atheist scientists and philosophers such as Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett 

and Sam Harris, present similar online criticisms against all religion, (which would include the 

WTS), while other, predominantly fundamentalist Christian groups, reciprocally discredit the 

WTS.132  Nonetheless, Tom’s claims at this time of WTS’ crisis over child sexual abuse and 

money issues, published as a WTS article, could provide apostates and other critics with very 

damaging ammunition.   In the form of a life-story, these triumphalist and defamatory teachings 

merely present as a benign personal perspective.  However, these views propounded by a 

seemingly highly educated person, could function as a powerful confirmation of these 

                                                
132 AA and the WTS do not criticise each other, showing that if one party acts in a respectful, inclusive manner, 
the other group may also respond in a similar way. 
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alienating tenets to WTS members, and for prospective converts.  The WTS speaking through 

Tom’s voice affirms that: 

• Priests are unable to help people because they have big problems of their own; 

• There is no authenticity or value in any church (the WTS does not consider itself a 

church or religion); 

• Only the WTS teaches people to think for themselves; 

• All institutions, except the WTS, lie to people; 

• Only the WTS handles child sexual abuse and money ethically; 

• Only the WTS has checks and balances and transparency; 

• Only the WTS teaches objective truths by the very authority of God from the Bible. No 

human interpretation is involved as in other institutions; 

• The WTS offers hope, and without hope there is nothing else; 

• Unlike for other forms of education, people can have confidence that what the WTS 

teaches is the truth (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2018). 

 

In the WTS, all life-narratives are co-constructions with a WTS assigned editor, and members 

who feature in life-narratives usually require at least five years of dedicated, loyal service in 

the WTS (Ianelli, 2007, February).  However, since there is no private language, there is no 

private story, even when the protagonist is viewed as a sole author of their story, as in AA life-

stories (Bruner, 2004; O'Halloran, 2003, 2008).  In addition, what is said in a life-story, may 

not be as significant as what is not said.  The silences also inform the deconstruction of life-

stories.  Barbara Anderson, disfellowshipped from the WTS for her activism in the area of 

child-sexual abuse, and a former researcher for the WTS writing committee, gives an example 

of how information likely to stumble faithful members is omitted in stories (Anderson, 2009, 

January 15).  Anderson recounts the incident of WTS missionary, Frank Dewar, who had a 
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motorcycle accident in Kuala Lumper and woke up in a bed in a brothel, where he was nursed 

back to health by kindly prostitutes (p. 16).  This information did not make it into the published 

account of his life in a WTS magazine (p. 16). 

 

In the nine narratives used in this thesis to demonstrate recovery processes in the WTS, there 

are silences and discriminatory portrayals of insiders and outsiders.  In describing ‘what we 

used to be like’, non-Jehovah’s Witnesses are representative of the ‘outsider’ category -THEM.  

‘What happened?’ establishes the principle that there is no lasting happiness outside Jehovah’s 

organisation.  ‘What we are like now’ reassures readers that life is better as a Jehovah’s 

Witnesses, and lists valued characteristics of the ideal WTS subjectivity.  Those outside the 

boundaries of the WTS are variously portrayed as materialistic, irresponsible, hedonistic, 

deceived, oppressed, without natural affection for friends and family, violent, unhappy and 

possibly in line for a premature death.  Even organisations committed to social justice and 

humanitarian aid, as in the story of Jukka Sylgren (2013, July 1), are represented as ineffective 

and a waste of human effort.  In reading the nine conversion narratives selected for this thesis, 

it is well to also remember, that each narrative is responding to particular criticisms made 

against the WTS, as in Tom’s story. 

 

Silences in selected stories suggest that a particular story could have been told differently. For 

example, in the case of Nelly (Baymatova, 2010) and Lisa (Andre, 2011), their mothers dealt 

patiently and kindly with them, even though their lives were in total opposition to Jehovah’s 

requirements.  This refutes the common criticism made by ‘apostates’ and non-JW critics that 

the WTS breaks up families and even shuns their own children if they leave the organisation.  

In the case of Nelly and Lisa, it is safe to assume that neither had been baptised as a Jehovah’s 

Witness while living in rebellion to its tenets.  Had Nelly and Lisa been baptised as children, 
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their stories would not have been published in a WTS magazine, since in line with WTS 

teachings, their mothers would have shunned them. 

 

In the case of Victoria (Tong, 2011, August 1), her non-JW parents are represented as violent 

and cruel. But of even more interest is the silence surrounding a man who ‘saves’ Victoria’s 

life.  Neither is there information on how and why she became interested in Jehovah’s 

Witnesses and started studies with them.  This poses a question as to whether the man who 

took pity on Victoria was an inactive Jehovah’s Witness, whose act of kindness would have 

been a disfellowshipping offense.  In WTS teachings, single males and females are prohibited 

from being alone in a house together.  Perhaps this man was a WTS ‘apostate’, whose kindness 

does not align with WTS discourse on ‘apostates’. Alternatively, since it is mentioned that this 

man ‘was visiting Sydney’ and took Victoria ‘to the place where he was staying’, marrying her 

one year later, it may have even been a marriage of convenience.  While these are only 

conjectures, the unusual silence surrounding the identity of the man and Victoria’s initial 

contact with Jehovah’s Witness, suggests information the WTS has deliberately withheld. 

 

Of particular relevance to Chapter 6 of this thesis, is the construction of insiders and outsiders 

in relation to two homosexual subjects -Guadalupe (Villarreal, 2011) and Mauricio (Araujo, 

2012).  WTS members in these narratives are portrayed as respectful and kind, while those in 

general society are pictured as hurtful, untrustworthy and disrespectful.  While some personal 

blogs of JWs with SSA in Chapter 6 do narrate instances of injustice and disrespect in the larger 

society, members within WTS congregations, and indeed WTS official discourses on 

homosexuality, are not always as kind and respectful as Guadalupe and Mauricio experienced.  

Guadalupe’s statements that he now lives a ‘normal’ life (as a heterosexually married man) and 

associates with ‘good and worthwhile people’, suggests that the kindness offered to Guadalupe 
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was conditional on his disavowing any identification with homosexuality. For Mauricio, 

celibacy qualified him for service in the WTS, but not for the ‘privilege’ of being acknowledged 

as a WTS preferred subjectivity. Against this broader understanding of narrative 

deconstruction, this thesis now focuses on the recovery processes embedded in the selected 

life-stories of converts to the WTS. 

Recovery Narratives and Habitus Reconstruction 

 
Reading through the series of The Bible Changes Lives from August 2008 to July 2013, reveals 

a common discursive pattern: circumstances associated with fear, stress, frustration and/or 

despair; surrender to Jehovah and the WTS (enacted freedom); consent for transformation of 

habitus (enacted freedom), subsequently leading to hope, new attachments and transformation 

(emergent freedom of hope, meaning and belonging).  Poverty; addiction; abuse; injustice; 

dysfunctional relationships; frustrated idealism; social contexts of violence and crime; poor 

social skills; time in prison or rehabilitation; a general lack of hope and purpose in life, and 

even early religious teachings, often beat subjects into submission, and the recognition that 

their best thinking had caused their worst problems and compromised their freedom.  They 

became willing to try another way to live life; to submit to a re-education process, which as 

their narratives depict, required the suppression of incompatible habitus dispositions. This was 

accomplished through discursively-driven symbolic power/violence (Bourdieu in Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1990, p. 5).   

 

Transformation in the WTS began when desire and hope were kindled through WTS 

apocalyptic discourse, destabilising current habitus dispositions,133 while association with 

                                                
133 The Bible speaks of the ‘word of God’ as a sharp two-edged sword, penetrating and disrupting the thoughts 
and attitudes of the heart/habitus. Hebrews 4:12. 
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Jehovah’s Witnesses provided the substitute opiate134of attachment -the Higher Power of social 

connection and purpose (Ferguson et al., 2016; Fisher et al., 2016). As the reports below 

demonstrate, desire for the WTS constructed future reality of peace and prosperity led to 

personal investment in the WTS superorganism, with habituation of new behaviours 

reinforcing both desire and investment.  The emergence of a freedom based on hope, belonging, 

meaning and purpose, and in many cases, improved health, enabled subjects to participate more 

fully in life generally, as the following discussion of the research data demonstrates. 

Transforming a Drug Addicted Habitus 

 
David Hudson, binge drinker (2010)135 and Nelly Baymatova, a drug addict (2010),136 both 

ended up incapacitated and immobile when David staggered into the path of a speeding car 

while drunk, and Nelly, under the influence of drugs, jumped out of a second-floor window, 

breaking an arm and leg, and injuring her back.  They both literally ‘hit bottom’!  David spent 

two years in rehabilitation, while Nelly was bedridden for over a month.  Both had had some 

religious instruction in the past since David was raised from 7 years of age on an Australian 

Aboriginal mission at Mapoon, Queensland, and Nelly’s mother had become a Jehovah’s 

Witness years earlier. The pre-conversion circumstances of Nelly and David, however, are 

strikingly different.  Nelly, despite being unemployed and a drug user, lived in material 

comfort: 

I grew up in Vladikavkaz, the capital of the Republic of North Ossetia (now Alania). 
My family was relatively wealthy. But despite having material advantages, my life was 
not a happy one. By the time I turned 34, I had already been through two failed 
marriages. I had a ten-year-long drug habit, for which I twice underwent treatment in a 

                                                
134There have been empirical studies to demonstrate that the hormone oxytocin, promotes bonding and altruism 
among subjects of an ingroup, while having no positive effect on those deemed not to belong to the group 
(Churchland & Winkielman, 2012; De Dreu, 2012; Debiec, 2005; Declerck, Boone, & Kiyonari, 2010; Donaldson 
& Young, 2008; Ebstein et al., 2009; Heinrichs et al., 2009). 
135 It was not easy for me to make the needed changes. The Watchtower (Public edition), August 1, 20-21. 
136 "I learned that I have an obligation to support myself". The Watchtower (Public edition), August 1, 18-19. 
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clinic. Although I had two children, I didn’t at that time feel any affection for them; nor 
did I have a normal relationship with my friends or family. (Baymatova, 2010, p. 18). 

 

 

David, on the other hand, was born the eleventh child of the family in the Aurukun Aboriginal 

community in North Queensland, where it was necessary to hunt and fish to survive, and where 

the Australian Government regulations in the 1940s restricted movement, residence options, 

and the handling of money by Aboriginal Australians (D. Hudson, 2010, p. 20). 

My father died when I was seven, and we moved to an Aboriginal mission at Mapoon, 
which is about 90 miles [150 km] north of Aurukun. When I was 12, I began learning 
to handle horses and cattle, and until my late 40’s, I worked on many cattle stations as 
a drover (cowboy). The lifestyle was rough. I drank heavily and often. That led to many 
headaches and hardships (D. Hudson, 2010, p. 20). 

 

 

For both David and Nelly, despite their different socio-economic conditions, pre-conversion 

freedom was compromised.  For Nelly, financial dependence on her mother, alienation from 

other friends and family, poor relationships with her children, and no productive purpose in her 

life, made her miserable, despite material advantages.  For David, social marginalisation, hard 

work, illiteracy and poverty, certainly limited his life options.  It was while they were both 

physically and emotionally fragile, that David and Nelly were introduced to WTS literature, 

along with kindness and care from Jehovah’s Witnesses. Nelly’s mother, a Jehovah’s Witness, 

looked after her without any remonstrance, and left Awake! magazines for her to read.  A 

female friend who later became David’s wife, brought WTS magazines for him.  Unfortunately, 

David’s literacy skills were not adequate to the task, and he had to wait until an 83-year-old 

Jehovah’s Witness (JW) man started visiting him and conducting Bible Studies.  Thus, 

discourses of fear and hope were combined with the Higher Power of love.  It was actually the 

love and unity that both David and Nelly witnessed in the Kingdom Hall that convinced them 

to join the WTS. 
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After Bible studies with Jehovah’s Witnesses, David and Nelly replaced their attachment to 

mind-altering substances with mind-transforming service in WTS ministry.  Nelly, through her 

Bible studies –an inter-subjective event– came to appreciate the importance of self-reliance, 

responsibility, and service for others.  She learned to control her temper, developed more 

effective social skills, and obtained employment.  While the discipline required was difficult 

for Nelly, she now has the freedom of belonging, hope, self-worth and meaning. Nelly ends 

her story by stating that she has developed ‘a hatred for ungodly things’ and finds ‘great 

happiness in helping others learn the truth (Baymatova, 2010, p. 18).   

 

There is a saying in Alcoholics Anonymous, that for every Alcoholic whose life is transformed, 

at least 40 people are benefitted in some way –less violence, crime, financial problems, health-

care costs, and greater productivity and service from the Alcoholic.  David exemplifies this. 

He now teaches reading as well as Bible knowledge in his Aboriginal community, which 

suggests that his transformation is likely benefitting generations of families. In recovering from 

doing alcohol to doing WTS religion, David has also gained freedom in the form of better 

health; greater literacy and public speaking skills; purpose and meaning in life; a supportive 

community, and hope for the future.  These freedoms facilitate the enactment of a greater range 

of options and choices, with freedom also emerging as collective aspiration, motivation and 

power through WTS community collaboration and support.   

 

David and Nelly’s life-narratives provide evidence that prior habitus dispositions, when 

disrupted by a fear crisis, were able through hope discourses and the Power of loving 

intervention, to surrender to the community’s ‘Higher Power’ (Jehovah).  In surrendering to 
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Jehovah, the power of collective, motivating, emotional energy,137 and consenting to a 

transformation process, both David and Nelly came to love what Jehovah loves, and thus in the 

WTS, they became free to follow their own desires.   

Transforming a Self-Destructive Habitus 

 
Victoria Tong (2011, November 10)138 grew up in Newcastle, NSW, the eldest of seven 

children born to an alcoholic father and violent mother.  She was physically and verbally abused 

at home, and later, when removed from her parents, threatened with hellfire in a convent.  After 

living on the streets of Kings Cross and narrowly escaping being trafficked to Japan, she 

approached a man who helped her with food and shelter, subsequently marrying her a year 

later.  Victoria began studying the Bible with Jehovah’s Witnesses and was relieved to learn 

that God does not punish people in hellfire, since this had terrified her ‘for as long as (she) 

could remember’ (p. 20). 

I was impressed by how the Witnesses let the Bible affect their every decision. They 
live their faith. I was a difficult person, but no matter what I said or did, the Witnesses 
treated me with love and respect. My greatest struggle has been with feelings of 
worthlessness. I had a real self-loathing, and these feelings persisted long after I was 
baptized as one of Jehovah’s Witnesses. I knew that I loved Jehovah, but I was 
convinced that he could never love someone like me (Tong, 2011, August 1, p. 20). 

 

 

Victoria continued to struggle with self-loathing and feelings of worthlessness, even after 

baptism, so while outwardly her life appeared transformed, inwardly she struggled with the 

same habitus dispositions that had driven her earlier behaviours.  Fifteen years after her baptism 

while meditating on a particular Bible verse, she was finally able to accept that Jehovah loved 

                                                
137 In the Bible, God is defined as love: ‘Beloved ones, let us continue loving one another because love is from 
God, and everyone who loves has been born from God and knows God. Whoever does not love has not come to 
know God, because God is love (1 John 4:7, 8, NWT, 2013). Jehovah as God, by this Biblical definition, must 
also be love itself –an emotion. 
138"I feel clean, alive and whole". The Watchtower (Public edition), August 1, 20-21. 
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her. Fear and hope had brought her to compliance with an organisational discourse, resulting 

in an outward behavioural change, but the discourse of being loved, needed to be believed and 

embodied before Victoria could experience internal transformation. Fear, hope and love as 

dialectical (complementary) spiritual tools, were needed to discursively reconstruct and re-

cover Victoria’s habitus dispositions, to bring them into line with a WTS ‘Bible Trained 

Conscience’ -in other words, a WTS constructed habitus. 

 

Violence permeates Victoria’s narrative: physical, verbal (parents); discursive/symbolic 

(religious discourse on hellfire); social (prostitution, lack of self-worth), and emotional (self-

loathing). Victoria’s experience demonstrates that symbolic violence based on fear 

manipulation, is able to transform outward behaviour but cannot, alone, bring about a sense of 

freedom. Violence can only generate violence, and in Victoria’s case, emotional violence 

continued to dominate her habitus dispositions.  It took 15 years of performativity –doing the 

WTS ‘Bible Trained Conscience’ practices, before previously embodied dispositions could be 

sufficiently re-covered with new attachments and investment –loving and feeling loved.  The 

study by Lalich and McLaren (2010) on ex-Jehovah’s Witness Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and 

Tran-sexual subjects (LGBT), reveals that it can take decades to re-cover and restructure 

previously inculcated dispositions.  

Transforming a Social Activist Habitus 

 
Frustrated idealism characterises the narratives of Lisa Andre (2011)139 and Jukka Sylgren 

(2014).140  Lisa was brought up by parents who were Jehovah’s Witnesses, and like 

                                                
139 "I now have a real purpose in life." The Watchtower (Public edition), October 1, 12-13. 
140 "I no longer feel that I have to change the world". The Watchtower (Public edition), July 1, 12-13. 
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approximately 70% of JW youth who leave the WTS (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 

2008), she wanted to explore the freedoms beyond the organisation:   

We partied a lot, slept around, and abused drugs and alcohol…Life with those 
associates was so trivial; no one gave much thought to anything.  By contrast, I was 
bothered by such issues as the widespread injustice in the world.  As time went on, I 
felt more and more depressed…I visited my older brother who was a volunteer at the 
branch office of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Germany.  When I saw how happy my brother 
was, I felt deeply moved.  That happiness was exactly what I had been looking for! I 
was also impressed by the other Witnesses who volunteered there. They were far 
different from the dishonest, thrill-seeking people with whom I had been associating. 
(Andre, 2011, pp. 12, 13). 

 

 

Regular exposure to WTS magazines, highlighting injustices and oppression in the world, 

inculcated habitus dispositions in Lisa which misaligned with merely hedonistic pleasures and 

trivial conversation. Her negative comparison of the ‘dishonest, thrill seeking people with 

whom (she) had been associating’ and the Witnesses at Bethel, demonstrates the good ‘us’ and 

bad ‘them’ categories inscribed in Lisa’s habitus by WTS discourses.   Frustrated idealism as 

a form of despair/fear, ‘called to order’ Lisa’s previously embodied WTS discourses on 

happiness/freedom as service to others, which Lisa was then able to ‘see’ in the life of her 

brother.  Lisa’s experience demonstrates that discourses determine focus and evaluation. A new 

focus often requires an event which disrupts a current trajectory, opening up the possibility of 

changing direction, yet is driven by previously embodied dispositions. Moreover, a habitus 

constructed to fit in with a particular organisational discourse, may not recognise freedom in 

other, more liberal forms. 

 

Jukka’s love of nature and animals was cultivated in a family who enjoyed outings to forests 

and lakes around Central Finland.  Jukka began his social activism by campaigning for animal 

rights, but he eventually extended his activities to Amnesty International, Greenpeace, and 
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against poverty.  Gradually he realised he could not change the world, and a sense of 

powerlessness overwhelmed him:   

Feeling sad because of my helplessness, I began to think about God and the Bible. I had 
previously studied the Bible with Jehovah’s Witnesses. Although I appreciated that the 
Witnesses were kind and showed me personal interest, I hadn’t been ready to change 
my lifestyle. This time, things were different (Sylgren, 2013, July 1, p. 12). 

 

Now, in desperation, Jukka took out his Bible again and found a coupon for the WTS 

publication, ‘What Does the Bible Really Teach?’ Jukka resumed Bible studies with Jehovah’s 

Witnesses and began attending meetings at a Kingdom Hall.  He was able to give up smoking, 

excessive drinking, and an ‘immoral lifestyle’, but struggled with disengaging from the civic 

organizations that advocated for various social causes.  In time, however, Jukka came to 

appreciate God’s Kingdom as the only real hope for the world, and he decided to put his energy 

into helping others learn about it.  In Jukka’s narrative, the interplay of fear/despair for injustice 

in the world, the apocalyptic hope of God’s Kingdom, and the kindness (love) of Jehovah’s 

Witnesses, gradually moved Jukka to put his social activism efforts into preaching. 

 

It may seem counter-intuitive that Jukka now considers preaching as a more effective way of 

changing the world and extending freedom, than through social activism.  Yet history, and 

Hegel’s notion of the ‘cunning of reason’, seem to suggest that particular social activism 

outcomes are not always what was predicted or anticipated, and can only be evaluated in 

hindsight.  The WTS’ own history in promoting social freedoms attests to this conclusion.  

Moreover, as the life-narratives in this chapter show, most of the converts to the WTS were not 

able to experience belonging, meaning and love –perhaps the most stable forms of freedom 

(Lambert et al., 2013)- in general, liberal society.  Liberal society, as the Chapter 5 life- 

narratives reveal (David Hudson; Victoria Tong; Mauricio Araujo; Guadalupe Villarreal), 
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benefits subjects selectively, and does not necessarily handle diversity more justly than 

conservative political structures.  

 

Jukka’s narrative demonstrates the role of habitus in transformative learning.  Since social 

activism was his defining identity, with empathic dispositions habituated over a lifetime, his 

rationality (‘common sense’), logic and emotions in this area were more deeply embodied than 

even his drug use and sexual habits.  The addiction theory of habitus is thus confirmed by the 

fact that the neural system does not distinguish between habituation in thinking and behaviours, 

and substance abuse (Foddy, 2010).  The crucial factors for durable (habitus) dispositions 

appear to be desire, investment and habituation (Foddy, 2010, p. 27). Jukka’s experiences also 

refute the common assumption that sex drives are stronger than other less instinctive drives.  It 

appears that performativity of a particular identity/subjectivity, which results in a particular 

enduring habitus, determines priorities.  Moreover, Jukka’s narrative reveals that he may have, 

in fact, merely exchanged one form of social activism for another. 

Transforming a Religious Habitus 

 

The transformation of Dino Ali (2012)141 from a Muslim to a Jehovah’s Witness is interesting 

in view of the fact that Christian missionaries find proselytising Muslims challenging, even in 

Western countries.  The death penalty for apostasy in some interpretations of Islam, can only 

partially account for a lack of Muslim converts to Christianity.142 If, as Bourdieu (1992, pp. 

235-236) argues, habitus dispositions construct ‘common sense’ and logic, then it is to be 

                                                
141 "I love being part of this large family". The Watchtower (Public edition), 10-12. Dino Ali was one of the Elders 
cross-examined in the Royal Commission investigation on child sexual abuse, for his role on a judicial committee 
dealing with a case of child sexual abuse in his congregation. 
142 Other reasons include: being ostracised by family and friends and the local Muslim community, reduced job 
opportunities, marriage compatibility, being marginalised through minority status which prohibits the building of 
places of worship, access to government support and other services, etc. 
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expected that miscommunication will occur between those with differing religious 

dispositions. What then, in terms of freedom, accounts for Dino’s conversion? 

 

Dino Ali (2012)143 was born in Australia, ten years after his family emigrated from Albania to 

Mareeba, Queensland, in 1939.  He grew up in a multicultural and multi-religious community 

of Bosnians, Greeks, Italians, Serbians and others.  Along with the Quran, Dino read the Bible, 

and in young adulthood engaged with Jehovah’s Witnesses and their literature on a regular 

basis but stopped short of attending meetings and having formal Bible studies.  It was only nine 

years later when his wife’s brother, and one of his half-brothers, converted to an evangelical 

Christian religion and began pressuring Dino to join, that Dino decided to counter-attack using 

literature from Jehovah’s Witnesses.  He ‘dug deeper’ into WTS literature and started attending 

meetings (p.11).  By arguing WTS discourse against counter discourses, Dino was inscribing 

his own habitus with a ‘WTS Trained Conscience’: 

I didn’t have a personal Bible study with one of the Witnesses; I just began attending 
their meetings. At first, I was very nervous and shy, but I met many friendly people at 
those meetings, and I enjoyed what I learned. I made up my mind that I would become 
one of Jehovah’s Witnesses, and in 1981, I symbolized my dedication to God by being 
baptized…My wife did not oppose my decision, although she sometimes questioned 
whether I was being deceived. Still, she attended my baptism. I continued to share with 
her the many truths that I was learning. About a year after my baptism, as we were 
driving home from vacation, Saime expressed her desire to become a Witness. I was so 
surprised that I almost drove off the road! She was baptized in 1982 (Ali, 2012, 
February 1, p. 11). 

 

 

The practice/performativity of ‘witnessing’ in WTS discourse is not only for sharing the 

discourse with others, but to more firmly align one’s own ‘heart’/habitus with it.144  Exposure 

                                                
143 "I love being part of this large family". The Watchtower (Public edition), February 1, 10-12. 
144 The 2012 District Convention had the theme, “Safeguard Your Heart!” with a several talks emphasizing the 
importance of witnessing/ministry for safeguarding one’s own heart (habitus) and confirming one’s own faith. 
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to the Quran and WTS Biblical interpretations145 had become Dino’s ‘Biblical common sense’. 

Also, as an ethnic minority citizen in Australia, he felt ‘at home’ in the multicultural 

membership of the WTS (Ali, 2012, February 1, p. 10).  Ethnic and Deaf communities in 

various countries are the fastest growing sector of the WTS (Cotton, 2008) and the WTS offers 

multi-language resources, unmatched by other organisations (Meyers, 2010).  The WTS 

thereby empowers and offers the freedom of belonging, hope, collective security, social 

support, and abundant resources in a first language, for ethnic and language minority members. 

Moreover, while Bible study and ‘truth’ discourses no doubt play a significant role in 

conversions, the consistent reference to the kindness, personal interest, and patience of 

Jehovah’s Witnesses, suggests, as Rodney Stark concurs, that people are drawn to groups 

through network ties to members more than doctrinal issues (Stark, 2005, p. 67).  Thus, the 

Higher Power that is driven by discourses, also reinforces their ‘truth’ status. 

 

In a series of four methodologically diverse studies investigating the relationship between a 

sense of belonging and a meaningful life, not only was there a strong positive correlation 

between a sense of belonging and how meaningful life is perceived to be, but meaningfulness 

of life could be predicted by levels of the sense of belonging (Lambert et al., 2013).  The authors 

of these studies argue that the human brain cannot sustain purposeless living, and lack of 

meaning is associated with a number of negative mental and physical outcomes, such as 

psychopathology and physical ailments (Lambert et al., 2013, p. 1419).  Thus, a sense of 

belonging, as well as meaning in life, can both be conceptualised as forms of freedom.  High 

levels of meaning are associated with good physical health and general wellbeing, while 

                                                
145 Both the Quran and WTS interpretations of the Bible disavow the trinity, thus this central doctrine may have 
disqualified mainstream Christian beliefs as ‘true’ for Dino. 
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‘people who are socially rejected enter a state of cognitive deconstruction, marked by a 

decrease in meaningful thought’ (p. 1419).  

Transforming a Physically Violent Habitus 

 

Titus Shangadi of Namibia (2009)146 was raised in a village where the criterion for manliness, 

the ideal masculine habitus, was to be a good fighter.  As part of a gang of rebellious young 

black men, he would go to places where black men were not welcome, provoking fights, even 

with security guards and police.  One night, only the quick action of a fellow gang member 

saved Titus from decapitation by an opponent (p. 28).  Titus, therefore, lived life in constant 

fear of imminent death.  A conversation with a Jehovah’s Witness on the promises in the Bible 

inspired hope in Titus that a different life was possible –one not constantly stalked by fear and 

death.   

When I first met one of Jehovah’s Witnesses, the woman read to me verses from Psalm 
37 and then told me that the Bible book of Revelation held other wonderful promises 
for the future. But since she did not say where in the book these promises were, I got 
ahold of a Bible and read the whole of Revelation that night. I loved the promise I read 
at Revelation 21:3, 4 that “death will be no more, neither will mourning nor outcry nor 
pain be anymore.” When the Witnesses returned, I accepted the offer of a Bible study 
(Shangadi, 2009, p. 28). 

 

What finally convinced Titus to bring his life into conformity with the WTS discourse was the 

love he witnessed and experienced in the WTS congregation.  He was invited to the home of a 

white member for a meal, which seemed ‘like a dream’ (p. 29), and symbolised, for Titus, that 

a genuine international brotherhood was a reality in the WTS. 

 

Arguably, it was a combination of fear, hope and love that constructed in Titus a desire and 

consent for an alternative defining (WTS) subjectivity.  Titus’ whole life had been one of fear, 

                                                
146 “Violent Gang Member”. Watchtower [Public Edition], August 1, 28-29. 
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alienation and exclusion.  He, therefore, needed no reinforcement in these areas with symbolic 

violence and constructed risk.  Discourses of annihilation –Armageddon– as existential crises, 

were his daily reality.  What Titus needed were counter-discourses to his lived reality of fear, 

discrimination, and imminent death.  It was the experience of being included as an equal, the 

hope of a better future, and social support –Isaiah Berlin’s hybrid freedoms- that convinced 

Titus to submit to a process of recovery.  Titus exemplifies that recovery in the WTS is a 

process of laying down one’s previous stories and strategies for survival, and through symbolic 

reconstruction, and surrender to the Higher Power of community (Jehovah), to ‘be made new, 

in (one’s) dominant mental attitude, and …new personality (habitus)’ (Ephesians 4: 23, 24 

NWT 2013).147Constructing the ‘new personality’ cannot be achieved as an individual, drawing 

on previous personal habitus resources, since dispositions are triggered below the level of 

consciousness and require external social influences to moderate them (see Chapter 3). 

Recovery/reconstruction of habitus requires social influence to motivate and model new 

relationships.  Thus, fear alone, cannot change the habitus.  It requires hope for motivation and 

love for implementation. 

Transforming Gender Non-Conforming Habitus 

 
 
The next two examples of life transformations are crucial in exploring the notion of intersecting 

biopsychosocial spectrums that affect the expression of habitus dispositions and their 

transformation.  Two narratives of males with same-sex-attraction presented in the Public 

edition of Watchtower magazines (Araujo, 2012; Villarreal, 2011), arguably demonstrate, not 

only the role of habitus in transformative learning, but also the role of intersecting 

biopsychosocial spectrums in habitus expression. The two dominant WTS discourses on 

                                                
147 The New World Translation (NWT 2013) is the latest translation of the Bible published by the WTS. 
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homosexuality in WTS literature are incommensurable, rather than complementary discourses 

of fear and love.  While one discourse offers Jehovah’s acceptance for those with same-sex-

attraction (SSA) who subordinate these feelings, live celibate lives (if single), and dedicate 

themselves to wholehearted service in the WTS; the other discourse constructs those with SSA 

as potentially dangerous individuals who cannot be trusted (therefore less likely to access the 

love and acceptance offered).  Thus, these discourses potentially construct both fear of the 

‘other’ and disgust: 

… a man who lives a life of immoral debauchery and contracts AIDS may accept the 
truth and turn his life around to the point of dedication and baptism. Now he is a 
spiritually clean Christian having a relationship with God and a wonderful hope for the 
future; but he still has AIDS. He may eventually die of the disease, a sad but inescapable 
consequence of his former conduct. For some Christians, the effects of former gross 
immorality may persist in other ways. For years after their baptism, perhaps for the rest 
of their lives in this system of things, they may have to fight urges in their flesh to return 
to their previous immoral life-style. With the help of Jehovah’s spirit, many succeed in 
resisting. But they have to wage a constant battle…Such ones do not sin as long as they 
control their urges.  But if they are men, they may wisely decide not to ‘reach out’ for 
responsibility in the congregation while still having to struggle with powerful fleshly 
impulses…Why? Because they know the trust the congregation puts in the elders.  
(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1997, January 1, p. 27).148 
 
 

There do not appear to be equivalent warnings in WTS literature against the potential 

untrustworthiness of WTS subjects who have a past history of criminal activities,149 

drunkenness, violence or other non-social behaviours.  While those who leave the organisation 

sometimes start their own support groups or join other ex-Jehovah’s Witness support groups, 

those within the organisation who have come from similar backgrounds do not create support 

groups such as ‘Jehovah’s Witness ex-criminal support group’, or ‘Jehovah’s Witness ex-

smokers’ support group’.  Members, whose lives are transformed in the area of these 

behaviours, appear to move on with habituating new practices and co-constructing new 

subjectivities.  Homosexuality, in WTS discourse, is categorised with these other addictive 

                                                
148 Let us abhor what is wicked. The Watchtower, January 1, 26-29. 
149 According to newspaper reports, Peter Sutcliffe, the notorious Yorkshire Ripper who murdered over 13 women, 
has been baptised as a Jehovah’s Witness (Collins & Hamilton, 2016).  
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behaviours (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2008a; 2010, pp. 22-24),150 yet positive 

representation of subjects with SSA are rare in WTS literature, and some loyal members of the 

WTS do feel a desperate need for identification and support (see Chapter 6).   

 

Guadalupe Villarreal (2011)151 was sexually molested by a 15-year-old boy from the age of 6 

years old.  Guadalupe considers that it was the long-term abuse which confused him sexually 

and created the sense that it was normal to be attracted to men.  Moreover, counsellors 

confirmed that his feelings were normal, so from the age of 14-25 he presented himself to the 

world as a homosexual, living with several different men, becoming a hair stylist and running 

a beauty shop.  Yet he was miserable, betrayed in relationships, and scorned and mocked in 

general society.  His sister became a Jehovah’s Witness and he admired the changes he saw in 

her life and marriage.  Accepting an invitation to attend a meeting at a Jehovah’s Witness 

Kingdom Hall, he was impressed with the love and unity among the members, and the kindness 

and dignity extended to him.  He desired to be part of this loving fellowship: 

I had to undergo a complete metamorphosis, for I was living a feminine life.  My 
speech, mannerism, clothing, hairstyle, and choice of friends all needed changing…The 
most difficult things to change, though, were the practices of my immoral lifestyle…It 
took several years and a good deal of struggling, but the guidance and love of the 
Witnesses helped me a great deal… Today I lead a normal life (Villarreal, 2011, p. 29). 

 

 

Normality for Guadalupe Villarreal (2011) has been re-narrated as heterosexual orientation and 

marrying heterosexually.  Now, as an elder who gives no indication of any further struggles 

with same-sex-attraction, Guadalupe, nevertheless, continues to be regulated by the spiritual 

technologies of fear, hope and love.  His spiritual privileges and the support of the congregation 

are conditional on obedience and loyalty to WTS discourse, but it is the love and respect he 

                                                
150 How Can I Avoid Homosexuality? Young People Ask, Volume 2 (pp. 231-236).; Young People Ask:  How can 
I explain the Bible's view of homosexuality? Awake!, December, 22-24. 
151 They treated me with dignity. The Watchtower [Public Edition], April 1, 27-29. 
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experiences as an elder that continually reinforces his desire for, and investment in, the 

organisation.  So, fear, hope and love continue as complementary technologies shaping the 

ongoing reconstruction of Guadalupe’s subjectivity. 

 

Studies in sexual orientation confirm that while changing sexual behaviours is possible, given 

sufficient motivation; changing sexual orientation, gender attraction and biological sexual 

attributes is more challenging (Dehlin, Galliher, Hyde, Bradshaw, & Crowell, 2015). 

Moreover, for those with deeply held religious values, their faith can also seem no more a 

choice than their sexual orientation152 (Sherkat, 2002).  However, the silence surrounding the 

issue of whether Guadalupe continues to experience same-sex-attraction, implies a sanction on 

disclosure for those who aspire to leadership in the WTS.  While behavioural standards for 

those with SSA in the WTS and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS/Mormon) 

church are similar, there is no penalty for disclosure of SSA in the LDS church, allowing 

members the freedom of honesty, leadership privileges, and also support for personal struggles 

to live the celibate lifestyle.  To reward ‘passing’ as heterosexual, with leadership privileges in 

the WTS, compromises the freedom of those who cannot meet the recognition and legitimacy 

standards required for qualifying as a ‘normal’ (not ‘heterosexually challenged’), human being 

(Butler, 2004, p. 32).  However, by conforming to the WTS ‘normal’ heterosexual subjectivity, 

Guadalupe has gained the freedom of recognition, respect, belonging, and meaning in life.  

Nevertheless, these freedoms are conditional on continued compliance with WTS norms and 

regulations, thus can be considered fragile for someone who may possibly be struggling to 

suppress homosexual inclinations.  

 

                                                
152 Personal testimonies of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS) members on websites such as 
North Star: northstarlds.org, attest to the equally important role of religion and sexuality in members’ lives. 
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Mauricio (Araujo, 2012)153 displayed cross-dressing tendencies from early childhood, and in 

his teens sought out both male and female sexual partners, indicating some flexibility on the 

sexual orientation spectrum (p. 19).  He also developed an addiction to cocaine and became so 

emaciated that people suspected he had AIDS (p. 19).  Around this time, he came in contact 

with Jehovah’s Witnesses who impressed him with their kindness and optimism, assuring him 

that Bible study would help him quit drugs –and it did (p. 20).  However:  

It was especially difficult for me to abandon my homosexual practices, as these had 
been a part of me for as long as I could remember.  One thing that helped, though, was 
changing my environment.  I ended my old friendships and stopped going to bars and 
nightclubs…For the past eight years, I’ve been engaged in full-time ministry, spending 
most of my time teaching the Bible to others. I must admit that I have had to fight 
improper desires at times. But I take courage in knowing that by choosing not to act on 
those desires, I can be pleasing to Jehovah.  Drawing close to Jehovah and living in a 
way that pleases him has boosted my self- respect.  Today, I am a happy man (p. 20). 

 

 

Mauricio Araujo (2012) has remained single and serves in the field ministry full-time.  There 

is no mention that he has any leadership responsibilities, since full-time ministry is open to all 

–male and female Jehovah’s Witnesses– who meet membership criteria.  The biographies of 

Guadalupe and Mauricio, therefore, tell us as much about the organisation as the protagonists 

in the narratives.  Mauricio, as a single man is not out of line with WTS policies in struggling 

with SSA, as long as he does not ‘deliberately cultivate or act upon immoral impulses’ 

(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2004, July 22, p. 30).154  On the other hand, Guadalupe 

is a heterosexually married man and an elder in the congregation.  As an elder, it would be 

improper in the light of the aforementioned counsel155 to admit to continuing SSA.  Thus as 

Jerome S. Bruner (2004) states: 

                                                
153 They were very kind to me. The Watchtower (Public edition), May 1, 19-20. 
154 From Our Readers:  Awake! responds. Awake!, 30 
155 “It would be neither loving, wise, nor reasonable for one waging a constant fight with unclean fleshly desires 
to reach out for such a responsible position” (Let us abhor what is wicked, Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 
1997, January 1, p. 27). 
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Given their constructed nature and their dependence upon the cultural conventions and 
language usage, life narratives obviously reflect the prevailing theories about “possible 
lives” that are part of one’s culture.  Indeed, one important way of characterising a 
culture is by the narrative models it makes available for describing the course of a life.  
And the tool kit of any culture is replete not only with a stock of canonical life narratives 
(heroes, Marthas, tricksters, etc.) but with combinable formal constituents from which 
its members can construct their own life narratives, canonical stances and 
circumstances, as it were (p. 694). 

 

 

The WTS discourses on homosexuality essentialise and normalise heterosexuality, such that 

those with other attractions are represented as ‘heterosexually challenged’ and addicted to 

deviant behaviours, rather than being located within various biopsychosocial spectrums which 

construct unique responses to life situations.  Transformative learning from a habitus 

perspective appears to require a desire to change and a decision to go against current, seemingly 

natural, inclinations –self-discipline.  Learning is about change –neurobiological as well as 

psychological and social- therefore the mechanisms which bring about dramatic 

transformations, such as fear, hope and love, can be assumed to be operative at various levels 

of intensity, in any transformative learning situation.  Since fear, hope and love can be 

discursively regulated (see Chapters 2 & 3); by deconstructing the above life=narratives of 

converts to the WTS, the limits of what it is possible to think and say in the WTS are made 

more salient, along with the forms of freedom offered. 

 

Fear appears to be as necessary as hope and love in constructing desire and manufacturing 

consent, and the role of inter-subjectivity appears crucial for moving subjects beyond ‘what is’ 

to ‘what is possible’.  In the above selected stories of transformation, while the behavioural 

changes appear dramatic, the narratives reveal that the required habitus dispositions for change 

were often merely latent, awaiting resurrection and reconstruction through the interplay of the 

technologies of fear, hope and love, and the process of performativity/habituation.  Love, the 
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Higher Power, in the form of belonging and social support, enabled the subjects in these nine 

narratives, to see what had previously been out of focus, or out of reach. Through the enactment 

of different behaviours, a new subjectivity emerged. 

 

As acknowledged in Chapter Four, there is an issue of validity/reliability around the use of 

stories, which re-present events for a particular audience and for a particular purpose. 

Nevertheless, despite these limitations, and if in fact the stories used offer reliable accounts, 

then they show that habitus reconstruction (transformation) requires three co-constructing 

technologies: 

1. Discourses of Fear – to mobilise or disrupt pre-existing dispositions, creating a habitus 
receptive to new discourses; 
 

2. Discourses of Hope – to motivate the subject to persevere in transformation; 

 
3. Discourses of Love – to replace or modify current destructive attachments/addictions, 

thus expanding freedoms.  This is the Higher Power that is both driven by, and drives, 
discourses, and which empowers those recognised as belonging to the community of 
practice. 

 

Recovery narratives in both the WTS and AA have demonstrated that fear, hope and love are 

effective technologies for producing attitude adjustments and espousal of the respective ‘truth’ 

discourses. The discussion which follows brings together the findings from a deconstruction of 

the above life-stories. 

Discussion  

 
The above recovery narratives are representative of hundreds of life-stories published in WTS 

magazines; personal acquaintances I have met in informal association with Jehovah’s 

Witnesses, and the nine interviews I was able to obtain with current members of the WTS.  In 
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all cases, a (love) relationship with Jehovah, support from fellow members, hope for life in a 

paradise earth, and meaning and purpose in life, were prominent reasons given for claims of 

freedom.  These forms of freedom do not fit precisely into Isaiah Berlin’s (1958) two concepts 

of liberty –positive and negative freedom– but into the category Berlin regarded as ‘social 

solidarity’, which he conceded to labelling as ‘hybrid freedom’.  Indeed, it would appear from 

more recent studies on freedom, that hybrid freedom as belonging, hope and meaning may 

actually be the form of freedom most closely connected with health, happiness and longevity 

(J. Cacioppo, 2016, March 7; J. T. Cacioppo, Cacioppo, & Boomsma, 2014; Holt-Lunstad, 

Smith, Baker, Harris, & Stephenson, 2015; Lambert et al., 2013; Shor & Roelfs, 2013; Turner 

& Abrutyn, 2016; Van Tongeren, Green, Davis, Hook, & Hulsey, 2016; Watchtower Bible and 

Tract Society, 2002, January 22c). 

 

Nevertheless, while the narratives in this chapter construct the WTS as an effective recovery 

community, these success stories do not speak for those who have not experienced freedom in 

the WTS.  Meaning in life is strongly connected to a sense of belonging through recognition 

and respect (Lambert et al., 2013).  Moreover, belonging goes beyond having a large number 

of associates, or even friends (p. 1418).  It requires a subjective experience of ‘fitting in’ (p. 

1418).  Thus, to experience freedom in an organisation, a habitus must align with a preferred 

organisational subjectivity, such that the individual’s habitus functions as a fractal of the larger 

‘collective body’.  From this ‘superorganism’, there emerges an empowering ‘pure (non-

verbal) language’ of ‘working shoulder to shoulder’ (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 

2003, January, 2008, August 15),156  for a common purpose.  This ‘pure language’, like 

language generally, is not a property of any individual; it emerges, like other languages, 

                                                
156 2003: Teach others the pure language. Our Kingdom Ministry, 4; 2008: Are you speaking the "Pure Language" 
fluently? The Watchtower, 21-23. 
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through inter-subjectivity.  This is the ‘spirit’ (Hegel’s Geist) of the organisation, that generates 

the freedom the subjects of this chapter experienced (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 

1967, June 1, p. 340),157  It is driven by discourses of hope, and fear-management strategies in 

the WTS. 

 

The many ‘apostate’ websites representing the voices of former members of the WTS, disclaim 

assertions of freedom in the WTS.  The positive illusions and adaptive misbelief that Ryan 

McKay and Daniel Dennett (2009) suggest have conferred an evolutionary advantage on 

populations, are regarded by many apostates as dangerous forms of deception and bondage.158  

As stressed in Chapters 2 and 3, no organisation can be made safe for everyone, and people 

have been hurt and damaged in the WTS, as the 2015-2017 Royal Commission findings 

revealed (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, August 

14, 2015, July; August, 2016, October, 2017, March 10).  However, the life-narratives in this 

chapter also reveal that some people who have been hurt and damaged through alienation; 

destructive addictions and other disenfranchising biopsychosocial factors beyond individual 

control, can find freedom through recovery in the hope, belonging and meaning offered in the 

WTS.   

 

The key to the door of recovery for the nine subjects in this chapter was surrender to the Higher 

Power.  As in Hegel’s Master-slave paradigm, the subjects whose life-narratives formed the 

research data in this chapter struggled unsuccessfully with their particular pre-conversion 

demons. When fear or despair forced subjects to give up struggling, and they surrendered to a 

power greater than themselves –the emergent Higher Power (love) of the WTS superorganism– 

                                                
157 Move ahead with Jehovah's Organization. The Watchtower, 335-341. 
158 This is a common theme on ‘apostate’ websites. 
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this effected a change of attitude, while habituation of new behaviours resulted in a 

transformation of subjectivity –habitus reconstruction. 

Conclusion  

 

The above narratives of subjects who submitted to a process of habitus reconstruction, 

demonstrates that the WTS functions as an effective multi-purpose recovery community, in 

much the same way that Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) provides a new start for those with 

alcohol abuse disorders. For those able to conform to a rigorous transformation process in the 

WTS, organisational discourses are inculcated as habitus dispositions and aspirations. Since 

the individual habitus becomes the organisation internalised, the desires of the individual, and 

the requirements of the organisation align.  The WTS subject now loves what the organisation 

requires, and hates what the organisation proscribes, resulting in an experience of ultimate 

(Berlin’s negative) freedom to do what one wishes without obstruction. The loyal WTS subject 

wishes to do only that which its own habitus dispositions incline it towards –organisational 

conformity.  Reciprocally, the WTS values subjectivities made in its own image, and rewards 

them with recognition, leadership privileges (for men only), belonging, hope, and social 

support: Berlin’s hybrid forms of freedom. 

 

Concerns for physical safety (survival), economic stability (security) and cultural meaning 

(service), allow for opportunities to exploit fear, and package hope as a (discursive) 

commodity.  Fear alone cannot effect transformation and motivate self-sacrificing investment 

in the WTS.  Fear crises persuaded WTS converts in this research data, to surrender their 

previous subjectivities, and consent to a reconstruction of their habitus.  Hope; meaning and 

purpose, and a sense of belonging, were forms of freedom that emerged as converts became 
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part of the WTS superorganism.  Desire for the WTS constructed future reality, as well as the 

current benefits of wellbeing and freedom, reinforced personal investment in the WTS 

superorganism.  Habituation of new behaviours, and new attachments, constituted a habitus 

that matched the WTS superorganism better than other contexts.  WTS Pedagogies, therefore, 

utilise all essential processes for transformation –fear, hope, attachment and performativity 

(habituation)- to reconstruct/re-cover the habitus of members for functioning as productive 

components of the WTS superorganism.   

 

The next chapter focuses on WTS subjects who have not been able to conform to a WTS 

preferred, heterosexual subjectivity, and thus have a different experience of freedom to those 

who have been re-covered with a ‘new personality’, made in the image of the WTS.  I explore, 

in chapter six, the narratives of members, who despite claims of loyalty to the WTS and its 

leaders, appear to be involved in a continual struggle for freedom and recognition. 
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Chapter 6: Freedom for Jehovah’s Witnesses with Same-Sex-Attraction 
 

Introduction  

 

The analysis of the research data in Chapter Five focused on the life-narratives of members 

who converted to the Watchtower Society (WTS) from a variety of self and socially destructive 

behaviours, including those associated with same-sex-attraction (SSA). Conceptualised as a 

superorganism in this thesis, the WTS demands doctrinal conformity, penalises non-

compliance, and demonstrates the challenges for balancing diversity and unity as part of a 

regime of freedom.  As the life-narratives in Chapter Five reveal, the way the WTS navigates 

the diversity-unity dilemma is through discourses of fear, hope and love/freedom: a fear-

management program.  Thus, as in Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), a ‘fear inventory’ (step 4 of 

the 12 step AA program), is often more useful for deconstructing discourses of freedom in the 

WTS than an analysis of power and control.  I argue in this thesis that the manifestations of 

power and control in the WTS are predominantly the outcomes of fear, externalised in actions 

of ‘fight, flight or freeze’.  This perspective does not dispute that power is involved in the 

management strategies of the WTS.  In fact, it is argued that discursively driven (bio)power is 

essential for governmental practices in the WTS.  However, this power has one overarching 

purpose –survival and productivity of the WTS superorganism- not merely, or even primarily, 

authority and wealth. 

 

The narratives in Chapter Five revealed that through a fear-management transformative 

pedagogy, subjects whose freedoms were compromised by drug addiction, violence, despair, 

and homosexuality, were able to increase their life options through a transformation of habitus 
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dispositions.  Just as in Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), where GOD is often used as an acronym 

for ‘Group-Of-Drunks’ or ‘Good Orderly Direction’, the narratives in Chapter Five reveal that 

subjects struggling with overwhelming odds, were able through surrender to the (bio)power of 

the group spirit (Jehovah), to overcome their challenges, and experience the freedom of hope, 

belonging and meaning (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1967, June 1, p. 338).1 

 

In this chapter, the posts of anonymous online bloggers, Jehovah’s Witnesses with same–sex-

attraction (JWs with SSA), who appear to be engaged in an ongoing individual struggle in the 

WTS, are deconstructed from the perspective of evolutionary sociology,2 using the tools of 

genealogy and macro-level content analysis, identified in Chapter 4.  Two of the life-stories in 

Chapter 5 also focused on JWs with SSA, who at one time self-identified as bisexual and 

homosexual (Araujo, 2012; Villarreal, 2011).  Mauricio (Araujo, 2012), a single man with no 

special privileges in the WTS, admits to continuing struggles with his ‘improper desires’ 

(Araujo, 2012, p. 20); while Guadalupe Villarreal (2011), as a married3 man with leadership 

responsibilities in the WTS, is silent on his sexual challenges and struggles subsequent to 

conversion and heterosexual marriage (Villarreal, 2011, pp. 27-29).  However, this does not 

negate the conclusion that both Mauricio and Guadalupe have gained freedom in the form of 

respect, belonging, and meaning in the WTS. 

 

The anonymous blog posts by JWs with SSA, from which the research data in this chapter is 

drawn, appear to expose the limits of the WTS subjectification process. Almost without 

                                                
1 Move ahead with Jehovah's Organization. The Watchtower, 335-341. 
2 Evolutionary sociology provides useful insights on the way brain mechanisms involved with processing fear and 
disgust compromise conscious rational deliberation.  It also informs on group consciousness and the power of the 
‘spirit’ which emerges from a group of people working for common goals as ‘one mind’, characteristic of 
voluntary service in the Watchtower Society. Finally, it unmasks the way immuno-technologies of power, 
compromise not only the freedom, but even the lives of members subject to its aggressive responses. 
3  Married to a woman. 
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exception, these JWs with SSA were raised in the organisation, thus inscribed with Watchtower 

Society (WTS) discourses of homosexuality, and WTS sexuality norms, from early childhood.4  

Moreover, to qualify for membership, these JWs with SSA had to engage in the same pre-

baptism, extensive study and assessment by elders, as new converts, to confirm their 

development of a ‘Bible Trained Conscience’.  Nevertheless, according to the administrator of 

the Witnesses Plus website (www.witnessses.plus.com), there is no evidence that the WTS has 

been able to transform a JW homosexual subjectivity into the ideal WTS heterosexual habitus5, 

thus an identified single JW with SSA can only qualify for membership as a ‘heterosexually 

challenged’, celibate, Jehovah’s Witness.  This has implications for the construction of 

freedom, both by the WTS, and for those variously located on its margins.   

 

The research data presented in this chapter was collected from the previously publicly 

accessible Guest Books 1-5 on the Witnesses Plus website (www.witnessses.plus.com), from 

blogs posted between 2003-2013.6  A selection of these anonymous blogs are used in the 

discussion which follows, and explores how gender non-conformists, loyal to the WTS,  

experience the ‘only true freedom’ the WTS claims to offer (Watchtower Bible and Tract 

Society, 2012, July 15, pp. 7-11).7  The primary focus on gender non-conformists in this 

research project is on non-conformists loyal to the WTS, rather than their gender attributes. 

Homosexuality and gender differences generally, are used in this thesis to represent forms of 

loyal non-conformity in the WTS. The aim is to highlight the consequences to freedom in the 

WTS of loyal (non-threatening) non-conformity (JWs with SSA), in contrast to the freedom 

                                                
4 JW children from babyhood sit in on adult WTS meetings and public talks. There are no programs specifically 
for children, and children as young as 3 and 4 years participate in study sessions, answering questions, and for 
males, may even speak from the podium. 
5 Phil, the moderator of the Witnesses Plus website came to this conclusion after studying all the references to 
homosexuality and same-sex-attraction in WTS publications. 
6 These guest books are no longer publicly accessible at January 2016.  An error message states that the account 
no longer exists or the guest books have not been activated. 
7 Let Jehovah lead you to true freedom. The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 7-11. 
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loyal conformers (subjects in Chapter 5) experience. This is deemed important since WTS 

history demonstrates that some tests of loyalty that the WTS has imposed on members has 

compromised not only freedom, but even lives in some cases. Aggressive immune responses 

against non-threatening non-conformity, is an indication of potentially lethal pathology that 

needs to be diagnosed and treated. Thus, this is not a study on sexual orientation and gender 

differences per se.  However, some background knowledge and context on gender difference 

is required for intelligibility of the struggles JWs with SSA experience in the WTS. 

 

Paul Grundy (2016, May), a former Jehovah’s Witness and the producer of the website, JW 

Facts (jwfacts.com), provides a comprehensive selection of WTS quotes and a commentary on 

‘The Watchtower View of Homosexuality and Transgenderism’.8  In summary, the WTS 

discourses claim that while homosexual inclinations and drives may not be a choice, while 

engaging in homosexual actions IS a choice. The WTS discourages acts of prejudice or hate 

crimes against homosexual subjects, but nevertheless, constructs discourses, that while 

discouraging violent actions, may incite the same underlying violent attitudes.  For example, 

Paul Grundy (2016, May) lists some common representations of homosexuality in WTS 

literature as: 

• Abhorrent, sexually degrading, unnatural, sordid - Watchtower 2012 Mar 15 p.31; 

• An unnatural sexual perversion - Awake! 1997 Dec 8 pp.14-15; 

• Sick and perverted - Awake! 1995 Feb 8 p.16; 

• Gruesome, violent, and downright sadistic. Awake! 1995 Feb 22 p.14; 

• Disgraceful sexual appetites, obscene - True Peace p.150; 

• Worthy of the death penalty - Awake! 1982 Jun 22 p.10; 

• Perverted desires - Awake! 1989 Jul 8 p.27; 

                                                
8http://www.jwfacts.com/watchtower/homosexuality-gay-jehovahs-witnesses.php, accessed 21 March, 2017. 
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• Detestable to Jehovah, vile, repulsive - Watchtower 1979 Mar 15 pp.10,11. 

 

More recent references to Homosexuality at 2017 WTS annual regional conventions and 

assemblies9 appear to be promoting a ‘live and let live’ attitude towards homosexuality (see 

Chapter 2 in the section on homosexuality); yet when the discourse is deconstructed, 

heterosexual ‘normality’ is contrasted with homosexuality as abnormal, thus compromising a 

truly pluralistic stance. Homosexuality is also paired with violence and vices, which negates 

any possibility of genuine respect for difference (see Chapter 2). 

 
 
By contrast, Mormon member, Brad Carmack, in his book, Homosexuality: A Straight BYU10 

Student’s Perspective (Carmack, 2011), attempts to synthesise the various causation factors for 

gender and sexual differences.  Carmack’s trajectory of homosexuality begins in the mother’s 

womb with a default female genotype, which for a short period after fertilisation is bipotential, 

meaning it can become either a male or female (p. 23).  Environment including hormones, 

genetics and epigenetics, all have a bearing on subsequent sexual development of what 

eventually becomes identified as a boy, girl or hermaphrodite (p. 23). Gender, on the other 

hand, refers to masculinity and femininity, inscribed by a process of learning and socialisation 

for a particular culture (Nobelius, 2004, June 23). Thus sex refers to biological differences; 

chromosomes, hormonal profiles, internal and external sex organs, while gender describes the 

characteristics that a society or culture delineates as masculine or feminine (Nobelius, 2004, 

June 23).  

 

                                                
9 Transcripts and videos are available online through a Google search, and authorised JW videos are also at 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCfN2EV0YZ-gI5k4gwq0n1ow/videos. 
10 BYU is the LDS (Mormon) owned and run university in Utah, USA. 
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The Watchtower Society (WTS) is not primarily concerned with why members experience 

same-sex-attraction (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2010, December, 2016).11  The WTS 

is focused on reconstructing the habitus, forming subjectivities who ‘love what Jehovah loves 

and hate what Jehovah hates’ (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2012, July 15, p. 8).12 

Watchtower Society Transformative Pedagogy on the social level, acts on the ‘bigger self’, the 

collective body of the WTS superorganism, through discursively generated biopower. This 

biopower functions as an immune response, and discriminates between self/not self, seeking 

the overall wellbeing and productivity of its composite body (Cooter & Stein, 2010; Lilja & 

Vinthagen, 2014; Nadesan, 2008; Paul Rabinow & Rose, 2006).  Thus, this discursively 

generated immunological biopower divides and discriminates, impacting the freedom of three 

broad categories of subjects in the WTS:  loyal conformers (Chapter 5 life-narratives); loyal 

non-conformers (Chapter 6 JWs with SSA), and disloyal non-conformers (‘Apostates’).   

 

Since discursively imposed biopower always generates a response (Lilja & Vinthagen, 2014, 

p. 120), the choice for WTS members is to struggle against WTS discourses (resist), or 

surrender to (cooperate with) its transforming and regulating power. The power emerging from 

a group of willing, cooperative Jehovah’s Witnesses who have surrendered to WTS 

authoritative discourses, is directed at subordinating personal drives and desires, and focused 

on promoting the well-being and prosperity of the WTS superorganism (see Chapter 5).  In 

subordinating personal desires and comforts, Jehovah’s Witnesses, as a group, have been able 

to resist compromising their faith throughout their history (Barringer Gordon, 2011; Buber-

Neumann, 1949, 2009; Dirksen, 2002; Grohsgal, 2011; Henderson, 2002; Hesse, 2001; C. 

King, 1979, 1982; Lawson, 1995a; Persian, 2008; Peters, 2000; B. Wilson, 1973).   

                                                
11 2010: Young People Ask:  How can I explain the Bible's view of homosexuality? Awake!, 22-24; 2016: What 
does the Bible say about homosexuality. Awake!, 4, 7-9. 
12 Let Jehovah lead you to true freedom. The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 7-11. 
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Non-conformers in the WTS, those unable or unwilling to surrender to WTS discursively- 

driven biopower, are forced to struggle against it, or exit the WTS.  Rebel cells in a composite 

super-body either destroy or are themselves destroyed or eliminated by the immune system 

(Dietert, 2016; Sleator, 2010). Yet, as the research data in this chapter reveals, non-conformers 

may actually be loyal subjects of the WTS, who are being misrecognised, and treated as 

disloyal non-conformers. The WTS discursively-driven biopower functions as an aggressive 

immune response to its non-cooperating or rebel cells, and as an autoimmune disorder, when 

it fails to recognise loyal members with same-sex-attraction as part of the self.  

 

To further explore the construction of the WTS as a superorganism, and its impact on the 

freedom of those who do not match a WTS preferred heterosexual subjectivity, the discussion 

and research data in this chapter is read against four dominant WTS tropes:  

• Addiction –freedom as habitus reconstruction; 

• Apostasy –disgust manipulation and immune system strategies for eradicating threat; 

• Apocalypse –discourses of survival and hope; 

• Adoption –freedom of belonging and purpose in the WTS superorganism.  

 

Addiction: Recovery 

 
 
Watchtower Society discourse extends the definition of addiction to anything that takes priority 

over loyalty and obedience to Jehovah and His representatives: the ‘Faithful and Discreet 

Slave’ (FDS) Governing Body, and appointed leaders in WTS congregations (Watchtower 

Bible and Tract Society, 2008b, pp. 37-63; 2011a, pp. 165-279).13  Thus representing 

                                                
13 2008b: Keep Yourselves in God's Love. Brooklyn, New York, USA: Watchtower Bible and Tract Society of 
New York, Inc.; 2011a: Questions Young People Ask and Answers that Work, Volume 1: Watchtower Bible and 
Tract Society of New York, Inc. Brooklyn, New York. 
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homosexuality as an addiction, need not necessarily imply a negative construction, since all 

biological instincts and orientations are, at least partially, chemically directed, relegating even 

heterosexual orientation to the same, agency-constraining, category (Burkett & Young, 2012; 

Insel, 2003).  A significant difference is that powerful heterosexual drives are discursively 

constructed as normal, and there are socially sanctioned options for satisfying these drives.  For 

JWs with SSA, not only are their drives constructed as pathological, but they struggle with the 

despair of never being able to satisfy these drives in a socially approved way within the WTS.  

It is this despair and the accompanying loneliness that drives many of these subjects to 

contemplate suicide (Alex, 2010, Jan 10; CJ, 2010, May 1; Maru, 2008, September 12; MDR, 

2008, September 15; Robbie, 2007, January 21; Nate, 2005, December 27; Tim, 2004, August 

4, Witnesses Plus website).   

 

While WTS discourses on homosexuality distinguish between same-sex-attraction (SSA) as an 

addiction, and homosexuality as an action, yet these two dominant views often intersect and 

collapse the distinctions.  As referenced in Chapter 5, WTS discourses on homosexuality link 

homosexuality with immoral sex acts and AIDS, while men with ‘powerful fleshly impulses’ 

(referring to SSA) are represented as dangerous individuals who cannot be trusted with 

leadership privileges (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1997, January 1, p. 27).14  Men 

with a homosexual orientation are also represented in WTS discourse as potential sexual 

predators, and the main offenders in the sexual abuse of children (Watchtower Bible and Tract 

Society, 1982, June 22, p. 5).15 

 

                                                
14 Let us abhor what is wicked. The Watchtower, 26-29.  
15 "Chicken" and "Hawks". Awake!, 5-6. As this is a 1982 WTS reference, it must be used with caution since the 
WTS is evolving in its position on various issues. However, since Anthony Morris III, a Governing Body member, 
referred to this article in a JW Broadcast program in July 2015 (tv.jw.org), it can be assumed to be current WTS 
discourse. 
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The Australian 2015-2017 Royal Commission Inquiry into child sexual abuse in the 

Watchtower Society (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 

2015, July; August, 2016, October, 2017, March 10) confirms the necessity of vigilance in 

WTS congregations against all forms of sexual tyranny, irrespective of the sexual orientation 

of the perpetrator. For heterosexual subjects in the WTS, however, the discourse of the 

‘dangerous (‘heterosexually challenged’) individual’, and ‘homosexual predator’, would 

presumably reinforce the construction of their ideal WTS approved heterosexual self.  The 

‘heterosexually challenged’ WTS subject must thus struggle to resist homosexual temptation, 

yet, as a ‘dangerous individual’ –an addict who cannot be trusted– he/she may experience little 

hope of living through Armageddon and subsequently achieving heterosexual perfection. Many 

posts on the Witnesses Plus16 website reproduce this discursive ambivalence. 

 

On an optimistic note, ‘IslandBrother’ (Witnesses Plus website, 2007, March 16)17 implies that 

things will be different after Armageddon for those who successfully deal ‘with these 

inclinations this side of Armageddon’.  Others like Scott R. are just focused on making it 

through Armageddon ( 2003, February 10).  Scott R. (Witnesses Plus website)18 speaks for 

many posters when he says: 

…if I hadn’t found JW Support at 19, I honestly am not sure how I would have gotten 
by. Today, I still struggle with despair and doubts, but at least so far I’m able to stick 
with the truth, largely due to what I’ve gotten from communication with others like me.  
It is a fact that the society does discourage personal sites like this one, but I think, like 
I said earlier that the good it does justifies its existence  (Witnesses Plus website, 2003, 
September 28). 

 

 

                                                
16 www.witnesses.plus.com 
17 www.witnesses.plus.com 
18 www.witnesses.plus.com 
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As many posts on the Witnesses Plus website indicate, a life spent ‘reaching out’ for respect, 

recognition and emotional intimacy (reciprocation), is a tortuous struggle, offset only by 

support from others struggling with the same issues, and the hope of deliverance in the future.  

However, for some who try revisability19 as life outside the organisation, the cognitive 

dissonance and dissatisfaction (displaced habitus) can be experienced as a greater bondage than 

conforming to WTS requirements: 

As you all know, our struggle is like a rollercoaster, at least it's been like that for me. I 
am a Christian in good standing, thou I've "messed up" a couple of times; let’s just leave 
it at that. All I know is that, I've been out there, and it's a million times worse than the 
struggle we have here! Jehovah's loving kindness makes it all worthwhile, it really does! 
I'm hanging in here, I'll try until and probably die trying unless the New World order 
gets here first, providing Jehovah gives me the strength to go on, and I know he will  
(LJ, Witnesses Plus website, 2005, June 6). 

 

 

For L.J., ‘Jehovah’s loving kindness’, the ‘spirit’ of the congregation, surpasses the quality of 

life he experienced ‘outside’ the organisation, by ‘a million times’, even as a non-conformer to 

the WTS preferred heterosexual subjectivity. This suggests that non-conformity compromises 

inclusion in any social context. It disavows the view that more liberal perspectives 

automatically equate with a more ‘loving’ society (Goldberg, 2013, September 11).  Perhaps, 

it also reinforces the notion that a habitus constructed for a particular environment, cannot feel 

‘at home’ in a less familiar context, and thus would not recognise its freedom as liberating.  

L.J.’s post also implies that ‘loving kindness’ was a priority over liberal freedom, and 

moreover, even as a gender non-conformer, he had access to this ‘Higher Power’ of love in the 

congregation. 

 

                                                
19 Respect, recognition, reciprocation and revisability are four dispositions of justice, which, for John Rawls, are 
essential, indispensable precursors to freedom (Rawls, 2001). 
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The time may come, when through genetic and chemical manipulation, people will be able to 

choose their orientation.  However, for JWs with SSA, as the situation stands, it would not 

necessarily increase their freedom in the WTS.  The following post by Phil, the administrator 

of the Witnesses Plus website, explains the dilemma in promises of gender revision: 

IF Reparative Therapy works, it CANNOT BE OPTIONAL for a Christian of 
homosexual orientation. We MUST undertake it. Failure to undertake a proven, 
established, successful method of conversion would give evidence that we do not desire 
to change our feelings. Could this lead to disfellowshipping from the Christian 
Congregation?  
 
But at the moment, there seems to be a complete lack of reputable peer-reviewed 
clinical evidence of efficacy (or safety) for Reparative therapy.  
 
The more I read about it, the more I get the sense of "mirage" -the shimmering oasis of 
'cure' in the distance proves, upon approach, to be an illusion (Phil, Witnesses Plus 
website, 2004, April 5).  

 

 

Revisability of homosexual orientation as a future ‘choice’ for JWs with SSA, may in effect, 

be as limiting to freedom as current options in the WTS.  As Phil (above) indicates, if 

revisability of SSA became a possibility, it may likely become a mandatory procedure for JWs 

with SSA who value their membership in the WTS, since there is scriptural denunciation of 

homosexuality. Thus, the real choice for JWs with SSA would be as it is now: inclusion or 

exclusion based on compliance with current WTS discourses. 

 

What is obscured in Phil’s prediction on reparative therapy is the investment in one’s 

subjectivity, such that it is threatening to imagine not being who one thinks him/herself to be, 

as Seth laments: 

I am a boy but ever since I can remember I have always felt like a girl. All my friends 
were and still are girls, I always played with Barbie Dolls I never did anything with 
boys. I used to dress up in Mum’s clothes and makeup, then get a big spanking from 
Dad. I remember once when I was five I sat on the BBQ table outside and prayed to 
Jehovah to change me into a girl when I woke up in the morning. Now I still act like a 
girl but I have gotten used to my body. I had no choice but to accept myself didn't I? 
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Here is my problem. What is going to happen to me when the new system comes. I 
don't want to be changed into a straight boy, because I would be a completely different 
person. The way I act would be completely different. I wouldn't be the Seth that 
everybody knows. Although Jehovah says everybody would be happy, I can't help but 
feel I would be brainwashed. What if I was to become a girl, that wouldn't be good 
either. I just want to be me (Seth, Witnesses Plus website, 2003, September 23). 

 

 

Despite his gender ‘challenges’, Seth has nevertheless, ‘gotten used to (his) body’.  In other 

words, he has identified with a habitus that he is now invested in.  He does not want to be 

anyone else because that would seem like ‘brainwashing’ –coerced conversion.  Seth appears 

unaware that the subjectivity (habitus) he is invested in and guarding, has already been imposed 

on him through inherited and constructed dispositions and desires, Nonetheless, investment in 

one’s subjectivity is a strong attachment (addiction), propelled by forces below the level of 

consciousness, and resistant to change (See Chapter 5 for examples of ‘Habitus’ as self-

identity).   

 

Phil attempts to respond sympathetically to Seth, yet the WTS discourse of gender-non-

conformity as a defective and confused subjectivity predominates: 

Sadly, it seems that not everyone with a homosexual orientation is as understanding as 
might be supposed respecting those who are in confusion over gender. But it is an 
absolutely genuine difficulty, just like that of being 'heterosexually challenged', and 
those who suffer in this way are not in any way mentally impaired or mentally ill, just 
as we with a homosexual orientation are not (www.witnessses.plus.com, 2003, October 
3). 

 

Phil’s reference to, and disavowal of mental illness, suggests that for some in the WTS, 

homosexual orientation and transgender issues may be regarded as mental instability or 

pathology; an additional ‘disability’.  In line with the disability perspective, another strategy 

used for dealing with SSA in the WTS is to recognise the universality of suffering: 

Jehovah does not cure all the poor brothers and sisters with cancer, heart disease, 
arthritic conditions, mental illness, depression or any other deformity or condition in 
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this system so have we any right to demand cures or ways out of a condition involving 
something like sexual attractions? Most of the decent brothers and sisters have some 
load to carry round and we have ours… Actually, there are a lot of benefits in being 
single. Marriage is not all that it is cracked up to be. The number of married brothers I 
meet at conventions who when they find out I am still single say "I wish I had stayed 
single" is incredible. The pressures on married couples are enormous in this system and 
to a great extent we are free of them. Sure, a lot of gay brothers would like kids but look 
at what's happening with huge numbers of our youngsters in the truth, even children of 
appointed men. What a terrible heartache to watch your children leave the truth. In the 
country I am in this is an enormous problem now (airsmiles, Witnesses Plus website, 
2004, August 14).  

 
 

Focusing on common suffering: other people also have ‘incurable’ conditions; many married 

men wish for the freedom of singleness, and children can disappoint one’s hopes, obscures the 

option married men have of choosing whether to marry or stay single, and the compassion and 

social support usually extended to members with terminal illnesses. Moreover, to gain hope 

through merely recognising the universality of suffering, may hamper efforts to address 

homosexuality more proactively as a justice issue.   

 

A year later, ‘airsmiles’, the same author of the above quote, claims that most JWs with SSA 

are strong, happy, and have no need of any ‘special help’:  

In fact, I would go so far as to say that of the gay witnesses I know, the majority are 
among the most compassionate, warm, loving, generous, empathetic, spiritually minded 
persons I have ever met. They are strong in character and with many determined to 
carry on and serve Jehovah faithfully. In effect, like any other witness, without any 
"special help". No, we do not have the elders round every week pouring our hearts out 
to them about what sad miserable lives we have, because we don't. We have great lives, 
happy, busy ones. Sure, some have issues with the whole thing but not the majority 
(airsmiles, Witnesses Plus website, 2005, December 7). 

 
 
 

This is indeed a valid and needed counter-perspective, since there are JWs with SSA who have 

found belonging, meaning and hope in a single life dedicated to Kingdom ministry in the WTS 
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(Rutledge Tran, 2017, January 28, interviewed by Louise Goode).20  The blog postings on the 

Witnesses Plus website cannot be regarded as representative of all JWs with SSA in the WTS.  

However, the Witnesses Plus website exists precisely because the JWs with SSA who post 

there, have not been able to find the ‘special help’ they need in their congregations.  The fact 

that most members on the Witnesses Plus website are struggling to maintain their connection 

to the WTS, and also that they participate on a website not authorised by the WTS, 

demonstrates a measure of independence from the full surrender required by the WTS 

superorganism to prioritise WTS service above personal desires and aspirations. 

 

The two life-narratives of men with same-sex-attraction in Chapter Five –Mauricio and 

Guadalupe– confirm that all dispositions incompatible with the preferred WTS subjectivity 

must be surrendered, in order to gain the freedom of belonging and meaning in the WTS.  For 

JWs with SSA, surrender is a continuous struggle, as Phil, the administrator of the Witnesses 

Plus website, acknowledges: 

If you take time also to read what the Watchtower Society has published over the years 
on homosexuality, you will note that NOT ONE example has EVER been given of a 
person having changed his or her sexual feelings from homosexual to heterosexual. Of 
recent articles, your careful readings of the experiences of Martin and Justin will show 
you that they changed behaviour, not feelings (Phil, Witnesses Plus, 2005, September 
13).  

 

 

Freedom as transformation for JWs with SSA in the WTS is thus predominantly concerned 

with controlling/revising behaviour, not orientation.  By limiting the term ‘homosexual’ to 

‘homosexual actions’ and normalising ‘heterosexual’, the WTS constructs those with SSA as 

                                                
20 Howie Rutledge Tran is a gay man in a same-sex marriage with children, who previously worked at WTS 
headquarters as a personal assistant to a Governing Body member. He recounts that there were other single gay 
men at Bethel engaged in full-time service.  While Tran mentions problems with alcohol at Bethel, he does not 
identify any specific problems with being a single, celibate, gay man at Bethel, nor does he recount being 
marginalised himself in any way while at Bethel.   
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abnormal and defective: ‘heterosexually challenged’ (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 

2010, December).21  The Witnesses Plus website has thus been created for ‘heterosexually 

challenged’ Jehovah’s Witnesses, and not for those considered to have a legitimate homosexual 

orientation (Witnesses Plus website, www.witnessses.plus.com). The research data cited, along 

with increasing knowledge in neuroscience and epigenetics, however, seems to indicate that 

the truly ‘heterosexually challenged’ are thus those who are limited to rigid gender binaries 

and stereotypes, and a sense of heterosexual superiority (Carmack, 2011; Diamond, 2003, 

2008, 2012; Diamond & Dickenson, 2012; Diamond et al., 2012; Diamond et al., 2011; 

Diamond & Wallen, 2011; Dvorsky & Hughes, 2008, March).   

 

In the WTS, those unable or unwilling to bring their behaviour in line with WTS preferred 

subjectivity, currently have one option for revising their marginalised status –exit: disassociate 

or be disfellowshipped.22 While disassociation (leaving voluntarily) or disfellowshipping 

(expulsion), are not necessarily regarded as ‘apostasy’ in WTS discourse; the consequences are 

the same: shunning.  Shunning can be a very traumatic experience, yet as studies in 

evolutionary psychology confirm, ‘us/them’ thinking and exclusion, are effective, and perhaps 

even necessary strategies to promote compliance, commitment and cooperation in 

superorganisms: 

The first requirement for organising a group into an adaptive unit is to define the group 
and isolate it from society so in-group and out-group behaviours can be regulated 
separately…Before there can be a strongly committed group, there must be perceived 
dire consequences for leaving (D. S. Wilson, 2002a, p. 208). 

 

                                                
21 Young People Ask:  How can I explain the Bible's view of homosexuality? Awake!, 22-24.  
22 WTS leaders and members sometimes argue for a third option –going inactive and just staying away from the 
congregation and other members– ‘fading’.  However, this still isolates the one who leaves.  Moreover, if the one 
who leaves by ‘fading’ (the term used in WTS ‘speak’), is caught living out of harmony with WTS principles (e.g. 
a homosexual person having a close relationship with a same gender person), then they would be subject to 
disfellowshipping.  There is no honourable way to exit the WTS if one has been a baptised member.  All roads 
lead to loss of friends and family, and a subjectivity that may not fit in easily anywhere else. 
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For John Rawls (1999a) freedom is not unduly compromised if there can be a voluntary exit 

from a religious organisation and access to the civil rights of the greater political society (pp. 

160, 161).  Even involuntary expulsion which does not negate civil privileges, allows for other 

freedom options: 

Citizens' claims in behalf of the associative goods do not override but must always 
respect the principles of justice and the freedom and opportunities they guarantee. This 
means that membership in all associations is voluntary at least in this sense: even when 
born into them, as in the case of religious traditions, citizens have a right to leave them 
unmolested by the coercive powers of the government. Furthermore, no association 
comprises all of society (Rawls, 2001, p. 144).  

 

 

However, ‘free to leave’ the WTS, is a deceptively reductionist statement, as argued in 

Chapters 3 and 5 in relation to habitus. In view of contemporary understandings of brain 

science and addiction processes, ‘free choice’ is a problematic construction (Harris, 2012).  

JWs with SSA whose habitus and all social supports are connected to the WTS, cannot easily 

detach emotionally. It is difficult to be cut off from friends and family, yet taking the body out 

of the congregation may actually be the easiest part in exiting.  Taking the congregational 

habitus out of the person can take decades, if it is achieved at all (Lalich & McLaren, 2010). 

The WTS habitus has been constructed by WTS ‘truth discourses’ which materialise as 

Jehovah’s spirit in the community.  This spirit functions as a higher power than the individual’s 

psychological resources.  In other words, Jehovah’s spirit functions as a collective WTS 

habitus, and generates a strong attachment -addiction (Ferguson et al., 2016)- in loyal members, 

as Brett seems to (subconsciously) intuit in his reference to Alcoholics Anonymous: 

I sincerely wish for the Governing Body to reach out a sympathetic and understanding 
and loving heart to the brothers like us and let us know we're still loved and that there 
are places like THIS on the internet for us. Not as a dating service, but to talk to other 
people who understand us. They have AA for alcoholics, but we have nothing but 
straight and like it or not, sometimes biased and judgemental brothers to go to ... so we 
don't (Brett,Witnesses Plus website, www.witnessses.plus.com, 2003, December 17). 
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The critical issue for JWs with SSA, it seems, is not between homosexuality and 

heterosexuality, but between discursively constructed life and death options.  JWs with SSA 

are therefore not ‘heterosexually challenged’, but discursively challenged by believing that life 

in a future paradise earth depends on subordinating both biology and biography to WTS 

discourses.  Moreover, members who construct alternative identity interpretations, or who 

openly resist WTS authorised discourses, are categorised as ‘apostates’ and are effectively 

silenced by losing their WTS audience.  Exploring apostasy may thus further inform on the 

experience of freedom for non-conformists in the WTS.  With this challenge recognised, the 

section below explores the notion and practice of apostasy in terms of how this informs the 

experience of freedom for those perceived as disloyal non-conformers in the WTS. 

Apostasy: Immuno-politics 

 
Discursively pathologizing homosexual orientation as an incurable illness should presumably 

engender more compassionate responses from the congregation and its leaders. The 

complicating factor is that ‘incurable illness’, from a biological perspective, is also a disgust 

trigger which projects contamination, infection and quarantine (Herz, 2013). Quarantine and 

infection control limits freedom, since free movement is regarded as a ‘health hazard’ to others.  

Constructing homosexuality as an illness thereby diminishes the freedom experienced by JWs 

with SSA.  Fear of non-conformity propels WTS leaders to demand compliance, irrespective 

of biopsychosocial considerations, while for JWs with SSA, fear diminishes the self-worth 

essential to functioning as an equal, with full inclusion in the WTS.  

 

Apostasy in WTS discourse is constructed as rebellion, characterised by any one or all of the 

following behaviours: independent thinking; reading and promoting counter-discourses to 

WTS teachings; attempting to influence others against WTS teachings and leadership; 
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disloyalty and non-compliance with directives from appointed WTS leaders; rejection of the 

WTS Governing Body (FDS) as God’s only appointed representatives on the earth today, and 

associating with other apostates and religious organisations (Watchtower online library, 

‘apostates’).23  There are other disfellowshipping offenses which are not technically regarded 

as apostasy -‘weaknesses’ which manifest as adultery; homosexual actions; paedophilia; 

stealing and other ‘immoral’ acts (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1988).24 While the 

consequence of shunning applies to all disfellowshipped and disassociated members, 

‘apostates’ are singled out as the most dangerous, mentally deranged, and contagious threats in 

the WTS, bent on destroying the spiritual health and welfare of congregation members 

(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2004, September 1, p. 18).25   

 

The swift eradication of ‘apostates’ in the WTS, is arguably, a fear response to what is 

perceived as a legitimate threat (Wade, 2009; D. S. Wilson, 2002a).  Apostasy as ‘freedom of 

the mind’ is considered more dangerous than a ‘weakness of the flesh’, because, as the WTS 

acknowledges, apostasy threatens to destroy an organisation from within.  It challenges the 

divine appointment of the Governing Body FDS,26 thus de-authorising WTS discourses, and 

simultaneously diminishes the community spirit which operates through subconscious 

(contagious, emotional) influence (Harris, 2012; Wise, 2011).  Moreover, it is the community 

spirit of Jehovah that authorises the Governing Body in its anointed role.  Without members 

who subscribe to, and support, the Governing Body in their role as Jehovah’s representatives, 

the FDS would have no legitimacy or power.  This, no doubt, is a terrifying prospect to leaders, 

who depend on the voluntary self-sacrificing service of members to survive as a superorganism. 

                                                
23 www.jw.org has an online library feature with a search engine that responds to key words and phrase. 
24 Insight on the Scriptures, Volume 1, “Apostasy”. 
25 Beware of "the Voice of Strangers". The Watchtower, 18. 
26 ‘Faithful and Discreet Slave’, the term used for the collective body of ‘anointed’ men who make up the 
Governing Body members (8 men in February, 2018). 
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Apostasy as resistance to WTS authorised discourses generates fear and uncertainty in WTS 

leaders, which destabilises freedom, and undermines collective security. A few WTS 

‘apostates’ have even admitted that creating doubt in fellow-believers has left some worse off; 

despairing, depressed, and thus less free than when they were happily engaged in service for 

the WTS (Gregerson, 2009).  Spiraljoe (2004, December 20), is an example of a JW with SSA 

who has embodied the WTS discourse on apostasy, despite himself, being a casualty of its 

painful exclusion. He also demonstrates that freedom cannot emerge through disengagement, 

while one believes that truth is found only in the WTS.  Spiraljoe laments: 

I am 37. I was baptized at 19 and have been struggling to overcome my gayness all 
along. I was DF'd [disfellowshipped] once for it and may be again soon. I've been 
married to a woman for the past 14 years who has now asked for a divorce. I'm in the 
midst of the worst possible pain in my entire life.  
 
Anyone who wants to write a fellow tormented soul, please do. Up front: I believe this 
is the Truth and I don't want any apostates contacting me. Thanks (spiraljoe,Witnesses 
Plus website, 2004, December 20). 

 

 
The blogs expressing disgust and distrust towards apostates on the Witnesses Plus website are 

clear evidence that it is not WTS text that is now producing the fear and loathing of apostates.  

The texts have been embodied as habitus dispositions and beliefs, and these beliefs and 

dispositions are inter-subjectively generating a spirit (power) that operates below the level of 

consciousness, primed by fear and disgust, and not readily amenable to rational deliberation.  

This spirit is caught rather than taught.  Discourses of apostasy embodied in the habitus, have 

become subconscious dispositions –the ‘common sense’- of the subject. Subsequently these 

dispositions manifest as emotional responses and fear reactions –the language of the habitus: 

The apostates are using the gay issue to alienate us from God. They say that the 
Watchtower Society is causing psychological harm to us by encouraging us to supress 
rather than act out our feelings. They say this is mind control, and that it’s better to just 
walk away and live our lives in a way that makes us happy… Those of us who love 
Jehovah and who put Him first in our lives know that real Christianity is incompatible 
with living a worldly life. In fact, all the things the apostates encourage us to do to 
"break free" are exactly what Jehovah says we shouldn't do. Additionally, we know that 
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genuinely spiritual people will never find fulfilment in the pursuit of fleshly desires. 
(John, Witnesses Plus website, 2004, October 30). 
 

 

As John’s post reveals, the gay issue is not about ‘truth’ or reason, but living in harmony with 

the (community) spirit of Jehovah.  For John, apostates have only one agenda: to alienate 

people from this spirit (which is, in fact, most likely the case). Moreover, John knows that he 

would never find fulfilment in the pursuit of fleshly desires, because this would conflict with 

his constructed (largely subconscious) habitus and the spirit that regulates it. 

 

While WTS’ constraint on members voicing personal opinions in doctrinal areas is seen by 

critics as an infringement of the freedom of speech, the following post provides an example of 

the confusion and disorder that can result when individuals presume to speak for the WTS, 

based on their own ideas and experiences:  

My same-sex attractions are OVER! And Reparative Therapy does work!  But, I am 
sad. I am sad, for one that so many of us have to cope with this problem of same-sex 
attraction. I am further sad because some of you do not believe the clear teachings of 
our Faithful and Discreet Slave Class! Had a sister not told me about this site I would 
have thought it was apostate. Teaching that biology is the cause of SSA is tantamount 
to APOSTASY! I do respect all people's views and I don't wish to label those struggling 
one way or the other if they are truly misinformed and striving their best to worship 
God in this time of the end. But I do think it is wrong to discourage people from 
something that might help simply because they personally don't like it. I hope that since 
my message though not in line with the principles on this site, BUT not out of harmony 
with the CLEAR teaching of our HOLY and WISE FAITHFUL SLAVE CLASS will 
not be deleted. Reparative Therapy DOES work. For some people it doesn't but that 
doesn't mean it won't work for you! (AWAKE! is RIGHT! Witnesses Plus website, 
2005, September 13). 

 
 
 

‘AWAKE! is RIGHT!’ (2005, September 13), claims to have experienced a transformation of 

homosexual orientation, thus re-narrating his identity to match a WTS preferred subjectivity.   

The post by AWAKE! is RIGHT! also highlights the danger and confusion that can arise when 

individual members claim to have a unique ‘truth’ on a particular issue, and aggressively 
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attempt to persuade other members to their point of view.  As ‘insiders’, able to identify with, 

and speak ‘insider’ language, they may be able to influence vulnerable suffering members who 

are on the margins of the WTS and desperate for hope.  What they often create is confusion, 

and congregational rifts.27 The WTS’ impressive unity is testament to its vigilance at 

suppressing individual ‘opinions’, and while this compromises freedom of thought and speech, 

it can, in some cases, be a harm-minimisation strategy. Moreover, there are more important 

justice issues to take a stand on, as the following post from Leon reveals: 

I have been shut out of the community because I am transsexual/gender-dysphorial also 
with hormone disorders in the hypofyse. Since I have also several body dysfunctions 
because of that, I have to go through a sex-change if I want to make myself ''whole'' 
and honest. The elders didn't do any research to medical lecture (although I asked them 
to do) and just shut me out of the community with no regrets based on: Romans 1:23-
32. They talked over and over again about homosexuality and ''it is between your ears''. 
-You must know that I didn't have any sex or lust for sex whatever. It is NOT a sexual 
problem and has even nothing to do with it!-. They also judged that ''I didn't have 
Jehovah’s spirit because otherwise he would have made it clear in my head'' 
(Leon,Witnesses Plus website, 2006, April 22).  

 

 

A response from Phil, the administrator of Witnesses Plus, implies that Leon’s focus is 

misdirected, and that the real issue is not to ‘be who you really are, but to strive to be who God 

wants us to be’ (Phil, Witnesses Plus website,  2005, July 18).  So even on the support group 

for JWs with SSA, Leon’s grief is trivialised.  There is no empathy for the fact that Leon has 

been forcefully alienated from his congregation, and that he was callously brushed off by the 

elders when he tried to explain his situation to them, even though he had not infringed any 

WTS rules. The most telling statement by the elders is that Leon ‘didn’t have Jehovah’s spirit’.  

Jehovah’s spirit, the ‘Higher Power’ of love in the WTS, is a discursively-driven power which 

emerges from the community, empowering and affirming those who are recognised as ‘us’.  

                                                
27 I have lived through decades of self-proclaimed ‘apostles’ in a non-JW millenarian religion. Most caused much 
confusion and anguish in congregations, and their movements were, in many cases,very short lived.   
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The elders have correctly interpreted that Leon does not have Jehovah’s spirit as an 

empowering force.  Instead the spirit which the elders embody, is functioning as an aggressive 

immune response towards Leon.   

 

Leon is quarantined from the collective body as pathological and dangerous.  Moreover, the 

elders’ response, in not even investigating Leon’s condition, demonstrates the futility of trying 

to use reason to change subconsciously embedded dispositions and beliefs.  Phil’s response to 

Leon is also very revealing, in relation to the spirit of the WTS.  Leon, according to Phil, has 

no right to choose his identity or role in life.  Each subject must accept the role assigned, by 

the spirit of the superorganism, or be removed.  Judging by Leon’s efforts to integrate into the 

community, and his distress at being excluded, he could constitute a potential risk for suicide. 

There are accounts of Jehovah’s Witnesses committing suicide when cut off from friends and 

family, and even a Jehovah’s Witnesses Suicide Memoriam Public Facebook Group.28  

 

WTS literature acknowledges suicide as a worldwide problem, ‘the hidden epidemic’, and a 

serious public health problem (Watchtower online library, “suicide”).29 Yet there is little 

empathy expressed towards WTS members who for various reasons, see no hope in or out of 

the organisation, and so exit life itself.  Jehovah’s Witnesses who commit suicide are 

represented as guilty of self-murder, and may even forfeit having a JW minister to conduct the 

funeral: 

Each Christian minister would have to decide for himself whether he in good 
conscience could conduct a funeral for someone who seems to have committed suicide. 
When making the decision, he should consider the following questions:  How does 
Jehovah view suicide?  Was the death really a self-inflicted murder?  Did a mental or 
emotional disorder trigger the suicide?  How is suicide viewed in the locality?30...The 

                                                
28 https://www.facebook.com/groups/1474402276106899/, accessed 3 August, 2017. 
29 The Watchtower online library is available at jw.org.  
30 Concern with how suicide is ‘viewed in the locality’ indicates the WTS’ contingent and pragmatic approach to 
questions of ‘truth’. 
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intentional killing of oneself is self-murder, and it is therefore displeasing in God’s eyes 
(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2002, June 15, p. 30). 31 

 

This suicide discourse can be seen as another WTS strategy based on fear, to discourage 

despairing JWs from attempting suicide, and so limit the damaging publicity suicide generates, 

as it has in the LDS church (M. Barker & Parkinson, 2016, Feb 25; Lebson, 2002; Mayne, 

2016, January 28). With no honourable way to escape WTS retribution for homosexual 

infringements, and the mental and emotional stress of alienation in Watchtower congregations, 

many JWs with SSA, nevertheless, still contemplate suicide, as Lily explains: 

 
Hello everyone. I am a sister in the US who found this website a few days ago. I've felt 
extremely isolated and frequently suicidal lately because of my feelings, and I was sure 
there had to be other witnesses out there that feel similarly and are really trying to stick 
to the truth. I initially felt guilty about looking for them on the internet because of all 
the caution we receive about the dangers online, and I didn't want to stumble into 
anything apostate. I was so happy to find your site, and after reading the messages and 
info for hours I am certain that I am safe here, that the people here are sincere and want 
to serve Jehovah, and I have been crying my eyes out because I feel like I can find a lot 
of desperately needed support here. I just want to say thank you, and I hope to get to 
know you better. From what I've read there is a good rapport among the people here, I 
desperately need that support now. 
(Lily, Witnesses Plus website, 2005, March 18) 

 

 
 

Lily gives evidence of an embodied apostate discourse, which makes her feel guilty and fearful 

for even seeking support in her distress.  Her language is the habitus speaking:  feeling isolated; 

feeling suicidal; trying to stick to the truth; feeling guilty; so happy to find your site; I am safe 

here; I have been crying my eyes out; I desperately need that support; there is good rapport 

among the people here.  If the spirit is caught and not taught, then Lily has not been given the 

opportunity to experience and ‘catch’ the spirit of inclusion and emotional support in the WTS.  

It appears in this post that the only spirit Lily has been able to connect with is the fear of 

                                                
31 Questions From Readers. The Watchtower, 30-31. 
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apostates, and possibly negative perspectives on homosexuality.  However, when Lily received 

a prompt response from Mike, it seemed to dramatically change her outlook to a more positive 

view on life. Mike responded: 

Don't even think about killing yourself! You have friends here. Your life is not 
worthless by any means. Please. E-mail me if you need help (Mike, Witnesses Plus, 
2005, March 18). 

 
Note the change in Lily’s perspective on her previous ‘desperate suicidal’ status: 
 

Hi again. Thanks mike for your speedy response- I appreciate it. Just want to let you 
know those suicidal thoughts are usually fleeting, and I just try not to let them linger. 
And I don't let temporary sadness and despair define me. For the most part I am a well-
adjusted, happy, (kinda)normal person. Life just sometimes gets overwhelming, you 
know? But that's what we all have to deal with in these times of the end...I know I'm 
definitely not the only one. Got so much more to say but am dead tired and don't want 
to ramble. Hope you all are well. Good night (Lily Witnesses Plus, 2005, March 19). 

 

 

A two-line text message that spoke Lily’s habitus language, was powerful enough to enable 

Lily to reconceptualise herself as a well-adjusted, happy and almost normal person.  Medication 

would not likely have worked any faster!  This is the higher power of the spirit of love that 

appears to be unavailable to many JWs with SSA in their congregations, and which they seek 

on the Witnesses Plus website. The spirit-directed nature of the text that Mike sent Lily, spoke 

not to her mind, but to her habitus.  It was not a rational polemic on the WTS’ position on 

homosexuality, but a ‘one mind’ connection: ‘I don’t want you to kill yourself; I’m your friend; 

you are important to me; I’m here for you’.   

 

Sadly, some do not find this kind of help in time and revise their circumstances with a freedom 

that is thereafter irreversible (Szasz, nd).  They attain Isaiah Berlin’s (1958) negative freedom 

from the despair of failing to match the WTS preferred subjectivity and its social consequences 

in the WTS, but they forever forfeit Berlin’s positive freedom to construct a more satisfying 
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identity. Nate grieves this choice in a fellow sufferer and fears that he may follow if help is not 

forthcoming: 

I have tried my hardest for 22 years to do what is right in Jehovah's eyes, & can’t ever 
seem to progress or be good enough for anyone. I love my congregation & my family, 
but anytime I speak of having homosexual feelings or thoughts I am treated like it is 
something that will go away in time if I just try harder. I have talked to the elders about 
it but they said I have a bad heart because I spent time alone with a sister (who also was 
having the same issues) who was there for me in very dark times. And they do not seem 
to understand how hard this is for me to overcome such tendencies. What makes this 
worse is that the sister that was there for me, I eventually moved to another state & that 
sister 2 years later committed suicide because of being gay. She was my best friend. I 
am trying to find some help from someone who will understand my situation. I want so 
bad to be a good person, & not feel like I am being judged by everyone. My own father 
does not even talk to me anymore. I just feel I am ready to give up the fight, & on 
life.....I’m hoping there will be some kind of help. Thank you for your time... (Nate, 
Witnesses Plus website, 2005, December, 27). 

 
 
 

Nate received two replies on the Witnesses Plus website, one of which invited him to continue 

a dialogue through private email, but there are no follow up blogs by Nate.  However, the issues 

of having his feelings trivialised by elders, being judged as having a ‘bad heart’, having his 

motives misconstrued, being cut off from his own father, and losing a friend to suicide, all 

indicate that Jehovah’s spirit in his congregation is functioning as an autoimmune disorder 

towards him, and is being driven by discourses that are lethal to Nate’s mental and physical 

health.  It is a very dangerous situation for Nate to be in without support, because Nate’s own 

habitus has embodied WTS negative discourses on homosexuality, thus rationally-based 

opposing discourses are unlikely to convince Nate’s amygdala (fear-processing centre in the 

brain) otherwise (Harris, 2012; Wise, 2011).  

 

Nate’s post reinforces the fact that Jehovah’s spirit emerges inter-subjectively, and can be a 

power that includes and protects, or divides and destroys, ‘as is necessary for Jehovah’s 
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purposes’ (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2010, April 1, p. 7).32  Since this spirit emerges 

from the community of believers (Bykova, 2016), all members are responsible for its effects. 

However, since Jehovah’s spirit is driven by discourses that construct particular dispositions 

and beliefs; when it is a destructive force against its own faithful members, it signals a need for 

discourse revision –the responsibility of the Governing Body FDS. 

 

 

The Dangerous Individual WTS discourse on homosexuality (Watchtower Bible and Tract 

Society, 1997, January 1, p. 27),33 when embodied by JWs with SSA, has predictable and 

consistent consequences that cannot easily be resolved by leaving the WTS. Watchtower 

Society subjects who have embodied the desire for the preferred WTS subjectivity and a future 

paradise earth, have difficulty in experiencing life outside the WTS as freedom.  As posts on 

Witnesses Plus reveal, the world outside the WTS for JWs with SSA is not necessarily more 

inclusive, and there is often a misalignment of ideals and expectations in romantic relationships 

with non-JWs.  JWs with SSA on Witnesses Plus, commonly, do not want the freedom the 

wider world offers.  It is not even primarily freedom that is their main focus, but justice, 

belonging and intimacy:   

I don't know how much longer I can do this. 25yrs baptised, single, living alone, lonely, 
hating myself, hating my feelings, wanting to be "normal", not knowing anyone else 
like me in the truth. I can't talk to the local elders because I know exactly how they will 
react - oh yes, not to my face, but they will certainly keep their kids away from me in 
the mistaken belief that I'll be a predator. So many times, I've been party to 
conversations with respected members of the congregation who really believe that one 
chooses to be gay - oops! I should have said a "raving homosexual" as one sister put it. 
I've come close to attempting suicide twice - the only thing that stopped me was the 
thought of the devastation it would cause my family - it seems I've lived my whole life 
for other people. All I want is to be close to someone who knows what it feels like, and 
cares. Believe me - it doesn't get any easier as the years pass. I'm sorry to sound so 
negative, but I'm in a bad place just now and can't seem to get out of it. Prov 15:1334 
(CJ, Witnesses Plus website, 2010, January 5). 

                                                
32 What Jesus Taught About God. The Watchtower, 6-7. 
33 Let us abhor what is wicked. The Watchtower, 26-29. 
34 Proverbs 15:13 is a Bible text which states: “A joyful heart makes for a cheerful countenance. But heartache 
crushes the spirit” (New World Translation: WTS). 
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 CJ’s experience follows a common pattern identified in the blogs of JWs with SSA:  SSA 

trivialised; spirituality judged negatively, and the JW with SSA represented as a dangerous 

influence. These are the symptoms of an organisational immune-disorder.  Conversely, the lack 

of ‘someone who knows what it feels like, and cares’ reveals that there is no ‘one mind’ with 

the spirit in the congregation for CJ.  The spirit has quarantined CJ outside the boundaries of 

its role as an empowering, freedom-promoting force. Most of the JWs with SSA on the 

Witnesses Plus website recognise that the hybrid freedom of belonging and hope in the WTS 

requires subordinating their homosexual subjectivity.  It is the fear of Armageddon and total 

annihilation, and the hope that they might make it into the new system of a paradise earth that 

keeps many JWs with SSA struggling to stay faithful. 

Apocalypse:  Discourses of Fear and Hope 

 
 
Dominant versions of apocalypticism35 in current society have the common hope of a better 

future, for at least a privileged minority (Slavoj Žižek, 2010, p. 336). Most of life is a roller 

coaster ride between hope and fear (Wheatley, 2009, March, p. 79), and contrary to the belief 

that fear and hope are opposites; they exist only in relation to each other (p. 80).  Fear is the 

price of hope; and hope, rather than motivating and inspiring, can become a burden through a 

fear of failing to achieve what we hope for (p. 80).  When hope becomes a struggle for ideas, 

rather than a focus on people, freedom becomes an abstract concept, divorced from lived 

experience: 

We’ve learned that no matter how despairing the circumstances, it is our relationships 
that offer us solace, guidance and joy…We are consoled and strengthened by being 
together.  We don’t need specific outcomes. We don’t need hope. We need each other. 
Liberated from hope and fear, we find ourselves receiving the gift of patience 
(Wheatley, 2009, March, p. 83) 

 

                                                
35 Apocalyptic discourses are discussed in more detail in Chapter 3, in the section on Apocalyptic Millennialism. 
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Aaron (Witnesses Plus website, 2005, September 28) exemplifies this roller coaster experience 

of hope and fear. His lengthy post is reproduced here as it illustrates both the role of habitus 

for ‘fitting in’, and also the role of discourse and habitus in constructing ‘possible lives’: 

 
I found this site a little bit too late. I am 18 years old- I have struggled with 
homosexuality most of my teen age life. I drowned in it for many years- I became an 
aux. pioneer, then a regular pioneer- (those were the happiest days of my life) but then 
I became depressed- it seemed that everywhere I turned- the TV- the radio- the internet- 
world peers- everything was GAY GAY GAY. Again I suffered from depression and 
so I concluded that the reason I was depressed was because I was gay and because I 
could not practice that lifestyle. After months of debating and self- pity- I gave in. I 
moved away from home. I quit going to the Kingdom Hall, and I found a boyfriend. 
Everything seemed so wonderful. We got an apartment together. I found a job. We 
seemed so happy. I mean why wouldn't I be happy- I finally had what I wanted didn't 
I? I really loved him and I felt that he really loved me. I bragged that I didn't have those 
Old Jehovah's Witnesses to bring me down anymore - I could be me myself. WHAT A 
LAUGH!!!! Here is the truth.  
 
Although I thought I should be happy - I really am not. I found out that the depression 
I had wasn't because I was gay and Jehovah's Witnesses were not letting me live my 
life - IT WAS BECAUSE WE ARE NOT EVER GOING TO BE HAPPY IN THIS 
SYSTEM.AS LONG AS SATAN IS IN CONTROL WE CAN NEVER TRULY BE 
HAPPY. I remember an AWAKE article from the 1970's it's entitled "Is the gay life 
really so gay?" NO it isn't. Moving out and being "gay" did not bring me a more 
satisfying life. I took up drinking and smoking to drown the way I felt. I sat on the 
couch last night - reading my bible - for the first time in weeks. While my boyfriend sat 
in the bedroom watching porno. Our life together was nice in a way - but it had no 
purpose and no hope for the future. The only thing that glued it together was sex. SEX 
and "love" are not enough. I sat and read in my bible. Tears welled up in my eyes. I 
remembered the happy times I had out in service. Teaching people the good way in 
which to walk. I remember the laughs and hugs and even tears we had at the Kingdom 
Hall. I remembered the conventions and the conversations about the Bible and its hope. 
I miss it so much. If I could go back in time I tell that stupid Teenager - that he wasted 
the last year of his life - longing to go "Gay" and happy - when really he was in the 
happiest place of his life - in Jehovah's house - in Jehovah's heart - in Jehovah's love. I 
am going back home. I have decided - as hard as it is going to be - to leave here - to 
leave him - to leave it all behind and to come home. To home to mom - to grandma - to 
grandpa - to the congregation - and most of all COME HOME TO JEHOVAH!!!! 
(Aaron, Witnesses Plus website, 2005, September 28). 
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Fearing that happiness and freedom was eluding him as a gay36 man in the WTS, Aaron was 

hopeful of finding his ‘true self’ and meaning and purpose outside the organisation.  

Unfortunately, his hope turned again to despair and he tried to dampen his fears with various 

opiates. It was the memories of close-knit, caring relationships that propelled him to ‘come 

home…to mom - to grandma – to grandpa – to the congregation…to Jehovah’ (Aaron, 

Witnesses Plus website, 2005, September 28). Relationships based on caring and serving one 

another –at least in this instance- trumped even the strong drives of sex and emotional intimacy 

for Aaron, whose earlier inculcation of a WTS habitus had not been erased (see chapter 5).  A 

habitus constructed to experience freedom through self-sacrificing service for others may 

consequently not recognise hedonistic pleasures as freedom. 

 

Fearful of losing control on the issue of homosexuality and same sex marriage, due to outside 

social pressures, both the WTS and LDS Church have targeted children as the means to 

influence parents.  In the LDS church, a policy introduced in November 2015, prohibits 

children of same-sex cohabiting couples from full inclusion in LDS culture: baby blessing; 

baptism; confirmation; priesthood (for boys), until they are 18 and disavow their parents’ 

homosexual lifestyles (Dobner, 2015, November 6; Scott, 2015, December 16). In the WTS, a 

children’s video attempts to enlist children of JW parents into witnessing against same-sex-

marriage to school peers who live with same-sex parents and guardians (L. Evans, 2016, May 

3; Jehovah's Witnesses Broadcasting, 2016).37  

 

For those who match the WTS preferred heterosexual subjectivity, and are therefore the 

organisation personified, there is no misalignment of desires and dispositions. There is no 

                                                
36 The term ‘gay’ is used interchangeably with ‘same-sex-attraction’ by posters on the Witnesses Plus website, 
although it is rarely used, and usually only in a derogative sense, in authorised WTS publications. 
37 Jehovah's Witnesses Broadcasting. (2016). One Man, One Woman. 
http://tv.jw.org/#en/video/VODChildren/pub-pk_22_VIDEO, accessed 4 May, 2016. 
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obstruction to freedom in conforming to organisational perspectives embodied as personal 

goals.  Not all Jehovah’s Witnesses in good standing in the WTS, however, attain this 

alignment with organisational aspirations, as anonymous ‘underground Jehovah’s Witnesses’, 

and those who merely stay for family reasons, attest to.  However, it is easier to ‘pass’ as the 

ideal WTS subjectivity if basic needs for friendship are satisfied, and minimal requirements in 

service work achieved.38  For those unable to conform to a WTS preferred heterosexual 

subjectivity, and without emotional support; there is only the apocalyptic struggle of hope and 

fear:  the hope of being ‘cured’ of SSA in the ‘new system’, and the fear of not being good 

enough to get there in the first place. Through a process of misrecognition; not recognising that 

JWs with SSA are loyal WTS subjects, within the bounds of legitimate human diversity, the 

WTS’ autoimmune response may attack its own faithful members. And the lack of overt 

internal (community) resistance, signals a ‘red alert’ for non-conformers, since they are 

unlikely to gain the needed social support in situations that discriminate against them.   

 

The possibility of freedom, both in the form of belonging, and in constructing a life of meaning 

and purpose within the WTS, is compromised for JWs with SSA who are socially excluded. 

As argued in Chapter 3, inter-subjectivity is essential for the emergence of a superorganism’s 

‘Higher Power’ –an effect of members ‘working shoulder to shoulder’ for the common good 

(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2008, August 15).39  Without an authorised support 

group for JWs with SSA in the WTS;  JWs with SSA are easily silenced and rendered powerless 

against the discursively constructed organisational biopower which divides and marginalises 

them (Cooter & Stein, 2010; Lilja & Vinthagen, 2014; Nadesan, 2008; P. Rabinow & Rose, 

                                                
38 The minimal requirements for service depends on personal factors such as health and family status. Even an 
hour a month may be accepted as satisfactory service in extreme cases, but at least several hours a month would 
be expected for those without incapacitating circumstances. For the less committed, there may be a temptation to 
‘fudge the figures’ in order to protect membership status. 
39 Are you speaking the "Pure Language" fluently? The Watchtower, 21-23. 
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2003; Paul Rabinow & Rose, 2006).  Yet the significant numbers of JWs with SSA in the WTS 

suggests great potential for the establishment of an authorised WTS support group, as the LDS 

church has done with its official website: Mormon and Gay.40  

Adoption:  Cooperation and Resistance 

 

According to Phil (2011, August 3), administrator of Witnesses Plus website, there are 

probably around two hundred thousand Jehovah’s Witnesses worldwide, ‘who have a sex drive 

which operates towards their own sex instead of the opposite sex’.41  Yet despite a 

technologically sophisticated and comprehensive official WTS website,42 there are no 

authorised support groups for JWs with SSA.  Moreover, the WTS discourages indiscriminate 

internet association: 

Would you invite a stranger into your home without first finding out who he 
is?...Participants may at times claim to be Jehovah’s Witnesses, but often they are 
not…Consider for example, some internet websites set up by individuals who claim to 
be Jehovah’s Witnesses.  They invite you to visit their sites to read experiences posted 
by others who claim to be Witnesses…But can you tell for certain that these contacts 
have not been planted by apostates? 
 
…Congregation members are protected by the Scriptural provision for 
disfellowshipping those who sin unrepentantly or who promote apostate thinking…Can 
we expect to find these same loving arrangements when associating with others via the 
internet? (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1999, November, p. 3).43 

 

Participant responses on the Witnesses Plus website44 thus cannot be assumed to be 

representative of the experiences of all loyal Jehovah’s Witnesses who are attracted to the same 

sex.  There may JWs with SSA who either do not feel a need for extra support beyond the 

congregational facilities; do not have access to the internet, or who are afraid to transgress the 

                                                
40 https://mormonandgay.lds.org/ 
41 www.witnesses.plus.com 
42 www.jw.org is the main authorised WTS website for public access. 
43 Use of the Internet - Be Alert to the Dangers! Kingdom Ministry, 3-6. 
44 www.witnesses.plus.com 
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counsel given by ‘the Faithful and Discreet slave’.  In the light of this possibility, this chapter 

has represented only the voices of JWs with SSA who claim to be loyal to the organisation, 

but are not finding their need for understanding, care and support, met in the congregation.  

With no authorised WTS support for JWs with SSA, struggling members, seemingly, must 

choose whether to compromise loyalty and obedience to the WTS in order to access power 

beyond their individual resources in an unauthorised support group, or surrender their own 

desires and drives to be included in the WTS superorganism, and access its ‘Higher Power’ as 

love and belonging.  Thus, freedom in a superorganism is a social phenomenon, contingent on 

a ‘Higher Power’ through social connection. 

 

The primary purpose of the Witnesses Plus website is mutual support to remain faithful to WTS 

discourse, and perhaps an opportunity to promote greater understanding of the challenges and 

needs of members with same-sex-attraction in the WTS (Witnesses Plus website).45  The 

mission statement emphasises that the website is an adjunct to, and not a replacement for, 

‘regular association with the Christian Congregation at your local Kingdom Hall’.  Phil, 

administrator of the website, also reminds participants of the need to honour the theocratic 

arrangement of avoiding all association with one who has been disciplined: 

For any who have been disfellowshipped from the Christian congregation for reasons 
connected with attraction to the same sex:  We would like to feel that any such ones 
would respect the theocratic arrangement, although at times it may seem very difficult.  
God sees all that happens to his servants and can read the heart.  Anyone seeking to 
return to the Congregation should know that such return would be so warmly welcomed.  
They can ‘persevere in prayer’ in the meantime (Phil, 2011, September 23, Witnesses 
Plus website).46 

 
 
 

The Witnesses Plus website thus appears not to offer any greater inclusion than the WTS for 

JWs with SSA who have been overcome in their struggles. Since it also admonishes WTS 

                                                
45 www.witnesses.plus.com 
46 Guest Book 5, www.witnesses.plus.com. 
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fellow sufferers who have been disciplined, to further isolate themselves in private prayer rather 

than to seek social support; it is questionable whether the website offers anything for JWs with 

SSA above what the WTS already provides.  Moreover, with the same exclusionary discourses 

towards those who have been disciplined by the WTS, it can be argued that the Witnesses Plus 

website may actually cause more despair to struggling members who have succumbed to their 

natural inclinations, doubling the exclusionary effect. The experience of WTS ‘apostates’ who 

turn on each other for differences of opinion, highlights the danger of traumatised subjects 

reproducing dysfunctional and destructive relationships (L. Evans, 2015, December 2). The 

following post exemplifies the judgemental attitude that could further traumatise vulnerable 

JWs with SSA.  

 

Marc (Witnesses Plus website, 2003, August 26) articulates a common theme in member blogs, 

namely to be cautious in establishing relationships with other members of the support group: 

 

You are right to be suspicious…There really is no way to be sure about the intentions 
of others or their status congregationally.  That is why the Slave47 has warned of the 
dangers of the internet…we personally need to take responsibility for weeding out the 
psychos and the “Vessels for dishonourable purposes”.  I am afraid it is a road full of 
pitfalls and you have to throw a lot of fish back (Marc, Witnesses Plus, 2003, August 
26). 

 

Distrust, and an attitude of having to ‘weed out… and throw a lot of fish back’ is precisely why 

successful religions have high-cost tests of loyalty.  However, the role of a support group is 

specifically for those who cannot meet the required standards through their own efforts. If they 

could manage without any help, they would not need the support group.  The constitution of a 

more powerful ‘bigger self’ that can empower its members to resist temptation and opposition, 

requires trust and altruistic interactions (Boyd & Richerson, 2009; Richerson et al., 2016; 

Wade, 2009; D. S. Wilson, 2002a).  However, when marginalised subjects construct support 

groups which judge and turn on each other, they not only weaken their own cause, but can 

inflict more suffering than the organisation they are opposing.  (L. Evans, 2015, December 2).  

                                                
47 The Slave refers to the ‘Faithful and Discreet Slave’ -the eight men (in February 2018) who make up the 
Governing Body of the WTS. 
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Though shunning appears to be one of the most detested practices in the WTS, yet it seems to 

be reproduced in subsequent relationships by some who have been the loudest critics of it. 

 

Personal responsibility for separating and shunning was reinforced in the April 15, 2012 

Watchtower magazine: 

What if we have a relative or close friend who is disfellowshipped?  Now our loyalty is 
on the line, not to that person, but to God.  Jehovah is watching us to see whether we 
will abide by his command not to have contact with anyone who is 
disfellowshipped…A young man had been disfellowshipped for over ten years during 
which time his father, mother, and four brothers ‘quit mixing in company’ with him.  
At times, he tried to involve himself in their activities, but to their credit, each member 
of the family was steadfast in not having any contact with him.  After he was reinstated, 
he said that he always missed the association with his family, especially at night, when 
he was alone…because he did not receive even the slightest communication from any 
of his family, the burning desire to be with them became one motivating factor in his 
restoring his relationship with Jehovah.  Think of that if you are ever tempted to violate 
God’s commandment not to associate with your disfellowshipped relatives  
(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2012, April 15, p. 12).48 

 

 

The shunning of relatives, reinforced by the panoptical vision of an ever-watching God, is a 

kinship regulation strategy based on fear. Closed adoption, the dominant paradigm of adoption 

for much of the twentieth century, was also, at least partially, based on the fear that knowledge 

of, and contact with biological family would weaken allegiance to, and threaten relationships 

with the adoptive family (L. Holden & Hass, 2013, p. 1). To establish a superorganism based 

on non-genetic kin construction, thus mandates that all members regard themselves as 

belonging to the one family.  Prioritising genetic connections can weaken and subvert this 

unity. Thus, loyalty to Jehovah and the WTS is the criterion for belonging as family within the 

WTS. Shunning is implemented as a deliberate psychosocial strategy for generating fear by 

constructing abandonment. The stated purpose is to restore a subject’s primary allegiance to 

                                                
48 Betrayal: An ominous Sign of the Times. The Watchtower, Study Edition, 8-12. 
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Jehovah and the WTS, and the hope of everlasting life on a paradise earth. Thus, shunning is 

represented in WTS discourse as a disciplinary procedure motivated by love.   

 

Shunning is also regarded as a protection against the contagious influence of an opposing spirit 

spreading through a congregation, which the social theory on Biopower and inter-subjective 

Higher Power (see Chapter 3) attests to.  However, for many of the bloggers on the Witnesses 

Plus website (www.witnessses.plus.com), the support of others with similar challenges may be 

their only source of community, family, and the Higher (Bio)Power to enable them to endure 

marginalisation and loneliness:   

Homosexuality affects my entire personality; this identity crisis develops into an 
inferiority complex and it took me years to overcome it. During my teens, every day, I 
prayed to Him that one day I’ll wake up without any strong feelings over men, but then 
I realized that it is not possible in this lifetime. I have to wait till the new system comes. 
Waiting period can be hard and for sure I’ll face more struggles, but I know also to 
myself that I can make it, with proper motivation and of course - His guidance. He may 
not answer my prayers to become “straight” or completely cure my illness (our illness) 
but I know he provides me/us a “sweet medicine” – a temporary relief that cannot be 
found in any pharmacy. And you know what’s that medicine? It’s not a syrup, a capsule 
or an IV it’s a “PHIL” a very special pill that compose of sweet mixtures – mixtures 
from different countries, and that is YOU GUYS, people of different races scattered 
across the globe helping, comforting and guiding one another to control this incurable 
illness (RJ, Witnesses Plus website, 2004, October 31). 

 

 

Several research reports conclude that: highly rejected Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transsexual 

(LGBT) young people are more than 8 times as likely to attempt suicide; 6 times as likely to 

be depressed, more than 3 times as likely to use illegal drugs, and more than 3 times as likely 

to be a high risk for HIV and sexually transmitted diseases, compared to LGBT youth who are 

not at all, or only slightly rejected by parents and caregivers, because of their gender identity 

(M. Barker & Parkinson, 2016, Feb 25; Dehlin et al., 2015; Lebson, 2002; Mayne, 2016, 

January 28; Peper, 2007; S. T. Russell & Joyner, 2001; Ryan & Rees, 2012). Loneliness, itself, 

is a health hazard, more detrimental to health and longevity than even smoking 15 cigarettes a 
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day (J. Cacioppo, 2016, March 7; Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015).  By comparison, it has been the 

LGBT tragedies among LDS members that have marshalled the efforts of parents, and straight 

and gay alliances, to take a stand and advocate for LGBT youth generally, and specifically in 

the LDS church. By getting together for a common cause, members in the LDS church have 

been able to establish several support-groups, and provide a welcoming community for LGBT 

people in their wards (congregations).  

 

Humans are social primates who need emotional intimacy as well as hope and purpose in life. 

The WTS provides meaning and purpose, and opportunities for sacrificial service which brings 

happiness and fulfilment, primarily because WTS purpose and sacrificial service are embedded 

in social relationships. Witnessing is a social activity, and indeed, many congregations or 

witnessing parties/partners often combine witnessing service with a coffee or lunch get-

together.  However, this does not obviate the need for more intimate relationships. Brett 

succinctly summarises the central thesis of this chapter with his experience as a JW with SSA: 

The impression I get is that if I gave the time I'd normally give a mate to spreading and 
sharing the truth, praying, and studying ... then I'd be content and happy and distracted 
from my perverse/depressed feelings. Well that works to a point but it's not a cure-all. 
Sooner or later my heart reminds me of what I DO NOT and WILL NOT ever have. 
Being an excellent witness does not mend an aching and lonely heart. Sure, you feel 
closer to Jehovah and you feel a sense of pride and accomplishment, but the heart still 
hurts. (Brett, Witnesses Plus website, 2003 December 17). 

 

Discussion 

 

A comparison of the freedoms experienced by converts to the WTS (Chapter 5), with the 

freedom experiences of JWs with SSA who were raised in the WTS (Chapter 6), is a 

comparison of the freedoms associated with being a ‘loyal conformer’ or a ‘loyal non-

conformer’.  It is also a contrast between the freedom of surrender (cooperation) and the 
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freedom of struggle (resistance).  Drawing on Hegel’s Master-Slave model, the converts to the 

WTS in Chapter Five, initially had to struggle with destructive addictions and behaviours, but 

eventually were able to surrender to WTS discourses and higher power, thus allowing 

themselves to be transformed, over time and through habituation, into the preferred WTS 

subjectivity/habitus.  As loyal conformers, they developed a love for what Jehovah loves, and 

came to hate what Jehovah hates.   

 

The WTS’ role in the lives of its loyal conformers was deconstructed to be the maintenance of 

this loyalty and conformity through WTS discourses of obedience; loyalty; cooperation; hope; 

fear of displeasing Jehovah; fear and disgust towards ‘apostates’, and distrust of negative 

constructions of the WTS by ‘outsiders’.  Moreover, the reward for those who surrender to 

WTS transformation is the freedom they experience in an organisation whose goals align with 

their own. Loyal conformers to WTS discourses are able to do as they please –negative 

freedom– because they only want to do what the organisation requires.  Loyal conformers also 

experience the social reward of belonging to a large global ‘family’, and close supportive social 

networks on a local level. 

 

Jehovah’s Witnesses with same-sex-attraction, who are non-conformers, but nevertheless, 

loyal, present a challenge to the WTS.  The WTS toolkit of management strategies has effective 

technologies to deal with loyal conformers (see Chapter 5).  It also has effective strategies 

(from the perspective of a superorganism) to deal with disloyal non-conformers, such as 

‘apostates’, by demonising, eliciting disgust, and expelling them.  For JWs with SSA who are 

both non-conforming and loyal, there are no specific technologies for dealing with this hybrid 

group.  The tools for dealing with non-conformity –demonising and generating disgust and 

fear– are thus used to deal with the non-conformity of homosexuality to WTS discourses of 
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sexuality. This leads to a discourse of homosexuality as abhorrent; sexually degrading; 

unnatural; sordid; sick and perverted; gruesome; violent; sadistic, and detestable to Jehovah 

(Grundy, 2016, May). 

 

However, the loyalty of JWs with SSA presents a dilemma to the WTS, and the only way the 

WTS appears to be able to honour this loyalty, is to consider JWs with SSA as having a 

disability –‘heterosexual challenge’– in contrast to ‘normal’ heterosexual members. The WTS 

acknowledges that some JWs with SSA, through no fault of their own, may have a lifetime 

struggle to suppress these ‘abnormal’ drives, but as long as they do not act on these desires, 

they can remain ‘clean’ before Jehovah and the WTS (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 

1997, January 1, p. 27).49  Notwithstanding this reprieve, remaining ‘clean’ is not a satisfactory 

substitute for the human need of intimate emotional relationships. 

 

Jehovah’s Witnesses with same-sex-attraction, in the research data for this thesis, appear 

caught in Hegel’s ‘struggle to the death’ with their ‘heterosexual challenge’, and have not been 

able to move to the next level of ‘surrender’ in order to be transformed into the preferred WTS 

subjectivity, or to exit the WTS emotionally and physically.  They remain in the uncomfortable 

position of continuous struggle, which means they forfeit both the freedom of belonging and 

possibly also the freedom of meaning.  The dual subjectivity of ‘JW’ and ‘SSA’ consigns JWs 

with SSA to a struggle in both the WTS, because of their SSA, and in general society, because 

of their JW restricted beliefs and practices.  They are stuck as ‘strugglers’ in a no-man’s 

(freedom) land, caught between the loyal conforming ‘surrenderers’ (the preferred WTS 

subjectivities) and the disloyal non-conforming ‘opposers’ (‘apostates’). 

                                                
49 Let us abhor what is wicked. The Watchtower, January 1, 26-29. 
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The April 2017 Watchtower (Study Edition) acknowledges that in some cases, WTS members 

have been hurt by the WTS itself, and is calling for a spirit of forgiveness from members, and 

for the patience to endure until Jehovah sorts things out.  There are two articles in the April 

2017 Watchtower Magazine - “The Judge of All the Earth” Always Does What Is Right (pp. 

18-22) and Do You Share Jehovah’s Sense of Justice? (pp. 23-27), which draw on Biblical 

analogies to persuade members that God’s organisation in all ages has inadvertently hurt 

innocent people, and even, inadvertently, protected perpetrators of injustice.  Moreover, the 

account of Willi Diehl, a faithful ‘pioneer’ in full time service for the WTS, demonstrates that 

members can be hurt by rules the WTS subsequently changes (Watchtower Bible and Tract 

Society, 2017, April, p. 19).50   

 

As a Circuit Overseer in Switzerland in 1949, Willi Diehl was subject to the WTS rule to remain 

single in order to devote himself exclusively to WTS service. In May 1949, Willi Diehl 

informed the WTS headquarters at Bern, Switzerland, that he planned to marry.  This led to 

Willi losing all WTS ‘privileges’, other than regular pioneering (full-time preaching). Willi 

and his wife were treated as disfellowshipped persons –i.e. shunned by congregational 

members (p. 19).  However, Willi and his wife knew that getting married was not unscriptural, 

so they decided to trust God and keep serving in the organisation as pioneers, despite the 

ostracism they experienced. ‘Eventually, the mistaken view (in WTS policy) that prompted the 

injustice was corrected’ (p. 19).  Thus, in this authorised account, the WTS itself, sets a 

precedent for members to remain true to their own scripturally-based convictions, even if it 

infringes current organisational rules, and carries consequences that can be traumatic. This is a 

                                                
50  "The Judge of All the Earth" Always Does What is Right. The Watchtower (Study Edition), 18-22. 
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rare case in WTS discourse where loyal non-conformist behaviour in the WTS, is held up as 

an exemplary prototype (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2017, April, p. 19).51   

 

Notwithstanding the above account of the WTS’ eventual acknowledgement for the need of 

courage to stay true to one’s convictions despite consequences; the Biblical story of Joseph 

reinforces the need to remain loyal to the WTS despite injustices.  Joseph, who was kidnapped 

and sold into slavery by his brothers (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2017, April, p. 20), 

is appropriated in the WTS article to reinforce the discourse of unconditional loyalty to ‘the 

brothers’, which in WTS discourse often refers to the appointed leaders in the local 

congregations, and especially the Governing Body members.52  Thus, it is emphasised that 

while Joseph spoke against the injustice of his being sold into slavery, he never once mentioned 

that it was his own brothers who did the deed: 

We can learn valuable lessons not only from what Joseph said but also from what he 
did not say—Gen. 40:5-13…there is nothing in the Scriptures to indicate that Joseph 
ever told anyone—not even Pharaoh—that his brothers were his kidnappers. In fact, 
when his brothers came to Egypt and were reconciled with Joseph, Pharaoh welcomed 
them and invited them to make their home in Egypt and to enjoy “the best of all the 
land.”—Gen. 45:16-20. (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2017, April, pp. 20, 21). 

 

 

The above quote challenges the 2015-2017 Royal Commission recommendations which stress 

the dangers of promoting secrecy in situations of injustice (see Chapter 2). This perspective 

thus appears to foster WTS reputation and prosperity as the priority of the Watchtower 

organisation/superorganism, over the welfare of individual faithful members.  However, it is 

encouraging to have the WTS leaders admit to mistakes that have compromised the life-

                                                
51  "The Judge of All the Earth" Always Does What is Right. The Watchtower (Study Edition), 18-22. 
52 ‘The brothers’ is often used to refer to WTS elders, and even the whole congregation, so context is essential for 
interpreting this phrase in a particular discourse. In the reference cited above, it appears to include all meanings, 
with the priority of loyalty to the Governing Body, followed by loyalty to WTS leaders generally, and finally, to 
keep in-house injustices confidential to those involved, except where mandatory reporting applies, as in child 
sexual abuse allegations. 
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chances, and in some cases, the very lives of their members. It is a step above accusing all who 

bring claims against the WTS as a case of ‘apostate lies’.  No doubt, this emerging humility 

has been facilitated by the Australian Royal Commission investigation into the WTS (Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, August 14, 2015, July; 

August, 2016, October, 2017, March 10), and the scholarly deconstructions of WTS discourses 

by ‘apostates’ such as Paul Grundy (jwfacts.com) and Lloyd Evans (jwsurvey.org), both 

tertiary educated former members of the WTS.  It is therefore also understandable, why the 

WTS leaders fear higher education!  

Conclusion 

 
When organisational goals and personal desires align, obedience to organisational 

requirements is experienced as merely following one’s own wishes, supported by both the 

leadership of the WTS and the fellowship of like-minded members –the freedom of belonging, 

meaning and desire fulfilment.  Conversely, when subjects are unable or unwilling to conform 

to the WTS’ preferred heterosexual subjectivity, as is the case for JWs with SSA, whose blogs 

formed the research data for this chapter, freedom is elusive in both the WTS and in general 

society.  JWs with SSA remain trapped in a cycle of fear and hope: hope for matching the WTS 

preferred subjectivity at some time in the future; and fear that they will not be able to endure 

the test and will thus lose out on eternal life in a paradise earth –the anticipated ultimate 

freedom.   

 

The WTS has the discursive tools, from the standpoint of functioning as a superorganism, to 

effectively manage members who are loyal conformists, and who have surrendered to a 

transformation of subjectivity/habitus to match a preferred WTS subjectivity.  These loyal 

conformists (see Chapter 5), become productive components of the WTS superorganism and 
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experience the freedom conferred by the Higher Power (love) of the collective self.  Loyal non-

conformists such as the JWs with SSA in this chapter, are a challenge to the WTS, since WTS 

management strategies are specific to either loyal conformists, or disloyal non-conformist 

subjects.  Thus, the WTS appears to deal with the loyalty, and non-conformist aspects of JWs 

with SSA, as incongruent characteristics, rather than interdependent dialectics.  It uses the tools 

for ‘apostates’ against the non-conformist trait –homosexuality– while benevolently ascribing 

a disability to those who remain loyal in their struggles to match a WTS preferred heterosexual 

subjectivity. As a consequence, the JWs with SSA whose blogs formed the research data for 

this chapter are denied the freedom of belonging, and possibly also the freedom of meaning 

and hope. 

 

Understanding the constructed nature of all discourses can be emancipating for loyal subjects 

unable to conform to an ideal organisational subjectivity.  On the other hand, losing faith in the 

existence of ‘absolute truth’ can also lead to loss of hope, thus compromising the freedom of 

hope and meaning. Nevertheless, to resist the imposed biopower processes that are currently 

marginalising and dividing the SSA population in the WTS, requires a support group that can 

cooperate as a ‘bigger self’.  A ‘bigger self’ is able to generate a contesting biopower to enable 

Jehovah’s Witnesses with a homosexual orientation to speak for themselves, and to claim the 

same privileges offered to other faithful and loyal members in the WTS.  In doing this, JWs 

with SSA may also contribute to the health of the larger ‘body’ of the WTS, which is currently 

suffering an autoimmune disorder in relation to them.   

 

While the WTS is recognised for its resistance to counter-discourses in general society (Peters, 

2000), when financial, legal, or membership viability is threatened, the organisation makes 
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‘readjustments’ to doctrinal understandings.53  The flexibility of both the LDS Church and the 

WTS resides in the fact that they both subscribe to continuing revelation/inspiration, thus are 

not limited to any particular or current interpretations of Scriptures.  JWs with SSA in the WTS, 

therefore, do have reason to hope for a more inclusive experience in the WTS in the future.  

This is likely to require that JWs with SSA, in the meantime, endure WTS misunderstandings 

and injustices with patience (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2017, April, pp. 18-22),54 

while both internal (‘underground Jehovah’s Witnesses’) and external (‘apostates’) work to 

generate social support and understanding of LGBT issues both in and outside of the WTS. 

 

As discussed in the next chapter, organisational progress is often triggered by negative events, 

even circumstances that appear lethal and irreversible. The WTS is at a critical point in its 

history, with the negative Australian Royal Commission findings, a growing number of 

aggressive, and more important, scholarly ‘apostates’, and WTS fear-based responses that are 

manifesting as: autocratic control technologies; ‘theocratic warfare’ (manipulating 

information), and harsh attitudes towards members regarded as deviating from the WTS ideal 

subjectivity.  Yet overall, the WTS has been a positive force in general society. It has 

transformed lives and given hope and purpose to many people.  As a model of voluntary 

cooperation, the WTS is perhaps unmatched in modern history, and considering the dearth of 

reputable academic research on the WTS, there is still much to learn from it. 

 

Willi Diehl’s experience presented in the April 2017 Study Edition of The Watchtower, 

provides a glimmer of hope and optimism in relation to loyal non-conformers who appreciate 

                                                
53 The change from selling WTS publications to a system of voluntary donations for literature in 1990 is an 
example of a ‘readjustment’ to avoid financial penalties of being regarded as a publishing business rather than a 
charity. 
54  "The Judge of All the Earth" Always Does What is Right. The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 18-22. 
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the need to stand up for freedom of conscience and life, even if it temporarily costs them a loss 

of WTS ‘privileges’,55 and even social support in the WTS (Watchtower Bible and Tract 

Society, 2017, April, p. 19). 

 

 

                                                
55 ‘Privileges’ in the WTS refers to leadership responsibilities and opportunities for greater, self-sacrificing service 
such as pioneering, missionary assignments, ‘Bethel’ service, and other WTS projects, such as construction and 
maintenance works. 
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Chapter 7: Discussion on the Freedom of the Spirit in the Watchtower Society 
 

Introduction  

 
 

Now Jehovah is the Spirit, and where the spirit of Jehovah is, there is freedom (2 
Corinthians 3:17 New World Translation of the Bible, 2013)  

 
 
The Watchtower Society (WTS) has been a productive and enduring social institution, 

especially considering that since its inception, several totalitarian and national organisations 

have attempted to eradicate it, or ban and obstruct its activities (Baran, 2006, 2011a, 2011b, 

2014; Buber-Neumann, 1949, 2009; Hesse, 2001; C. King, 1982; Persian, 2008; Peters, 2000).  

As a superorganism that has outlived hundreds of nineteenth and twentieth century communes 

(Mauss, 1994; Sosis & Bressler, 2003; Underwood, 1993), as well as the two most studied 

totalitarian regimes of the twentieth century –Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union– the WTS 

bears out the fact that ‘superorganisms are rare emergences in the history of life, but when they 

emerge, they are extremely successful’ (Kesebir, 2011, p. 233).   

 

This chapter discusses the research data in relation to the construction of WTS freedom through 

the lens of the WTS as a superorganism.  Conceptualising the WTS as a superorganism 

foregrounds two processes of the same power, both of which emerge simultaneously with the 

construction of the WTS superorganism:  

1) an immune system for protection against hostile outsiders, insider subversion, 

and general boundary establishment and policing (Campbell, 2006, p. 5);  

 

2) a Higher Power of love and loyalty (Jehovah) which anoints and authorises the 

Governing Body, motivates, bonds, and encourages compliant and loyal 

members; and manifests itself in remarkable material achievements. 



262 
 

A superorganism is not just a collection of individuals -a crowd. A crowd is a polarised and 

polarising group, while a superorganism is a networked and bounded group whose thinking 

and actions are coordinated and unified, reflecting Hegel’s notion of the ‘universality of 

thought’ (G. W. F. Hegel, 2001a, pp. 183-186), or the WTS’ concept of the ‘one mind’ 

(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2012, July 15, p. 8).1  If WTS members are of the ‘same 

mind’ as Jehovah and the WTS Governing Body, then they are able to experience Berlin’s 

(1958) negative freedom, whereby a subject is not constrained or obstructed by another’s will.  

Moreover, as detailed in Chapter 3, the Higher Power that anoints and appoints the WTS 

Governing Body, is an emergent phenomenon that is generated from a community of subjects 

working together as a unified, loving and cooperative ‘brotherhood’ (Bykova, 2016; Lilja & 

Vinthagen, 2014). Thus, the Governing Body is authorised by the power (through consent, 

compliance and recognition) emerging from the community of believers, and without the 

community of believers, there would be no ‘Faithful and Discreet Slave’ Governing Body. The 

freedom of Jehovah for both the Governing Body and WTS members, thus depends on a 

unified, cooperative community of believers. 

 

While a collective human superorganism must meet specific characteristics: symbolic 

communication; synchronous activities; shared intentionality; deference to a legitimate 

authority; within group egalitarianism; individual self-restraint and self-sacrificing service; 

social control through prosocial norms, and an ‘us’ versus ‘them’ mentality (Kesebir, 2011, p. 

237), its boundaries are established by the superorganism’s immune system (Bouchard & 

Huneman, 2013; Pradeu, 2013; Pradeu, Jaeger, & Vivier, 2013).  These boundaries enclose the 

whole community; therefore, the actions of the Superorganism’s immune system are the 

responsibility of the whole community of believers, and not the WTS Governing Body alone. 

                                                
1 Let Jehovah lead you to true freedom. The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 7-11. 
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It is the immune system that defines and unifies the individual and super-individual, since all 

complex ‘individuals’ (such as the human body) are composite entities (Pradeu, 2013, pp. 77-

79).  Thus, the immune system which emerges along with, and is part of, the Higher Power of 

a community of believers, determines who is to be included and excluded (pp. 77-79).  Since 

the immune system, like fear, is an integral part of all organisms, immunological attack, 

suppression, and surveillance functions, can never be eradicated.  The immune system can only 

be re-educated to discriminate real enemies from constructed or misrecognised ones 

(Chatenoud, 2014; Maltby, 2015, September 22; Schaller & Park, 2011; Terrizzi, Shook, & 

McDaniel, 2013; Wu, Tan, Wang, & Zhou, 2015). Discourses of disgust, which drive 

immunological behaviours, can therefore compromise freedom when they construct fictional 

enemies; or promote freedom when they generate resistance to violence and injustice 

(Chapman & Anderson, 2012; Herz, 2013; M. Nussbaum, 2010; Rozin & Haidt, 2013; Schnall 

et al., 2008; Smith et al., 2007). 

 

Perceived threats to a superorganism often result in an increase of internal authoritarian and 

disciplinary measures, which simultaneously also increase group cohesion.  The 2015-2017 

Australian Royal Commission was perceived as a threat to the WTS, and fear-based responses 

were evident in the WTS videos released at the times of the Royal Commission hearings (July  

2015 and March 2017).2 In July 2017, a Watchtower article titled: Winning the Battle for your 

Mind addressed the supposed ‘propaganda’ directed against the WTS (Watchtower Bible and 

Tract Society, 2017, July, pp. 27-30).  Opposing statements from the article are aligned in 

Figure 1 to highlight the contesting discourses addressing security (for us) and threat (from 

them): 

 

                                                
2 Available at tv.jw.org, the official broadcast website for the WTS. 
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US 

 

THEM 

 

p. 28.  you—like any other soldier in the 
heat of battle—need a source of trustworthy, 
reliable information to prevent the enemy 
from playing tricks with your mind. 
 
 
p. 30. Stick to the truth you learned, and 
remember where you learned it. (2 Tim. 
3:14, 15) Surely there is ample evidence to 
show that you can trust the channel that 
Jehovah has used for nearly a hundred years 
now to lead us in the way of the truth. 
 
 
p. 30. Be determined to stick to Jehovah’s 
organization and loyally support the 
leadership he provides—no matter what 
imperfections may surface. 
 
 
 
 
p. 30.  Did you find yourself thinking: ‘Do 
not believe it! They are lying to you!’ 
Imagine, then, the angels shouting the same 
message to you: “Do not be fooled by 
Satan’s lies!” Shut your ears, then, to 
Satan’s propaganda. 
 
 
p. 30. Have complete confidence in 
Jehovah’s promise to watch over you, to 
give you “the power beyond what is 
normal,” and to help you withstand any 
attempts to frighten you into submission. 
 
p. 30. But keep in mind Jehovah’s words of 
encouragement to Joshua: “Be courageous 
and strong. Do not be struck with terror or 
fear, for Jehovah your God is with you 
wherever you go.” 

 

p. 27. YOU are under attack! And your chief 
enemy, Satan, is using a very dangerous 
weapon against you. What is it? Propaganda! 
A weapon specially designed to attack, not 
your body, but your mind. 
 
p. 28 …propaganda “is likely to be most 
effective,” says one source, “if people . . . 
are discouraged from thinking 
critically.”...So never be content passively 
or blindly to accept what you hear. 
 
 
 
p. 29. So propagandists attempt to break 
bonds of confidence and trust between a 
soldier and his commander. They may use 
such propaganda as: “You cannot trust your 
leaders”…To add weight to these attacks, 
they may cleverly exploit any mistakes 
those leaders might make. 
 
p. 30. Do not be shaken by damaging attacks 
however plausible they seem. 
 
p. 27. How dangerous is propaganda? It is 
insidious—like an invisible, odourless, 
poisonous gas—and it seeps into our 
consciousness.   
 
p. 30. You may, of course, encounter 
frightening, morale-weakening events.  
 
 

Figure 2:  Us and Them Thinking in The Watchtower (Study Edition) 2017, July, pp. 27-30. 
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In the above quotes from the July 2017 study edition of the Watchtower (pp. 27-30), it can be 

seen that fear is driving the WTS leadership to discredit opposing discourses, while apocalyptic 

warfare narratives are used to construct a ‘greater fear’ in the membership, in order to convince 

members that their only safety is in trusting the WTS leadership, despite leaders’ 

‘imperfections’ and ‘mistakes’ (p. 30).  This fear-safety binary follows a common pattern in 

WTS discourses: discredit counter-discourses and their authority; emphasise apocalyptic 

warfare to raise the fear level, and attribute any ‘plausible evidence’ that may cause cognitive 

dissonance to Satan’s deceptions or tricks of the mind.  Fear discourses function as an external 

biopower that acts on the actions/habits of subjects (Lilja & Vinthagen, 2014, p. 119), making 

the habitus more receptive to compliance or reconstruction (Flores, 2006).   

 

Biopower is defined by Foucault as a discursively-generated technology of power that 

organises a population, and in the case of the WTS, actually constitutes it as a superorganism, 

and subsequently regulates its life (Lilja & Vinthagen, 2014, p. 110). External biopower thus 

performs the immunological function of establishing boundaries and discriminating and 

dividing between members of the population.  As the immune system of a composite 

superorganism unifies its constituents, a responsive internal power emerges -the ‘Higher 

Power’-  of collective emotional and physical energy, self-organisation, and common aspiration 

(Bouchard & Huneman, 2013; Bykova, 2016).  By surrendering to a ‘Higher Power’; the 

responsive energy generated by the amplified emotional intelligence and cooperation within 

the (WTS) superorganism (Rosenberg, 2015, July 20, 2015, November 14, 2016, February 10), 

the converts to the WTS whose life-stories formed the research data in Chapter 5, were 

empowered to overcome various destructive addictions.3 This transformation of 

                                                
3 Addiction itself functions as a Higher Power than the individual’s personal resources, if the addicted subject is 
unable to stop the addictive behaviour without help.  Moreover, if the addicted subject remains within a 
community of addicted subjects, the addictive behaviour is usually reinforced through the collective influence –
the emotional contagion of the Higher Power of that community. 
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subjectivity/habitus increased their personal freedom and productivity.  In turn, this freedom 

and productivity, as in Foucault’s notion of forces invested in a body (Johnstone, 2006, p. 16), 

was then redirected back into the WTS superorganism.   

 

For subjects unrecognised as legitimate components of the WTS superorganism, 

immunologically-functioning biopower quarantines them. They have limited access to the 

socially-generated Higher Power as ‘bonding’/love, and are forced to struggle for recognition 

and full inclusion.  The research data in Chapter 6, representing Jehovah’s Witnesses with 

same-sex-attraction (JWs with SSA), depicts their despair and distress at being denied equal 

social privileges in the WTS.  Without a revision of the disgust discourses on homosexuality 

(the cosmic/meta-level of freedom), and the support of members in the WTS (the social level 

of freedom), JWs with SSA, are at risk of serious harm by the autoimmune response of the 

WTS superorganism.  Thus, JWs with SSA often feel compelled to mask their identities, or 

exit the WTS, neither of which is without biopsychosocial trauma and consequences. 

Discursive Construction of Freedom in the Watchtower Society 

 
Despite the WTS being composed of two discursively constructed groups: 1) the ‘anointed’, 

who after death or Armageddon will reign with Christ in the Heavenly Realms, and 2) the 

‘other sheep’, who will live on a paradise earth; the functional distinction in current times is 

between the Governing Body ‘Faithful and Discreet Slave’ (8 men) with its guiding committees 

(31 men ‘helpers’),4 and the rest of the membership (8 million-plus members).  While all 

members are encouraged to participate in the field ministry, and in building projects and other 

                                                
4 Coordinator’s Committee: 2 men; Personnel Committee: 4 men; Publishing Committee: 7 men; Service 
Committee: 8 men; Teaching Committee: 5 men; Writing Committee: 5 men (women may function in the role 
of research and proofreading). The names of the men are listed on the official Jehovah’s Witnesses website at 
https://www.jw.org/en/publications/magazines/w20151015/helpers-governing-body-committees/. 
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practical tasks as required; for the majority of the members, WTS discourses are a read-only 

service, with limited opportunities for input.5  In the context of a democratic society, this would 

signal limited opportunities to effect change, and serious constraints on freedom.  However, 

from a superorganism perspective, this ordering of rank and function is a way to minimise 

counter–discourses, disorder and disunity.  It is the unity and self-sacrificing service in the 

WTS that generates a spirit of love and trust, which promotes freedom6 and productivity in the 

WTS.  However, the lack of female input into WTS decision making, identified as a problem 

in the Australian Royal Commission investigation (Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, October, p. 12), marginalises the female perspective 

and is therefore a risk factor in promoting safe environments for women and children. 

Social Freedom:  The Spirit-Directed Superorganism 

 

The WTS superorganism, like the human superorganism, has a communal habitus, which is 

resistant to change, and like an individual habitus, requires a crisis, (such as a Royal 

Commission investigation or the 2017 Russian bans) for major change to occur (Crossley et 

al., 2013, p. 151; Lumsden, 2013, p. 61).  As Hegel notes, social norms are habits, that for the 

most part, are embodied and extraordinarily difficult to transform (Bennett, 2013, p. 14; 

Lumsden, 2013, pp. 59-61).  Thus, transitions to the freedom demands of a new era are often 

violent and tragic (Lumsden, 2013, p. 61).  Hence the seemingly harsh measures applied to 

non-conformers can best be understood from the perspective of a superorganism.  Moreover, 

while critics make much of genetically related ‘families’ shunning each other in the WTS, all 

members of the WTS are deemed to belong to the ‘one body’, and so ‘family’ is everyone who 

                                                
5 Life-stories are an exception, but even in this instance, the stories are co-constructions in the editing process. 
6 This freedom is experienced as the freedom of belonging, meaning and the intrinsic reward from prosocial 
service (Van Tongeren et al., 2016). 
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is a loyal and committed component of the WTS superorganism.  From a WTS superorganism 

viewpoint, there is no difference in whether one shuns an ex-member they hardly know, or one 

of their own ‘flesh and blood’.   

 

Anonymous WTS members (active and inactive), and WTS ‘apostates’, have for years, 

identified the same problematic issues in the WTS as the Australian Royal Commission 

findings (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, August 

14, 2015, July; August, 2016, October, 2017, March 10): 

1) Patriarchy; 

2) Gender Inequality; 

3) Leadership Secrecy; 

4) Intimidating judicial processes; 

5) Child Sexual Abuse; 

6) Shunning. 

However, the Royal Commission has had the authority to force Australian WTS representatives 

to respond in public hearings, which has alerted a wider audience, including some of its own 

faithful members, to the dangers of ‘blind followship’ and unwarranted trust, as endorsed in 

the above WTS article on ‘propaganda’ (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2017, July, pp. 

27-30).7  ‘Covert Fader’ (2016, May 13), therefore predicts an imminent ‘Armageddon’ for the 

WTS, itself:  

...Watchtower is on the wrong side of history in this battle, and lacks the stomach and 
the tools required to fight it. One way or another, it will lose (Covert Fade, 2016, May 
13). 

 
 

                                                
7 Winning the Battle for your Mind. The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 27-30. See also March 2018 JW 
Broadcasting video at tv.jw.org. 
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As demonstrated in the July 2017 Watchtower article quoted above, the dominant strategy the 

WTS uses to address criticism against the WTS, is to discredit the messengers who expose 

injustice and oppression.  In an information age, this ’shutting the ears’ to the problems 

(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2017, July, p. 30) may indeed prove detrimental to the 

WTS.  New epistemological eras demand new practices and responses (Arquilla & Ronfeldt, 

2000; Edwards, 2005).  The WTS appears to be using strategies that were successful in a pre-

internet era, or before the internet was as widely available as in current times.  Nevertheless, 

the WTS is still able to mobilise a diverse global population to collectively strive for the 

freedom to live in peace and worship Jehovah according to the dictates of the WTS’ 

(superorganism) conscience.  This unified, voluntary, self-sacrificing cooperation on a global 

scale, appears unmatched by other religious and secular organisations.  The life-narratives of 

converts in Chapter 5 reveal, that this conceptualisation of freedom for subjects in the WTS 

begins with surrender to the Higher Power of the WTS superorganism.   

Freedom through Surrender:  Transformation of Habitus 

 
 
The life-narratives in Chapter 5 reveal that the WTS offers an effective ‘recovery’ community 

for those who need a new start in life in a protective environment, and who surrender personal 

aspirations to become part of the WTS superorganism.  The WTS offers the basic requirements 

for freedom as recovery: the construction of a new subjectivity; substitute attachments as new 

friends and spiritual ‘family’, and a new playground in which trust, and sacrificial love and 

service can develop (Sellman, Baker, Adamson, & Geering, 2007, p. 805).  The key finding in 

Chapter 5, in relation to freedom for converts to the WTS, is that freedom is conditional on 

surrender and transformation of habitus.  By surrendering to a habitus reconstruction process, 
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the convert to the WTS, not only becomes part of the WTS superorganism, but the WTS 

superorganism becomes part of the convert’s biopsychosocial ‘becoming’. 

 
 
As many recovery communities recognise (for example, jails and drug detoxification centres), 

re-training programs require defined boundaries, vigilant monitoring, and extensive social 

support, in order to break the habitus patterns of those enslaved by former addictions of various 

kinds (Sellman et al., 2007, p. 805).  The Chapter 5 research data derived from WTS narratives 

reveal that the converts who joined the WTS were propelled by fear, yet subsequently embraced 

a discourse where even personal physical survival was no longer a priority in life.  The primary 

focus in life became loyalty and service in the WTS. Hegel’s Master-Slave paradigm speaks to 

this paradox, as the slave moves from fear of death to a productive life where courage, integrity 

and service/love are valued over survival/fear (G. W. F. Hegel, 1977, Section 186-196).  

Becoming part of a superorganism is thus a way of managing fear and empowering oneself, 

especially when social disadvantage and personal disabilities limit options.   

 

Converts to the WTS, the research cohort of chapter 5, whose pre-conversion habitus was 

compromising their life-chances, nevertheless, after conversion, had to struggle to resist –enact 

freedom over– continuing challenges:  real threats to life from past criminal associations; the 

rejection of family and friends who fear the ‘unknown’ new (WTS) religion; habitus 

dispositions pulling them back to familiar behaviours and appetites, and doubts as to their 

ability to endure in the new life. Without strong and ongoing social support, and practical 

assistance in transition processes, ‘conversion’ as habitus reconstruction, would be short-lived.  

As the life-stories seem to show, until a new discourse becomes ‘second nature’ as embodied 

habitus dispositions, the new subjectivity is unstable, and old habits and life-crises can sabotage 

efforts to change (and may lead to defection or expulsion from the WTS).  The life-narratives 
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of converts in Chapter 5 also revealed that fear, rather than being an obstacle to freedom, was 

a necessary element to disrupt a current habitus and make it receptive to change. The fear 

experienced by the research subjects varied: being hit by a car (David); a back injury and a 

broken arm and leg (Nelly); physical, verbal and sexual abuse (Victoria); drug abuse and unsafe 

sex (Lisa; Jukka); gang warfare (Titus), and unsafe homosexual relations (Guadalupe and 

Mauricio).  However, fear alone could not effect a transformation of the habitus for freedom. 

 

Fear can alert a subject to the fact that a change is needed, but to effect change requires 

resistance to dispositions that are activated below the level of consciousness. This requires, as 

recovery paradigms confirm, extra support –a Higher Power– a brain reward substitute to 

quench the unbearable craving for the familiar destructive behaviours.  Recent studies are 

suggesting that the ‘Higher Power’ appealed to in both Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), the LDS 

Church, and the WTS, may actually function as a substitute addiction (Ferguson et al., 2016; 

Sussman, Reynaud, Aubin, & Leventhal, 2011). Addiction as a strong form of attachment, 

binds and bounds subjects to its object of addiction (Fisher et al., 2016). Thus, in surrendering 

to the Higher Power of the WTS, an individual Jehovah’s Witness is bonded to, and bounded 

within, a super-body, sharing the same identity and mind of the WTS superorganism.  The life 

they now live is the life of the more powerful superorganism.  The sacrifices they make for the 

WTS are the sacrifices they make for themselves as part of the larger body. Personal freedom, 

then, becomes the freedom experienced by the WTS superorganism:  the freedom of belonging 

to something larger than any individual component, and the freedom of meaning and purpose 

in life. 
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Non-Conformers in the Watchtower Society: Struggle for Survival 

 

Analysis of the data collected from gender non-conformists in the WTS, showed that they 

experience the symbolic and psychological violence of non-recognition, despair, and 

loneliness, which activates the same brain regions associated with physical pain, and leads to 

depression (Nauert, 2014, 19 November).  Depression further disables motivation and 

proactive efforts for change, and is posited as an immunological violence (Benros, Waltoft, 

Nordentoft, & et al., 2013).  Thus, JWs with SSA, are doubly disenfranchised in the WTS:  

attacked by the immune system within their own bodies, and by the WTS’ superorganism 

immune responses.  Moreover, loneliness compromises health and longevity to an even greater 

extent than a moderate smoking habit (J. Cacioppo, 2016, March 7; J. T. Cacioppo et al., 2014; 

Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015).  Thus JWs with SSA in the WTS suffer both physical and 

psychological damage, and not surprisingly, experience a high level of suicide ideation (Alex, 

2010, Jan 10; CJ, 2010, May 1; Maru, 2008, September 12; MDR, 2008, September 15; Robbie, 

2007, January 21; Nate, 2005, December 27; Tim, 2004, August 4, Witnesses Plus website).  

 

The data collected from the blogs show that the JWs with SSA who posted, vacillated between 

fear and hope, but also ambiguity.  Some wished they were not gay, but could not imagine 

themselves being ‘straight’, even in the paradise earth (Seth).  For others, the problem was not 

in being gay, but in being denied a legitimate right to intimacy and a life-partner (Brett).  It was 

disempowering to be equated with paedophiles and violence, and to have homosexual 

orientation trivialised as a bad habit such as smoking (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 

2016, pp. 8, 9).8  Hope for some was limited to being ‘fixed’ in the new system, but, at the 

                                                
8 What does the Bible say about homosexuality. Awake!, 4, 7-9. 
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same time, fear dashed the hope of making it through Armageddon (IslandBrother). Thus, at 

times, for many JWs with SSA, it seemed as if all roads led to a dead end, literally. 

 

A complicating factor for JWs with SSA raised in the WTS, is that their habitus has been 

uniquely constructed for the WTS social context and cannot easily fit into a less familiar 

environment (Bourdieu, 1990, pp. 58, 59; Lizardo, 2004; 2012, January 7, p. 4).  Analysis of 

blogs by JWs with SSA showed that the double identity of being JW and gay often made it 

difficult to leave or stay.  The blogs by JWs with SSA confirmed that they were as invested in 

their religion as in their sexuality.  Those who tried life outside the organisation were often 

disappointed and disillusioned (Aaron; LJ), while life within the organisation was for most, 

lonely, alienating, and despairing. 

 

Gay psychotherapist, Angelo Pezzote (2008), suggests that homophobia is really a fear of the 

feminine; a fear that femininity can annihilate males and masculinity (pp. 49-52).  There may 

be some evolutionary memory for this, since all embryos start off as female and men are in 

effect, ‘genetically modified women’, and more fragile in the womb and at birth than females 

(Sykes, 2004, p. 2). Unfortunately, however, homophobia is not confined to the heterosexual 

population, and causes damage even among members in gay communities: 

…harsh judgement creates a divisive masculine hierarchy within our own (gay) 
community.  It’s interesting how messed up that is –gays denouncing others for being 
who they are…we end up ranking ourselves in the exact same way the dominant culture 
ranks us…Society hurts us with masculinity. Then we use masculinity to hurt each 
other…The oppressed has become the oppressor (Pezzote, 2008, p. 45). 

 

This harsh judgement was evident in some of the blogs by JWs with SSA on the Witnesses Plus 

website: admonishing other JWs with SSA who had been disciplined by the WTS, not to post 

on the website, but to ‘persevere in prayer’ until they are restored to fellowship in the 

congregation (Phil); accusing fellow bloggers of being apostate (spiraljoe; AWAKE! Is 



274 
 

RIGHT; Lily), and generally expressing fear of, and loathing for, ‘apostates’ who are struggling 

with the same challenges, and were once spiritual ‘brothers/sisters’ (spiraljoe; AWAKE! Is 

RIGHT).  

 

In a WTS discursive context of warfare, it is understandable why the WTS may privilege 

heterosexual males and male perspectives, particularly in light of the gender imbalance in the 

WTS of roughly two-thirds females to one-third males (Pew Research Centre, 2014, February; 

PewForum, 2008).  Moreover, assuming that 5% of these males have a homosexual orientation, 

since gay males tend to be more religious than heterosexual males (Sherkat, 2002), this may 

further threaten the ranks of the heterosexual theocratic male ‘soldiers’. Yet, in a world where 

‘peacemakers’ are desperately needed; privileging patriarchal structures and warfare 

discourses appears incongruous and counter-productive, especially for an organisation that 

proclaims an imminent end to war and injustice. 

Conclusion 

 

The WTS has been a productive and enduring global community, and as a functioning 

superorganism provides a rare opportunity to evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of this 

high-level cooperation for members, and the general society.  As a primate superorganism, 

primarily regulated by discourses, the WTS utilises fear and disgust discourses as an external 

biopower and immunological technology.  Members who match a preferred WTS subjectivity 

and are therefore recognised by the WTS immune system as belonging in the WTS 

superorganism, experience protection and validation, as well as freedom in the form of love 

and inclusion, through the emergent WTS ‘Higher Power’.  This freedom-promoting ‘Higher 

Power’ is conveyed primarily through subconscious non-verbal body language, and even 
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pheromones (Harris, 2012; Wise, 2011, p. 176), such that it cannot be feigned on a consistent 

basis.  Neither can the amygdala, which processes fear in the brain, be convinced by words that 

do not match the non-verbal cues (Harris, 2012, pp. 71, 72). Thus, those not recognised by the 

WTS immune system as beneficial constituents, are unlikely to benefit from its ‘Higher Power’. 

 

The WTS does not yet demonstrate effective technologies for dealing with intellectual and 

identity diversity,9 particularly in discriminating between ‘loyal non-conformers’ such as 

homosexual Jehovah’s Witnesses who are not a threat to the WTS, and disloyal non-

conformers who may pose a threat.  Non-recognition and marginalisation of Jehovah’s 

Witnesses who are struggling with same-sex-attraction, leads to despair, depression and 

loneliness.  Thus, not only are JWs with SSA who posted on the Witnesses Plus website, doubly 

disempowered by the immunological violence of internal depression and external non-

recognition, but they are also denied legitimate access to the WTS’ ‘Higher Power’ of love and 

freedom. Moreover, since these JWs with SSA were raised in the WTS, they have a habitus 

constructed to ‘fit in’ to a WTS cultural context.  This makes it equally difficult for JWs with 

SSA to leave the WTS, or to stay in what is experienced as a hostile environment.  JWs with 

SSA are therefore doubly disempowered and doubly displaced. 

 

Nonetheless, the WTS has demonstrated that it has the ability to play a vital role in making the 

world a safer place, particularly for disadvantaged population subgroups such as refugees, 

immigrants, and disenfranchised members of society who lack social support, or have various 

disabilities.  Moreover, historical evidence suggests that the WTS has the potential to function 

as a successful transnational superorganism, modelling peaceful coexistence that may yet prove 

                                                
9 The WTS excels in integrating people of all ethnic and racial origins and provides resources in an increasing 
number of languages.  However, in other cultural areas, the WTS encourages the celebration of foods and fashions 
(national costumes), while discouraging member involvement in festivals and folklore; in other words, the WTS 
practices superficial multiculturalism. 
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indispensable for long-term survival on planet earth.  Further research on the WTS is thus 

crucial and overdue.  The 2015-2017 investigation into the WTS by the Australian Royal 

Commission (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, 

August 14, 2015, July; August, 2016, October, 2017, March 10) has projected the WTS into 

the public consciousness and spawned a plethora of negative media coverage.  This has 

empowered and given a greater voice to WTS ‘apostates’ who focus on scholarly 

deconstruction of justice and freedom issues in the WTS,10 rather than personal grievances, and 

this may prove a transformative trigger for WTS policies and practices. 

 

The next chapter summarises the findings of this research project and makes suggestions for 

further exploring WTS freedom by contrasting the two differently structured, transnational 

‘recovery communities’ –the WTS and AA.  The WTS as a global Theocracy, coexists 

respectfully and peacefully with the organisation of AA -a global deliberative democracy.  

Each organisation has impressive recovery achievements, and members who prioritise 

common welfare over individual drives. Both organisations also acknowledge a Higher Power 

as essential to recovery. A crucial difference is in political structure: AA as a deliberative 

democracy offers ‘suggestions’ rather than ‘rules’ and does not practice excommunication or 

shunning; the WTS as a Theo-democracy mandates compliance, with disciplinary action for 

infringement of rules and regulations.  Thus, each organisation may be able to inform the other 

on the way political structure impacts freedom, justice, transformation of habitus, and the unity 

required for the emergence of a Higher Power. 

                                                
10 Three comprehensive, scholarly analysts of WTS justice and freedom issues are Lloyd Evans (jwsurvey.org), 
Paul Grundy (jwfacts.com), and Barbara Anderson (watchtowerdocuments.org).  There are other websites that 
provide internal information (confidential ‘leaks’), unavailable even to the majority of WTS members, and 
hundreds (perhaps thousands) of independent ‘apostate’ sites offering testimonies, critiques and counter-
discourses. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion and Recommendations 
 

Introduction 

 

Since the founding of the United States, millenarian movements have existed at both 
the centre of U.S. political and religious life and at its margins. Indeed, scholars have 
noted their existence both as a part of the traditional American civic religion and as a 
critique of mainstream self-understanding (for example, in the Nation of Islam and in 
Christian Identity groups).…Scholarship has tended to categorize all millennial 
movements as either pathological (as do Norman Cohn and Eric Voegelin) or socially 
valuable (as Anthony Wallace and Vittorio Lanternari). Our research suggests it is 
statistically more likely that religious movements are more likely to be socially 
valuable, while political movements tend more towards violent pathology. (Lee & 
Simms, 2007, pp. 107, 125). 

 

The findings of this research project have confirmed the conclusion above by Lee and Simms 

(2007) that apolitical religious millenarian movements, and specifically the WTS, has overall, 

contributed positively to many individual lives, and society generally.  This does not minimise 

the fact that there have been, and continue to be, human casualties, and WTS practices that 

compromise the lives and life-chances of WTS members.  The WTS is an evolving 

organisation, which implements fear-management and disgust manipulation strategies to foster 

cohesion and productivity to promote WTS survival, security, and expansion as a 

superorganism. While the focus in this thesis has been to identify and deconstruct the forms of 

freedom offered to loyal WTS members who conform, or do not conform to a preferred WTS 

subjectivity; where deemed appropriate, the policies and practices of other similar 

organisations, namely, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints [LDS], and Alcoholics 

Anonymous [AA], were cited as offering alternate perspectives to current WTS dilemmas.   
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The WTS, like the LDS Church and AA, functions as a mutual-support community.  Through 

discursive engineering, the WTS has constructed and sustained the internal unity and altruism 

required to evolve into an effective superorganism.  Moreover, in line with Hegel’s ‘Cunning 

of Reason’, whereby the outcomes and consequences of defining and driving discourses can 

only be reliably evaluated in hindsight; controversial WTS management practices may have 

actually been necessary to protect and preserve the WTS through over a century of aggressive 

and life-threatening opposition. However, evolutionary processes themselves –both natural and 

cultural– evolve over time, and new epistemological eras require new mechanisms of control 

(Aunger, 2017).  A major finding in this thesis on habituation, is the difficulty of changing 

behaviour that has proved functional in the past and may even have promoted survival.  

 

The WTS is an unapologetically patriarchal organisation.  Patriarchy has its origins in male 

violence that has become habituated because it proved functional for past survival and security 

(V. M. Hudson, Caprioli, Ballif, McDermott, & Emmett, 2008-2009).  These habituated 

processes, while not necessarily genetically mapped, do influence both male and female 

physiology, emotionally and endocrinologically (pp. 13-15).  Moreover, subsequent epigenetic 

inheritance, social modelling, and patriarchal discourses, continue to inculcate patriarchy as a 

divine imperative into future generations (p. 15).  Thus, while the WTS has modelled 

exemplary unity, perhaps unmatched in other twentieth century social experiments, it is now 

challenged with meeting the standards and requirements of a greater social consciousness on 

justice and gender equity.  Unity generates ‘Higher Power’ which can be used for good or bad 

purposes.  Justice is the product of an evolving consciousness that is facilitated by ‘Higher 

Education’ that rejects reductionist and simplistic explanations for inequality and oppression 

(Rawls, 1999a, 1999b, 2001). 
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Perhaps contrary to intuitive speculation, patriarchal societies, particularly those with voluntary 

entry and exit, are often the most fertile soil in which resistance is generated to oppose 

patriarchy and to move towards greater gender parity.  The many feminist movements and 

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) support groups that inhabit the margins and 

borderlands of the LDS church,1 demonstrate that patriarchal power creates resistance, and may 

even be an essential trigger for the emancipatory struggles of subordinated and marginalised 

members in particular societies. 

 

Since resistance to power is the ‘natural order of things’ (Lilja & Vinthagen, 2014), the absence 

of internal resistance to power and control in the WTS, suggests the need to explore the 

mechanisms of domination that are suppressing natural resistance responses to patriarchal 

privilege, and the violence and injustice that often accompanies it. The LDS Church and the 

WTS are equally patriarchal, authoritarian, and demand obedience, loyalty, and sacrificial 

service.  Both depend on unpaid leaders at the local level to police and enforce conformity, 

control information, and dispense authoritative discourses.  Both organisations also make 

claims for truth and unique divine appointment.2  Differences between the WTS and the LDS 

Church may thus provide insights on the lack of internal resistance to power in the WTS. 

 

Three salient and significant differences between the LDS Church and the WTS, may impact 

resistance in the WTS: 

                                                
1 Some of these support groups have been referenced in previous chapters.  However, a Google search using the 
word ‘Mormon’ or acronym ‘LDS’ will bring up groups offering support, and critical or alternate interpretations 
for many controversial and theological issues in the LDS church. The LDS Church generally neither endorses nor 
sanctions most of these groups, and members are not usually disciplined for belonging to them.  However, an 
administrator of a group who publishes information that is regarded as subversive and faith-destroying, may 
experience disciplinary action, such as Dr John Dehlin, who runs ‘Mormon Stories’, accessed at 
http://www.mormonstories.org/.  John was excommunicated on February 8, 2015, for allegedly spreading ‘false 
concepts’. 
2 These facts can be verified by accessing the official websites for both organisations: lds.org and jw.org. 
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1.  A crucial difference between the LDS Church and the WTS is their stance on Higher 

Education.  The LDS Church encourages ongoing education for its members, both male 

and female, while the WTS discourages members from pursuing Higher Education, and 

may penalise parents who support their children’s aspirations for a career outside of 

pioneering (full-time voluntary service) for the WTS (Grundy, nd-a);3 

 

2. A second difference between the WTS and the LDS Church is in designated priorities 

for members. For LDS members, a commonly reiterated command is to put ‘Family 

First’.  In the WTS, Jehovah’s requirements must take priority in all decision making, 

and while this generally includes caring for family needs; loyalty and obedience to WTS 

discourses sometimes leads to disconnected and discontinued family relationships;4  

 

3. A third difference derives from an understanding of the construction of subjectivity.  In 

LDS discourse, all humans are sons and daughters of God, who are able to progress to 

higher levels of existence according to a merit/worthiness system, which takes into 

account an individual’s inherited and environmental circumstances.  For Jehovah’s 

Witnesses, all humans are God’s ‘creatures’, some of whom He adopts as ‘sons’, 

limited to a literal 144,000 in number (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2013, 

August 15, p. 11)5, and ‘other sheep’, who can currently be conceptualised as ‘foster 

children’ or ‘God’s friends’. The ‘other sheep’ will be adopted by God at the end of the 

millennium (one thousand years after Armageddon), if they prove faithful (Watchtower 

Bible and Tract Society, 2006, pp. 189-191).6  Annihilation awaits all those who either 

reject, or rebel against Jehovah, thus remaining outside the boundaries of the ‘anointed’ 

144,000 and the faithful ‘other sheep’. 

 

It therefore appears that constructed subjectivity, family cohesion and priority status, career 

aspirations, and Higher Education, are potential variables that may correlate with greater 

internal resistance in the LDS Church, while suppressing it in the WTS.  This suggests fruitful 

                                                
3 Paul Grundy has assembled WTS quotes on Higher Education, providing a comprehensive overview of the WTS’ 
position in a convenient and easily accessible form. 
4 Family members who are baptised Jehovah’s Witnesses (or even unbaptised publishers) are shunned if they 
subsequently leave the organisation. 
5 Who Really is the Faithful and Discreet Slave. The Watchtower [Simplified Edition], 20-25 
6 Worship the Only True God. 



281 

avenues for research, to further unravel the significance of these variables to freedom in the 

WTS. 

 

Against a background of suppressed WTS internal resistance, this chapter proceeds to 

summarise the elements that impact the freedom of members in this superorganism which 

functions as the visible body for the Spirit of Jehovah, the Higher Power of the community.  

Following this, an overview of the contesting discourses of freedom in the WTS, reveals that 

many critics and WTS ‘apostates’ are primarily focused on ‘truth’ issues, in order to 

delegitimise WTS claims of exclusivity and divine appointment.  Greater attention to the 

community generated ‘Higher Power’ may also move arguments beyond the familiar 

discourses of exploitation, coercion, deception and slavery in the WTS, to matters of 

motivation, cooperation, justice, and mutually rewarding sacrificial service. 

 

The social theories appropriated in this thesis identify a ‘Higher Power’ as the source of habitus 

transformation and a crucial factor in the construction of freedom in the WTS.  This Higher 

Power is driven by authoritative discourses and emerges from a community of believers.  

Higher Power (which parallels Foucault’s Biopower), as an inter-subjective, largely 

subconscious, emotional force, is neither good nor bad in itself. It is dependent on the 

discourses which give rise to it, and the subjects who embody these discourses.  Thus, it can 

protect and empower, as well as divide and destroy, depending on the driving discourses and 

the subjectivities constructed by them. As defining discourses are embodied, they become 

subconscious dispositions which are then conveyed between members of a community through 

non-verbal body language, conscious actions and even hormone production. Thus the same 

Higher Power in an organisation can manifest in love and cooperation; resistance and 

alienation, and demonization and exclusion. 
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Reflection on the methodology and social theories used in this thesis, provide guidance on 

effective research tools for further exploring the construction of freedom in the WTS.  A 

suggestion is made for exploring the role of political structures in the development of 

organisational superorganisms, and the implications to the freedom and independence of its 

members.  Freedom is a justice issue (Rawls, 1999a, 1999b, 2000, 2001, 2005), thus unity alone 

cannot guarantee the respect, recognition, responsibility, and ongoing revision of ‘truth’ 

discourses, required to ensure that all members experience the safe ‘roots’ and empowering 

‘wings’ that justice demands (see Chapter 5). 

 

AA shares many recovery principles with the WTS, but is based on a bottom-up (leaders ‘on 

tap’), anarchic or deliberative democratic structure, in contrast to the WTS’ top-down (leaders 

‘on top’), authoritarian, hierarchical Theo-democracy. A comparative study may identify the 

challenges and constraints of different political structures on an emerging organisational 

superorganism, and the implications to both freedom and survival of the organisation.  Of 

particular consequence is the need to identify sustainable levels and limits of non-conformity 

for a superorganism, so that the ‘protection’ (survival) and ‘production’ (security) functions 

are balanced for optimising life-chances in vulnerable populations.  There is also an urgent 

need to find more effective and just ways to maintain organisational boundaries in the WTS, 

in order to minimise the current tragic human costs which are sometimes fatal. 

The Watchtower Society as a Superorganism 

 

If a group sets out to destroy the current order, then society must be wary and try to 
minimize the possible conflict through measured and thoughtful action. Authorities 
must therefore use caution when dealing with millennial groups. They do not want to 
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confirm a group’s beliefs, but they must also prevent a group from quietly developing 
into a threat. It is a fine line that authorities must tread (Lee & Simms, 2007, p. 123).  
 

 

Central to the deconstruction of WTS freedom in this thesis, is the conceptualisation of the 

WTS as a superorganism. The WTS not only meets the criteria for functioning as a eusocial 

global superorganism, but its management strategies for which it is highly criticised by 

opponents –shunning and other prosocial punishments– are consistent with the requirements 

for the emergence and stability of eusocial groups (Aunger, 2017; Wade, 2009; D. S. Wilson, 

2002a; D. S. Wilson et al., 2013).  The human body as an example of a superorganism’s ‘factory 

within a fortress’ (Aunger, 2017, p. 4) moderates notions of freedom based on independence 

and internal resistance.  Boundaries, surveillance, ruthless efforts to eradicate threat, as well as 

selective and highly controlled information processing and storage, have been crucial for the 

transition to ultra-social living (p. 12). 

 

Evolution of social complexity requires effective coordination and control mechanisms to 

suppress or minimise internal disruptions to unity and productivity.  While chemical regulation 

(hormones, pheromones, neurochemical interactions) occurs at all levels of a superorganism’s 

establishment and maintenance, as for eusocial insects (Aunger, 2017), the role of discourse 

appears to be a unique evolutionary link to bind human groups of low genetic and cultural 

relatedness into a global ‘loving brotherhood’, as in the WTS superorganism.  However, current 

WTS management practices in three areas considered indispensable for the emergence and 

continued existence of human social superorganisms (Aunger, 2017), do not align well with 

liberal democratic principles of freedom and justice (Rawls, 1999a, 2001, 2005):  

1) Control through claims for privileged, exclusive status and disgust discourses;  

2) Enforcement by using prosocial punishments such as disfellowshipping; 

withholding or removing organisational ‘privileges’, and shunning;  
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3) Communication as information control and prioritising the reputation of the 

organisation over individual welfare and justice, as revealed in the Australian 

Royal Commission investigations into Child Sexual Abuse (Royal Commission 

into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, October, 2017, March 

10).   

 

 

The WTS’ harsh aggressive immune responses to perceived internal threats, while maintaining 

low internal resistance, are generating a human equivalent of the bacterial ‘superbug’ arms 

race. Disaffected ‘apostates’ are developing a virulent external (contesting discourses) and 

covert internal resistance (information leaks) that may prove disabling, and even terminal for 

the WTS with its currently inadequate therapeutic arsenal. Thus, on the basis of the findings of 

this research, WTS readjustments in two key areas are posited as vital to continued WTS 

prosperity and expanding freedoms: 

 

1.  Higher Education for promoting greater critical thinking skills and facilitating justice; 

2.  Higher Power for promoting unity, altruism and productivity. 

 

Higher Education 

 

An analysis of responses from a 2016 JW survey including 3,947 ‘inactive’ or ex-Jehovah’s 

Witnesses, and 826 Jehovah’s Witnesses who claim to be ‘active’ (attend meetings and 

participate in field ministry), confirms the Australian Royal Commission conclusion that WTS 

policies to protect women and children are inadequate (Redwood, 2017, October 9).  Redwood 
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also claims on the basis of ‘leaked’ legal documents and press releases, that the WTS has used 

unethical legal manoeuvres to avoid subpoenas and prosecution in ongoing cases of sexual 

abuse in the US and UK (Redwood, 2017, October 9).  Leaked legal and confidential WTS 

communications also suggests that the WTS is losing control over internal information 

available to the public and its own members.7  This signals a need for broader perspectives in 

WTS decision making, which correlates with Higher Education.  Indeed, the WTS’ negative 

perspective on Higher Education and its efforts to discourage youth from pursuing Higher 

Education, was ranked the least popular WTS teaching in the 2016 JW Survey (Redwood, 

2017, October 9).   

 

There are acknowledged risks to WTS unity and sacrificial service as Higher Education 

increases critical thinking skills and life-options.  Commitment to the common good may 

decline when there are more personally lucrative options.  Moreover, cooperation in a 

superorganism ‘requires a certain kind of person with a collective/cooperative kind of social 

psychology, or consciousness’  (Ratner, 2012, p. 197).  In the WTS, this subjectivity is 

discursively constructed as a ‘new personality’; one who identifies with the goals of the WTS, 

and finds its greatest joy in collective service (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2013, 

September 15).8 Collective solidarity, common purposes, effective communication, mutual 

understanding, and emotional convergence, characterise those with a collective social 

psychology (Ratner, 2012, p. 197).  Those who value independence, or who are unable to match 

a preferred ‘new (WTS) personality’, may find that Higher Education offers more personally 

rewarding lifestyles. Thus, the fear driving WTS discourses on the dangers of Higher Education 

is legitimate in the context of protecting the superorganism and its productivity.  Nevertheless, 

                                                
7 See the ‘Faith Leaks’ site at 
https://faithleaks.org/wiki/index.php?title=Jehovah%27s_Witness_Palmer_Congregation_Sexual_Abuse_Investi
gation.  Also http://avoidjw.org/letters/ for letters to Elders and Congregations. 
8 Have you been transformed? The Watchtower, 17-21. 
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since the WTS is no longer able to control information, and discouraging Higher Education is 

creating a backlash of resentment and opposition; more positive ways of protecting unity, 

productivity, and justice, must be imagined.   

 

LDS church practices provide examples of how Higher Education may be successfully 

combined with WTS ministry to contribute to both the WTS and individual member 

empowerment.  The LDS Church values and promotes Higher Education for its members, and 

has established two programs to assist poorer and disadvantaged members to gain skills and 

education: the Perpetual Education Fund,9 a revolving fund that offers repayable loans to LDS 

‘worthy’ members in poorer countries, and Pathway, a scheme to enable disadvantaged 

members in more affluent countries gain university qualifications at a fraction of the cost 

usually levied for course fees.10  The LDS Church practice of assisting disadvantaged members 

to gain Higher Education reveals that it is mutually rewarding to both the individual and the 

church.   

 

A benefit of the LDS educational programs is the gratitude and loyalty of members who have 

been given opportunities in life previously denied them, and the greater capacity of these 

members to subsequently contribute to the LDS Church in their monetary contributions and 

service.11  In the WTS, those who forgo Higher Education for full-time voluntary service may 

find themselves having to work long hours just to support themselves, which means fewer 

hours available for other commitments, including WTS service.  Moreover, the options for 

                                                
9 For details on the Perpetual Education Fund go to (https://www.ldsphilanthropies.org/perpetual-education-
fund.html). 
10 In May 2017, the Australian cost for one credit unit of study in the initial prepatory Pathway program was $57 
https://pathway.lds.org/. 
11 Rodney Stark has calculated that in an average American LDS congregation, the voluntary service hours of the 
members equals 10-15 full time employees (Stark, 2005, p. 90). This level of voluntary labour would possibly be 
exceeded in WTS congregations of a similar size. 
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employment for Jehovah’s Witnesses without Higher Education are more limited, even though 

members may develop valuable skills by participating in WTS programs: honesty; self-control, 

perseverance; courteous speech; public speaking skills; organisational skills; building skills; 

time management etc.  Perhaps more drastic, JWs without Higher Education may reach 

retirement age with no resources to compensate for declining health (Grundy, nd-a).12 

 

Jehovah’s Witness youth who take up pioneering on leaving school, a recommended and 

common practice in the WTS, could be offered assistance for gaining extra educational 

qualifications after pioneering for two years to prove their dedication to the WTS.  Assistance 

could take the form of repayable loans for college and university tuition where free education 

is not available and is unaffordable.  For some, all that may be required is an adjustment of 

pioneering hours to enable students to attend lectures and prepare assignments. 

 

Another LDS practice that could be adopted in the WTS, is to encourage students who are 

pioneering to enrol in distance education.  These students could meet weekly at a Kingdom 

Hall to discuss challenges, share ideas, and encourage each other to persevere when motivation 

wanes. A room in a Kingdom Hall could be set up as a study area for students whose home 

circumstances are not conducive to quiet reading and reflection.  Higher Education has the 

potential to revitalise the greatest source of WTS’ resilience and success –its Higher Power– 

the emergent spirit of a community ‘working shoulder to shoulder’, emotionally synchronised, 

and focused on living in harmony with one another in a discursively constructed spiritual 

paradise. This is addressed in the next section. 

                                                
12‘Jehovah's Witnesses and Higher Education’ at https://www.jwfacts.com/watchtower/higher-education-
university.php. 
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Higher Power 

 
The Higher Power which emerges from a community that functions as its visible body, operates 

as an immune system (Campbell, 2006; Esposito & Campbell, 2006), and as an emotional 

contagion force (Nakahashi & Ohtsuki, 2015; Rempala, 2013; Tee, 2015; Vijayalakshmi & 

Bhattacharyya, 2012).  As an immune system, the Higher Power discriminates between those 

who identify with the host superorganism and match its preferred subjectivity, and those who 

are unwilling or unable to conform to the WTS’ requirements and heterosexual norms.  As an 

emotional contagion, the Higher Power can be manipulated by leaders to ‘shape’ the 

ambience/spirit in an organisation through emotional convergence (Tee, 2015, pp. 637, 660).  

The intensity of emotional convergence in an organisation depends on a strong identification 

between members, and a shared sense of threat (Nakahashi & Ohtsuki, 2015, p. 485).   

 

The Higher Power of emotional convergence, when it promotes cooperation, enthusiasm and 

positive perspectives, enhances social learning and production.  Since emotional convergence 

as Higher Power can be used to inspire, unite, and foster collective projects, the WTS might 

benefit from a greater use of activities known to positively influence emotions and increase 

community attachment and cohesion.  Self-focused humour and artistic performances are 

already enthusiastically applauded on special occasions such as WTS international 

conventions.  Incorporating international cultural performances routinely into conventions, 

assemblies, and witnessing activities, might serve as positive attraction, to replace current out-

dated negative control and enforcement mechanisms.  Promotion of the WTS through door–to-

door ministry and witnessing carts is becoming increasingly unproductive in the more affluent 

countries which provide most of the finance for WTS’ global activities.13  The AA motto of 

                                                
13 The number of hours of witnessing in relation to baptisms of new converts is growing exponentially in 
developed countries. Paul Grundy graphically depicts statistics on Jehovah’s Witnesses derived from publisher’s 
reports from 1960-2017 at https://www.jwfacts.com/watchtower/statistics.php, accessed 11 February, 2018. 
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‘attraction rather than promotion’ may offer a way forward for the WTS, to continue providing 

belonging, hope, and meaning, to those who may not have been able to find it elsewhere. 

“Not of Our Sort” 

 

They went out from us, but they were not of our sort; for if they had been of our sort, 
they would have remained with us.  But they went out so that it might be shown that 
not all are of our sort (1 John 2:19, NWT, 2013). 

 

We are convinced to a man that alcoholics of our type are in the grip of a progressive 
illness. Over any considerable period we get worse, never better. We are like men who 
have lost their legs; they never grow new ones. Neither does there appear to be any kind 
of treatment which will make alcoholics of our kind like other men (AA Services, 2001, 
pp. 30, 31). 
 
 

An analysis of the research data in Chapters 5 and 6, indicated that unity based on shared 

identity and a measure of conformity, correlated with a sense of belonging and bonding in 

subjects.  Conversely, to the extent that subjects are perceived as deviating from a preferred 

subjectivity, group relationships may be more superficial, and in extreme cases, pathological 

and destructive towards them.  This phenomenon appears to apply regardless of whether an 

organisation presents as liberal or conservative.  Indeed, liberal and conservative labels 

function as somewhat empty signifiers in the far more nuanced and complex organisational 

systems.   

 

While this research project demonstrated the adverse consequences for WTS members failing 

to match a preferred WTS habitus, JWs with SSA did not necessarily find greater inclusion and 

justice in the larger society (see Chapter 6).  Thus, comparing the WTS with other 

organisations, and particularly those which claim to be liberal and representative democracies, 
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such as AA and the Seventh-day Adventist Church,14 can provide further insights on the 

relationship between political and cultural diversity and the emergence of Higher Power as 

community ‘spirit’. 

 

While the Third Tradition in Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) puts the onus for qualifying as a 

member of AA on the member’s ‘desire to stop drinking’ (AA World Services, 2005, p. 139), 

AA circuit ‘speakers’ go to great lengths to justify their status as ‘real alcoholics’.15  The 

discursive existence of ‘real alcoholics’ presupposes the presence of ‘others’ who are not ‘real 

alcoholics’ and therefore do not ‘really’ belong.  Some very prominent speakers such as Clancy 

I; Chris R, and Ray O (now deceased),16 state categorically that at best, alcoholics ‘not of our 

type’ rarely stay in AA long-term, and at worst, detract from AA by introducing ‘outside issues’ 

(AA World Services, 2005, p. 176). Thus, despite a more liberal organisational structure than 

the WTS, inclusion in AA beyond superficial courtesy is often conditional on shared identity.  

Moreover, since each AA group is autonomous, what is valued in each group may differ.  This 

can create instability, confusion and insecurity when members move between groups.  It may 

also lead to inter- and intra-group animosity, with accusations of ‘Nazi sponsors’ and ‘Gestapo 

surveillance’ by disaffected members.  Thus critics, detractors and defectors are common to 

both democracies and theocracies.  The difference is in how democracies and theocracies 

respond to them. 

                                                
14 Ronald Lawson (referenced in this thesis), an SDA gay man, has produced several scholarly articles comparing 
the WTS with the SDA Church, but I have not been able to find similar comparisons between the WTS and AA. 
15 After listening to several thousand ‘speaker’ talks on various AA websites, common patterns and features 
emerge: 1) Establishing oneself as a ‘real’ alcoholic, either by recounting previous deviant and destructive 
behaviours; a sense of not ‘fitting in’ in general society; ‘feeling at home’ only with other AA members; control 
and choice issues in drinking alcohol, and the need for a Higher Power to stop drinking; 2) Contrasting themselves 
with social and heavy drinkers, and other ‘addicts’ to emphasise that they are ‘not like them’. 3) Alcohol is not 
the problem for alcoholics; it is a solution/self-medication that has serious side-effects.  For Alcoholics, life is the 
problem, and in AA, the remedy is not ‘treatment’ but fellowship and a communal Higher Power that functions 
as a frontal lobe support to re-educate the habitus. 
16 There are many talks by these speakers on AA websites that enable mp3 downloads. Two excellent sites are 
https://www.wejoy.org/ and https://sobercast.com/. 
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Contesting Discourses of Freedom in the Watchtower Society 

 

Disaffected WTS members, and non-member critics, challenge the claim that the WTS offers 

freedom in any useful form.  Pre-empting this potential response to my thesis, I wish to 

acknowledge that I recognise current WTS discourses which compromise and severely erode 

freedom for certain groups within the WTS.  In prioritising the reputation and welfare of the 

WTS superorganism, the lives of individual members can appear to be secondary, dispensable 

considerations for WTS leaders, as concluded in the Australian Royal Commission 

investigations (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, 

August 14, 2015, July; August, 2016, October, 2017, March 10).  Thus, a brief recapitulation 

and summary of identified issues which need urgent attention in the WTS follows. 

Shunning 

 

For those who subsequently leave the WTS, a lack of educational qualifications often causes 

hardship, and great resentment and animosity towards the WTS.  Faithful members, who are 

disadvantaged by a lack of preparation for their future, perhaps cling to the hope of an imminent 

paradise earth as a way to endure current privations.  Members who initially joined the WTS 

to increase their chances of survival and security, and then leave, may find that detaching from 

a superorganism which has been the central core of their lives and hope, is akin to a death 

experience.  Shunning effectively reinforces the ‘death experience’ since family members and 

friends are removed from the lives of former members in the same way that death cuts off 

association.  The stages of grieving may never end, even if the subjects are able to move on 

with their lives.   
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Shunning is a deliberate, fear-driven attempt by the WTS to minimise emotional and 

intellectual contamination of loyal members by apostates. It has a rational foundation. Rempala 

(2013), is his empirical study of 162 undergraduate students found that dissociation was the 

only effective strategy for limiting emotional contagion (p. 1528).  Moreover, Rempala found 

that reflection and empathic engagement increased susceptibility (p. 1528), thus confirming the 

pragmatic stance of the WTS against ‘apostates’.  Shunning in the WTS is considered a form 

of (tough) love, to coerce erring and disaffected members back to compliance, but it is also an 

effective quarantine strategy to avoid infection with attitudes and perspectives that might 

compromise member loyalty and unity in the WTS.   

 

While emotional contagion operates below the level of consciousness and cognition, which 

distinguishes it from empathy; it requires a healthy brain to process and synchronise facial 

expressions, vocalisations, postures and movements of another person (Rempala, 2013, p. 

1528).  In fact, people with high psychopathological scores are less predisposed to experience 

emotional contagion to the same extent as those with a low psychopathic score (Luckhurst, 

2014, pp. iii, iv).  Moreover, emotional contagion does not necessarily lead to empathy, and 

may actually lead to personal distress and a decreased tendency to help others (Rempala, 2013, 

p. 1528).  Finding more socially acceptable ways of minimising disorder and disunity in the 

WTS is thus a challenge, for which Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) may offer some experience 

and hope.  

 

There is no shunning or excommunication in AA, however, non-conformers in AA are likely 

to forfeit emotional contagion as ‘bonding’, which effectively emotionally isolates and 

marginalises members.  Moreover, shunning is a common practice in human relationships, even 

without a formal doctrine mandating it in particular circumstances. People block 
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communications and defriend on social media; they use the ‘silent treatment’ in personal 

conflicts, and are selective in their choice of friends.  Thus, the problem of shunning in the 

WTS is not individual shunning based on personal grievances or incompatibility.  Shunning in 

the WTS is a corporate weapon used to intimidate and disempower, sometimes with fatal 

consequences. As such, the community must be accountable and held responsible for the 

tragedies, even if members were ‘just following orders’. 

Blood Transfusions 

 
The issue of blood transfusions in the WTS is not whether blood transfusions save lives or 

increase morbidity and mortality, since there are instances of both outcomes, and moreover, 

the WTS doctrine on blood is not related to whether transfusions save earthly lives (see Chapter 

2).  A genealogy on the issue of blood transfusions in the WTS shows that this doctrine was 

likely instituted as a purity moral code to increase the separation and tension between the WTS 

and the ‘world’, but is ultimately a test of loyalty when members choose death over a blood 

transfusion (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society. 1994, May 22, pp. 3-8)17.  However, it has 

had some embarrassing consequences for the WTS.18  Paul Grundy (2015, March) also notes 

the double standard and language games involved in processes aimed at resolving incongruities 

on the ‘blood issue’: 

Transfusing blood remained a conscience matter during the 1950's and was not a 
disfellowshipping offence (Watchtower 1958 Aug 1 p.478). 

Beginning with the Watchtower 1961 Jan 15 pp.63-64, blood transfusions became a 
disfellowshipping offence, highlighting the importance this doctrine had become to the 
Watchtower Society.  

                                                
17 He remembered the creator in the days of his youth. Awake!, 3-8. 
18 For those interested in reading further in this area, Paul Grundy’s JW Facts page on ‘Jehovah’s Witnesses and 
Blood Transfusions’ provides a comprehensive genealogy on the Blood issue, available at 
https://jwfacts.com/watchtower/blood-transfusions.php.  See also the AJWRB website at ajwrb.org. 
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Since 2000, Jehovah's Witnesses have been allowed to transfuse many…blood factors. 
Quite startling, once broken down into fractions a Witness can transfuse 100% of blood. 
(Grundy, 2015, March). 

 

It appears that the blood issue in the WTS has become a potential legal liability without serving 

either the loyalty or unity needs of the organisation. And yet, as in the WTS’ positive impact 

on First Amendment freedoms in the US, the WTS is credited with inspiring the development 

of bloodless medicine that is increasingly hailed as the ‘Gold Standard’ in medical and surgical 

procedures.19 It appears that a requirement for changing habituated patterns of thinking in 

general society (and the medical profession), is a group of people who are prepared to die for 

their beliefs (or for medical and social experiments).  However, the recent disclaimers for 

Governing Body inspiration, and acknowledgement that these leaders have made mistakes 

(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2017, February, pp. 23-28),20 suggests a WTS trajectory 

towards eventually making blood transfusions a genuine conscience matter.21   

Subordination of Women and Child Sexual Abuse 

 

There is no doubt that the female role in the WTS is subordinate to men’s opportunities for 

leadership and decision making, as concluded in the Royal Commission findings (Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, August 14, 2015, July; 

August, 2016, October, 2017, March 10).  Although the lives of many women who join the 

WTS are improved through transformation of destructive habits and relationships (see Chapter 

                                                
19 A series of videos on YouTube, from the March 2014 Conference on bloodless Surgery at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JOPpyIz7jGQ, emphasise the need for safe and transfusion-free medical and 
surgical techniques to reduce the many risks associated with blood transfusions. 
20 Who is Leading God's People Today? The Watchtower  (Study Edition), 23-28. 
21 The WTS already makes claims that the issue of blood transfusions is a conscience matter. However, this claim 
masks the fact that a member who willingly accepts a blood transfusion is regarded as demonstrating that they no 
longer wish to be a Jehovah’s Witness, and are thus disassociating themselves. They are therefore shunned as 
disassociated ex-members. See https://www.jwfacts.com/watchtower/bulgaria-blood-transfusions.php. 
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5), and leadership roles in the WTS are seen as time-consuming and stressful, even by some 

males;22 male-only leadership and decision making which marginalises the female perspective 

and oversight, constructs a potentially unsafe environment for women and children.  In 

addition, because the WTS, like AA, attracts subjects who may have exhausted their 

opportunities in general society, such as former criminals and socially alienated persons, 

tragedies can occur when women and children’s needs for protection are not prioritised.  There 

have been murders of women and children, and sexual predation, in both the WTS and AA, 

which may have been prevented if women had had more input into constructing and monitoring 

safe environments in both communities23 (Bogart & Pearce, 2003; Cleary, 2009, October 27; 

Glaser, 2014, Novermber 29; Kostelniuk, 2004, August 25; Royal Commission into 

Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, August 14, 2015, July; August, 2016, 

October, 2017, March 10). 

Global Pluralism and Freedom 

 

As a global society with the resources of the privileged, the WTS has the ability to:  assist its 

poorer members in practical ways; equalise access to WTS constructed information; litigate 

against injustices, and serve as a model of what can be achieved when diverse peoples of the 

world come to see each other as belonging to one family, invested in each other’s security and 

well-being (i.e. function as a superorganism).  When survival is precarious, self-preservation 

becomes the primary drive unless there are higher claims on one’s behaviour (Frankl, 1984, 

pp. 23, 24).  The WTS can thus be represented as a global fear-management program based on: 

                                                
22 One of the common complaints of men who leave the WTS is the time-consuming nature and stress of leadership 
‘privileges’. Also, the fact that the WTS needs to constantly remind men to ‘reach out for privileges’ (of 
leadership), indicates that not all men appreciate the extra workload leadership entails. 
23 AA does not discriminate between males and females in terms of leadership responsibilities. However, AA 
draws on a population, which due to substance addiction, can exhibit dangerous behaviours and put vulnerable 
and trusting members at risk. Women in AA need to be vigilant in protecting themselves in the same way that 
women in the WTS need to be active in guarding the safety of women and children. 
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collective security; non-violent resistance to oppression; using litigation and appeal to human 

rights’ courts for justice; a self-sacrificing and caring multiracial, multiethnic and multilingual 

‘brotherhood’ (superorganism), and a commitment to building a spiritual (discursive) paradise.  

In line with Hegel’s ‘cunning of reason’, whereby true social and political outcomes are only 

realised in hindsight (G.W.F.  Hegel, [1837] 2001, pp. 47, 51, 348), the above factors may yet 

prove to be essential requirements for multiple, free and peaceful, global societies (Global 

Pluralism). 

Information Control 

 
The internet is making it increasingly more difficult for the WTS to control the information 

and counter-discourses available to its members.  This constitutes a very real threat to the WTS, 

which has responded with its own attractive, comprehensive websites, offering most of its 

current publications and a range of broadcasting services with live streaming and on-demand 

videos and other media.24  It is an encouraging example of how general society, modern 

technology, and religious organisations moderate each other, pushing each other’s boundaries 

towards greater openness and freedom.  Nevertheless, tight boundaries, prosocial punishments 

and the insularity of the WTS, may have been indispensable for WTS survival as a 

superorganism.  Boundaries, which assist the immune system in its defence processes, are vital 

at every level of existence.  Remove a cell membrane, and the cell dies.  Break open the skin 

of a human body and infection may lead to disability or death.  Dispense with a nation-state 

boundary and its military protective forces, and a whole society is put at risk.  Delegitimise an 

authoritative community discourse that has promoted loyalty, unity and productivity, and 

disorder and defection may increase.  Information control is thus an immune response to 

perceived threat. 

                                                
24 www.jw.org  and  www.tv.jw.org  
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A superorganism cannot survive without a functioning immune system. To change immune 

responses that are proving counter-productive to protection (survival) and production 

(security), requires re-educating the immune system.  In the individual human superorganism, 

this takes the form of chemical adjustments, desensitisation treatments, vaccination, 

immunotherapy and biofeedback technologies. For the WTS as a eusocial superorganism, 

revision of its authoritative defining and disgust discourses is necessary to modify practices 

which no longer serve the needs of cohesion, protection and production.  The declining efficacy 

of habituated WTS practices for control, enforcement and communication, suggests that the 

WTS needs to explore the creative possibilities that Higher Education generates, to devise 

alternate strategies for fostering loyalty and ‘informed compliance’ in the WTS.  Participating 

in a ‘loving international brotherhood’, prosocial altruism, and cooperative achievements that 

benefit the marginalised and alienated on a global scale, can be its own intrinsic reward  (Van 

Tongeren et al., 2016).  Informed compliance, then, is entirely consistent with the freedom of 

an individual to pursue personal aspirations, and social justice. 

 

While some ex-JW members25 are predicting the demise of the WTS, pointing to the October 

3, 2015 WTS Annual Meeting26 announcement on downsizing WTS publications; building 

projects, and subsidised service personnel (Special Pioneers; Bethel Workers in the various 

branches; Missionaries), these strategies can also be seen as the flexibility that enables an 

organisation to adapt to changing circumstances, and the willingness to forfeit current gains for 

greater opportunities in the future.27   

                                                
25 See jwsurvey.org/category/downsizing (accessed Jan 6, 2016) for various articles related to cuts to WTS 
projects and disaffection among ex-JWs as well as JWs affected by the downsizing. 
26 The entire 2015 WTS Annual Meeting is available on tv.jw.org, Programs and Events: Annual Meeting, 
accessed December 25, 2015. 
27 The demographics of the WTS is changing, with the greatest member growth in poorer countries (See 
Watchtower Yearbooks available at www.jw.org).  Compensation for child sexual abuse cases exposed in the 
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Reflection on Methodology and Social Theories  

 
 
In deliberating on the methodology and social theories used in this thesis, a few comments may 

be useful for others contemplating research on the WTS. 

 

Genealogy and Macro-Level Content Analysis 

 
 
In any study of the WTS, Genealogy and Macro-Level content analysis are excellent research 

instruments in view of the changing nature of WTS doctrines and practices, and the WTS as a 

textual regime.  The scope of this thesis on freedom did not allow for a comprehensive 

genealogy of all practices related to freedom in the WTS.  However, this thesis establishes that 

a genealogy of WTS teachings and practices is indispensable to an understanding of the WTS 

as a religion that makes claims for a unique and exclusive divine status.   

 

Deconstruction of WTS practices requires a form of critical discourse analysis since both unity 

and productivity in the WTS are initiated and driven by authoritative discourses –a ‘truth’ 

regime.  It is also crucial to differentiate between discourses constructed for ‘insiders’ and 

‘outsiders’, and to recognise that the WTS views ‘the whole world—including false religion, 

corrupt politics, and greedy commercialism—… under the Devil’s control’ (Watchtower Bible 

and Tract Society, 2018, October, p. 7).28 

 

The Watchtower and Awake! are the most widely published and translated journals in 
the world! Because they have broad international exposure, the cover subjects are 
designed to appeal to people everywhere. We should use them as tools to stimulate a 

                                                
2015 Australian Royal Commission investigation, and other countries, is also likely to drain the financial 
resources of the WTS in the short-term, thus the recent downsizing of major projects and subsidised personnel 
can also be considered wise management strategies for the present time and situation.  
28 Watchtower Bible and Tract Society. (2018). Speaking the truth. The Watchtower (Study Edition), 3-9.  
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person’s interest in what really matters in life today. So that we can put these magazines 
in the right hands, however, we need to know the intended audience for each journal.  
 

Awake! is designed for readers who may have little or no knowledge of the Bible. They 
may know nothing about Christian teachings, they may be somewhat distrustful of 
religion, or they may be unaware that the Bible has practical value. A primary objective 
of Awake! Is to convince the reader that God exists. (Rom. 1:20; Heb. 11:6) It also aims 
to help the reader build faith that the Bible “truthfully is . . . the word of God.” (1 Thess. 
2:13) The three cover topics for 2018 are: “The Way of Happiness,” “12 Secrets of 
Successful Families,” and “Help for Those Who Grieve.” 
 
The Watchtower, public edition, focuses on spiritual matters for those who have a 
measure of respect for God and his Word. Although they may have some knowledge of 
the Bible, they do not accurately understand its teachings. (Rom.10:2; 1 Tim. 2:3, 4) 
The three cover topics for 2018 answer the questions: “Is the Bible Still Relevant 
Today?,” “What Does the Future Hold?,” and “Does God Care About You?” 
(Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2018, October, p. 14).29

 

 
 

Biopower, Immunology and ‘Higher Power’ 

 
 
This area proved a productive avenue for exploring the way fear, power and immuno-political 

strategies account for various practices and achievements in the WTS.  Increasing knowledge 

in immunology enables ‘thinking otherwise’ when applied analogically to human and group 

relationships.  For example, the self/not-self reductionist views of the social immune system 

that has fostered exclusion on racist or cultural differences, must now be replaced with 

paradigms that confirm diversity and interdependence as essential to survival (see Chapter 3). 

The immune system is concerned with danger, regardless of the source: ‘insider’ (tumours) or 

‘outsider’ (pathogens), thus ‘us’ and ‘them’ distinctions, alone, can be counter-productive in 

community regulation.  Moreover, in relation to the human immune system, the biological 

sciences have established that micro-organism ‘outsiders’ are crucial to human survival 

(Dietert, 2016).  We cannot even digest our food without ‘outsider’ help, and if we destroy our 

                                                
29 Teaching the truth. The Watchtower (Study Edition), 10-16. 
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‘foreign’ neighbours, we succumb to autoimmune diseases; in other words, we kill ourselves 

(Dietert, 2016).   

 

The WTS, while having an exemplary record in relation to the inclusion of different races and 

ethnic groups, unfortunately appears to be functioning as an autoimmune disorder towards its 

own population of members with same-sex-attraction. The indifference towards, or outright 

demonization of WTS ‘outsiders’ also raises an alert, in view of the fact that these ‘outsiders’ 

are providing much of the social and political infrastructure which enables WTS members, 

particularly in privileged countries, to live healthy, productive and comfortable lives.  While 

‘us and them’ discrimination may have been a useful strategy in the past for protecting WTS 

boundaries; it is increasingly becoming counter-productive and pathogenic to continued WTS 

viability.  Finding more effective ways of promoting both unity and justice in the WTS would 

thus constitute a valuable future research focus. 

Hegel’s Master-Slave Paradigm and Cunning of Reason 

 
 
Hegel’s Master-Slave and cunning of reason paradigms proved valuable interpretive lenses to 

disrupt the common view that a ‘master’ automatically signals an oppressive relationship.  The 

life-stories of converts to the WTS in Chapter 5 showed that their individual pre-conversion, 

autonomous ‘rational’ thinking, enslaved rather than emancipated them.  Conversely, the 

Master-Slave paradigm portends the vulnerability of the master, who is dependent on the slave 

for manifesting its presence in the material world.  In conjunction with Foucault’s theory of 

Biopower, Hegel’s Master-Slave paradigm endorsed the understanding that the WTS 

Governing Body ‘Faithful and Discreet Slave’ is indeed anointed and appointed by Jehovah’s 

Spirit, which emerges from the community of believers. In other words, Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
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themselves, authorise and sustain the WTS Governing Body (see Chapter 7).  However, 

Hegel’s cunning of reason cautions on simplistic conclusions and predictions, as hindsight 

often proves them wrong.  This applies equally to the conclusions of this thesis. 

Bourdieu’s Habitus and Addiction Theories 

 
 
An understanding of current addiction theories, aligned with Bourdieu’s theory on the habitus, 

expanded understandings of the way discourse becomes embodied, and functions as our view 

of the world and our ‘common sense’.  Extending addiction theories to life experiences, such 

as religious beliefs, romantic attachments, food preferences, exercise regimes, and sexual 

drives (see Chapters 2 & 5), however, suggests that the label ‘addiction’ is an empty signifier 

and needs further clarification in specific contexts: destructive habit; learning disorder; 

pleasurable activity; health-compromising practice; relationship bonding emotion etc.  This 

reconceptualising of addiction is particularly relevant to the following section on future 

directions in research. 

Future Directions in Research 

 

An organisation with an equally impressive record of recovery to the WTS –freedom from the 

bondage of destructive addictions and the associated crime and violence- is Alcoholics 

Anonymous (AA).  AA is also a global organisation which does not interfere in the politics of 

general society.  Like the WTS, AA is a multiracial, multiethnic, multilingual global ‘people’, 

inviting others to join and avoid unnecessary death; find belonging, and have the hope of a 

better future.  Both organisations: 

• Can identify people who would have died prematurely if they had not joined their 
respective organisations;   
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• Welcome and embrace subjects who are disadvantaged, despised, and marginalised in 

general society;   
 

• Have subjects with dual identities who prioritise their organisational affiliation over 
sexual orientation: JW with SSA; AA and Gay; 
 

• Revere a particular text: The Bible (WTS); the ‘Big Book’ (AA);  
 

• Regard ‘carrying the message’ as the main reason for their existence (Bill W. AA World 
Services, 2009, p. 160; Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2001, April 1, p. 18);  
 

• Are organised around a problem and its solution:   
 

a) WTS: inherited ‘sinful’ tendencies lead to ‘sinful’ actions and death. 
The WTS discursively offers eternal life through Jehovah’s forgiveness; 
Jesus’ ransom sacrifice; and an individual’s submission, obedience, 
loyalty; service, and new attachments;  
 

b) AA: excessive fear in its various manifestations, leads to habituated 
antisocial behaviours, and destructive self-medication with alcohol. The 
AA fellowship (Higher Power) offers social support and guidance for 
developing more productive attitudes, attachments and behaviours. 

 
• Both organisations subscribe to a Higher Power, by which members, through surrender 

and compliance, are transformed. 
 

Unlike in the WTS, however, there is no excommunication or policy of shunning in AA, and 

directives in AA are regarded as ‘suggestions’, not commands (Bill W., 2005).30  The political 

structures of the respective organisations are also at opposite ends of the liberal (AA) – 

conservative pole (WTS).  In the pyramid structure of the WTS, the eight men who comprise 

the ‘Faithful and Discreet Slave’ (FDS), direct and oversee the running of the global 

                                                
30 There were excommunications and commands in early AA history, but Bill W. realised that alcoholics would 
not stand for authoritarian tactics and was forced to moderate commands into ‘suggestions’ and discourage 
attempts to excommunicate unruly members.  There are audio downloads by Bill W. and other pioneers such as 
Sybil C, and Marty M, who give first-hand experiences of these changes in organisation and group policies. These 
talks are available for download from http://www.xa-speakers.org/ and http://silkworth.net/freestuff.html. 
Information on these issues is also available in the AA books: Language of the Heart (Bill W. AA World Services, 
2009) and Alcoholics Anonymous Comes of Age (Bill W., 2005). 



303 

organisation (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 2013, July 15, pp. 20-25).31  In AA as an 

inverted pyramid, AA General Service Office ‘trusted servants’ are elected, to assist members 

in: publishing and translating; organising conventions; dealing with the distribution of 

resources, and responding to inquiries and complaints  (General Service Conference & Bill W., 

2015 [1962]).32  Moreover, the WTS and AA, as two global organisations, co-exist respectfully.  

Some WTS members have even availed themselves of AA support without incurring 

disciplinary measures.33  A comparative study may therefore inform on how to promote 

freedom in a eusocial human superorganism, that balances independence and interdependence, 

and that aligns more closely with liberal democratic principles of freedom. 

 

There is an urgent need for further exploration of the concept of human superorganisms in 

relation to future survival, as limited planetary resources need to be shared among a larger 

population.  Most of the world’s population already lives in poverty or unequal access to basic 

necessities.  Those who assert that ‘we’ now live in the best, most peaceful and prosperous 

times, need to qualify who the ‘we’ exactly are (Strauss, 2016, October 6). The WTS, as a 

global superorganism, made up of members from all ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds, 

may actually have a more realistic appreciation of what is required to survive as a ‘people’ in 

uncertain and chaotic times:  

• Simplify material aspirations;  

• Prioritise practical skills34 and knowledge over philosophical deliberation;  

                                                
31 "Who Really is the Faithful and Discreet Slave?". The Watchtower, Study Edition, 20-25. 
32 The A.A. Service Manual and Twelve Concepts for World Service. New York, NY: General Service Office of 
Alcoholics Anonymous. 
33 Online blogs on a JW forum website detail the need for some WTS members to get extra help from AA for 
their alcohol abuse, since the WTS solution of ‘pray, read the scriptures and do more witnessing work’ may not 
solve the problem quickly enough to avoid WTS disciplinary action for ‘drunkenness’. 
34 Practical skills include professional occupations such as medical doctors, nurses and researchers; lawyers; 
scientists; researchers in the technology area; environmental protection officers; teachers, as well as construction 
and maintenance workers. The WTS is as dependent on these human resources as other human groups in this 
‘system’, although they claim that many of these services will not be required in the ‘new system’. 
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• Be willing to share and help each other as members of the same family and 

superorganism;  

• Dedicate one’s life to the common good of the community;  

• Remain loyal and obedient to leaders to protect unity and maintain cooperation and 

self-sacrificing service.35   

 

As in the contribution the WTS has made to American First Amendment Freedoms, which is 

only now becoming more widely appreciated, the influence and impact of the WTS’ role as a 

global superorganism has yet to be determined.36  It is only in hindsight that it will be possible 

to evaluate the real significance of the WTS to global freedom in the form of survival, security 

and service (meaning and purpose).  For now, approximately eight million members world-

wide, are subscribing to the WTS as the ‘only true freedom’ on the earth today. 

Conclusion 

 
The findings of this research project suggest that the Watchtower Society (WTS) has 

contributed positively, and extended freedoms, to individuals and the larger society.  On the 

individual level, the WTS has functioned as an effective recovery community for various 

addictions and destructive behaviours. Those whose lives have been transformed from 

destructive addictions have been able to participate more productively in the WTS, and life 

generally, and have usually gained the freedom of better health, social support, and increased 

longevity.  At the social level, the WTS has been able to extend freedom of conscience, speech 

and movement in American society, with its impact on the global scene yet to be determined.  

                                                
35 This list is a summary of WTS principles derived from WTS publications used throughout this thesis, and in 
annual convention talks in recent years (2015-2017). 
36 James T. Richardson (2017) has collated instances of WTS litigation and freedom outcomes for Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in  European countries. See also video and PowerPoint by James T. Richardson from the 2014 CESNUR 
conference held at Waco, Texas, Jehovah’s Witnesses in Court in Europe: Trailblazing for Religious Freedom, 
available online at http://www.cesnur.org/2014/waco-cyberpro.htm, accessed 23 January, 2018. 
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In terms of the discursive construction of social reality and organisational freedom, the WTS 

appears to be struggling to control: 1) the influence of counter-discourses on its members and 

potential converts through the internet and ‘apostates’; 2) flagging enthusiasm of WTS 

members (particularly in more prosperous countries), evidenced by the theme ‘Don’t Give Up!’ 

in district conventions and Circuit assemblies for 2017-2018, and 3) ‘Leaks’ of confidential 

documents which reveal internal (often legal) concerns and workings. 

  

There is also a growing corpus of critical literature that reveals the damaging effects of some 

WTS policies and practices, on those who are at risk of marginalisation, and even abuse, in the 

WTS:  children; women; LGBT subjects, and those who for various reasons are unable to 

conform to the preferred WTS subjectivity.  While the WTS empowers and enables recovery 

of subjects whose life-chances have been compromised by destructive addictions; at the same 

time, it potentially compromises the life-chances of those it discourages from Higher 

Education; by its medical directives in the area of blood transfusions, particularly where the 

medical profession is unaware of, or has no access to, viable alternatives, and through its out-

dated judicial system, which has at times, protected perpetrators of abuse (Royal Commission 

into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015, August 14, 2015, July; August, 2016, 

October, 2017, March 10). 

 

The underlying factor driving the policies and practices of the WTS was found to be fear. 

Although fear is necessary for survival, and is an incentive for developing hope and freedom, 

it can also be manipulated to exploit human resources and labour, such that subjects may 

neglect reasonable preparation for personal success and well-being.  Apocalyptic narratives, as 

discourses of fear and hope are particularly successful tools for generating fear and aspirations 

for collective security.  While people often come together in times of disaster to help one 



306 

another, apocalyptic movements are pre-emptive efforts for security, forming a tight 

community which may develop into a superorganism.  Superorganisms are characterised by a 

division of labour, with workers sacrificially devoting their energy and skills to common 

survival, security and expansion.   

 

To function as a superorganism requires a commitment to a set of core principles which confer 

shared identity, unity and accountability.  The WTS satisfies the criteria for functioning as a 

superorganism: tight boundaries; cost-benefit equivalence; common consent; monitoring; 

graduated sanctions; conflict resolution mechanisms; personal choice in areas that do not 

infringe WTS principles (superficial multiculturalism), and across-group coordination (D. S. 

Wilson et al., 2013).  Human social superorganisms, as this research project reveals, are driven 

by ‘truth’ discourses.  The various forms of freedom experienced by WTS members may 

depend on their ontological understanding of these ‘truth’ discourses.  Those who accept WTS 

discourses as literal truth, and are constituted as a WTS preferred habitus, may enjoy freedom 

as belonging, hope, meaning and purpose. By contrast, the believing Jehovah’s Witnesses with 

same sex attraction in this study, struggle for freedom within the WTS, misrecognised as 

defective subjectivities. ‘Underground’ Jehovah’s Witnesses, who risk their own membership 

to try and protect fellow members from potentially lethal medical outcomes (in declining life-

saving blood transfusions), gain their freedom of meaning and purpose through prosocial 

action.  These ‘underground’ members demonstrate that they prioritise ‘life’ over particular 

constructions of ‘truth’. Finally, those who remain in the organisation merely to continue 

associating with family and friends, prioritising ‘relationships’, experience the freedom of 

belonging and self-control –Berlin’s hybrid freedom of solidarity/belonging.   
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Despite its impact on general society, and growing membership, the WTS remains an 

understudied organisation. A valuable future investigation would be a comparative study of the 

WTS and AA on the nature of the freedom-fear feedback loop in different political structures.  

Both the WTS and AA have a global presence, and implement a comprehensive 

biopsychosocial fear-management program for survival, security and service.  The WTS as a 

self-identified Theocracy (I argue for the term ‘Theo-democracy’ in Chapter 3), and AA as a 

Deliberative (almost anarchic) Democracy, thus provide different political paradigms for 

further exploring freedom and potential contributions to global pluralism and peaceful 

coexistence.  AA can provide a test case for exploring whether, and to what extent, liberal 

democratic structures, with no claims to divine exclusiveness, can effectively generate a global 

superorganism. The future of planet earth may depend on ‘Higher Power’ transforming narrow 

conceptions of freedom as mere self-actualisation and individual prosperity, to a global ‘loving 

brother/sisterhood’ beyond religious, racial, ethnic and cultural divisions. 

 

Evolutionary, survival-based, biocognitive theories, regarded as controversial by some social 

science and humanities proponents (see Chapters 2, 3, 4), have nevertheless rendered 

perspectives otherwise obscured by power-focused social theories alone. Indeed, the 

evolutionary turn in knowledge-power paradigms heralds a new epistemic era, which requires 

new research instruments and interpretative lenses.  Triangulation between social and 

biocognitive theories, revealed consistent interpretations, reinforcing the validity of the 

methodology employed.  However, this thesis also cautions against indiscriminately applying 

biocognitive theories in situations, and for organisations, which do not meet the criteria for 

complex biopsychosocial interactions.   
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The human habitus is a biopsychosocial entity, and thus biological, psychological and 

sociological factors must be considered in comprehensive deconstructions of human behaviour.  

Likewise, when an organisation gives evidence of functioning as a superorganism -a collective 

habitus- biopsychosocial theories provide perspectives that are able to penetrate below the 

mask of power to the largely subconscious driving forces of fear and survival.  Without this 

perspective, individuals and organisations are constructed as predominantly rationally 

propelled, a trajectory that neither social nor natural science can wholly support in current 

understandings. In particular, for apocalyptic millenarian religions such as the WTS, which 

emerge from social chaos and a threat of human annihilation, fear and survival are not only the 

driving forces, but the foundation for the ‘new order’.  AA demonstrates that fear is enough to 

inspire societies towards greater freedom: 

 
For any other society such unlimited freedom for the individual would be disastrous.  
Sheer anarchy would take over in jig-time.  How is it, then, that we AAs can stand this 
amount of liberty, a liberty that sometimes looks like a licence to do exactly as we 
please, individually and collectively?...our first great and critical choice…is made 
under the fearful and immediate lash of John Barleycorn, the killer.  Plainly enough, 
this first choice is far more a necessity than an act of virtue…Looking back, we see that 
our freedom to choose badly, was not, after all, a very real freedom.  When we chose 
because we “must”, this was not a free choice either.  But it got us started in the right 
direction.  When we chose because we “ought to” we were really doing better.  This 
time we were earning some freedom, making ourselves ready for more. But when, now 
and then, we could gladly make right choices without rebellion, holdout, or conflict, 
then we had our first view of what perfect freedom under God’s will could be like…Our 
AA freedoms create the soil in which genuine love can grow –the love of each for the 
other, and all for God himself (Bill W. AA World Services, 2009, pp. 302, 303). 

 

This biopsychosocial freedom which begins with fear and ends in love, where members 

initially ‘come to get’ life, but then ‘stay to give’ love, is a noble aspiration that transcends 

paradigms of power and control.  The WTS, despite current setbacks, and fear-driven responses 

to calls for accountability and greater justice by ‘apostates’ and the Australian Royal 

Commission, espouses similar freedom aspirations.  AA’s experience, strength and hope may 
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thus offer the WTS a way forward, without threatening the unity, from which its Higher Power 

originates. 

 

The WTS has been an exemplary voice in highlighting injustice on a global scale and 

constructing discourses of hope for a better world.  Its unity has been its strength and this unity 

has enabled members to enact freedom against external injustice and persecution for over a 

century.  It is not surprising then, that unity and loyalty to leaders continues to be prioritised 

over justice in the WTS.  However, true freedom requires both justice and unity. Thus, the 

Australian Royal Commission recommendations for justice and accountability in the WTS, if 

fully implemented, may promote the WTS’ continued viability and positive role in the lives of 

its global population.  The Watchtower Society has been shown to hold a valid place in plural 

democracies and has demonstrated historically to be a dynamic organisation in its ability to 

respond to the contingencies of temporality and time. Thus in spite of, and perhaps even 

because of current crises mandating change, the Watchtower Society can evolve to remain 

relevant without conceding its foundational principles. 
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