
Thought Reform or Rite 
of Passage?

By C. less Groesbeck

T
he LDS Missior~ary Training Center is well
known for its rigorous schedule and sys-
tematized educational program. At times,
this system has drawn fire from various
commentators who feel that the young

~ missionary candidates are subiiected to
harsh regimentation and even mind control. The
most far-reaching of these criticisms equates
Mormonism’s missionary training actiwities with
"thought reform," or brainwashing. While there
are certain similarities and parallels, it seems to
me that the model is too far-fetched and too
different to make the best fit.

Thought reform, for example, is practiced in a
coercive environment where the individual is
thoroughly controlled. Political options are limited
or nonexistent. The rnissionary training expe-
rience, on the other laand, is a voluntary one in
which an individual clhooses to go on a mission
and either freely accepts the system or chooses to
leave. There are innumerable cases of mission-
aries who enter the training program with its
rigor and decide to go home--in some case rather
abruptly, without even talking to officials. Those
who do talk to leaders of the MTC still go home
in many instances. Although this choice brings a
certain amount of social humiliation., never-
theless many leave without a great deal of
difficulty.

This is not to deny that the Missional~y Train-
ing Center maintains careful control of its envi-
ronment. But this is not total and in many ways is
a far cry from absolute control. For example,
thought reform typically demands the severing
of long-time social or familial relationships. Al-
though in a sense missionary service does require
the disruption of long-time family relationships,
this is not the usual case in missionary work. In
fact, family ties are encouraged albeit in a very
different way, namely, through communication

on a weekly basis by letter. (Probably more
demanding and difficult for the individual is the
lack of privacy during the missionary training
experience. There is virtually no time i~t the day
for the missionary to be alone with himself or
apart from a companion. For iintroverted indi-
viduals, this becomes a very difficult experience.)

It is very easy for critics of the MTC to over--
state the control exercised over its students.
Scott Miller, for example, observes that mission--
aries are to "put out of their lives all thoughts andl
discussions of home, school, girlfriends, and[
worldly things.’" However, this is something thai:
literally cannot be enforced ira the missionary’
experience. Those trainees who actually do put
these things behind them and concentrate on~
missionary work do so as a free choice.

The comparison of LDS missionary training;
experiences to thought-reform systems also relies
too much on the assumption that the i~tdividual
is passive and the gigantic organization is all con-
trolling and all powerful. This is just not the case.
What has been most striking to me in my life.
within the Church is that whenever one feels
constricted and overpowered by institutional or’
group pressures, one can find alternate :forms of:
experience within the established confines of the.
Church where individual needs and dimensions
can be worked out and satisfied. In tlhe early
years of my life, for example, I had sew.’ral pro-
found experiences with a high-ranking General
Authority who himself confessed great: struggles
and difficulties with group organization and
pressures to perform. Hearing that this hap-
pened to such an individual and receiving his.
advice was indeed one of the rnost encouraging
and uplifting experiences of my life. The expres-
sion of divergent views by different groups in the
Church has produced a counterbalance to the
dangerous trend toward group and collective
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identification that one sees in Mormonism.
Other aspects of thought-reform environments

which have been compared to the MTC include
mystical manipulation, demand for purity (particularly
sexual purity), personal confession, constriction or load-
ing of the language, subordination of person to doctrine,
and the dispensing of existence. Yet many of these
elements do not serve the same purpose in the
MTC as they do in thought-reform systems. For
example, the overall effect of personal confes-
sion as practiced in the MTC is one of relief and
tranquility. If there is anything detrimental in
this practice, it is that the individual in the MTC
is sometimes required to confess serious (e.g.,
sexual) transgressions to a number of different
people before the problem can be resolved. The
average Latter-day Saint, on the other hand, has
to talk to only one or perhaps two people, i.e., the
bishop or stake president.

Other such practices are simply not present to
the same degree as their thought-reform counter-
parts. The acceptance of basic group dogma, for exam-
ple, although important in the MTC, scarcely
needs official encouragement since questioning
occurs so rarely. One MTC branch president
recently noted that in a year’s time there were
perhaps two serious questions about doctrinal
issues concerning the Church message. On the
other hand, the dispensing of existence--the view
that there is only one valid path of belief--may be
diminishing among members and missionaries.
My conversation with Latter-day Saints sug-
gests that a number of faithful Mormons have
difficulty accepting the notion that they are the
sole possessors of "truth." Indeed, though it is
seldom a problem in the MTC, such doubts trou-
ble some missionaries later in their missions.

Furthermore, most if not all of these practices
occur not only in the MTC but in Mormonism
generally and in many other religious and secular

institutions as well. Mystical manipulation, or at-
tempts to show that specified patterns of behav-
ior and emotion arise spontaneously, are central
to all religious conversion experiences, no matter
what the denomination. The importance of sex-
ual restraint and the practice of confession are
stressed by numerous religions. And most heav-
ily doctrinal churches hold to basic principles of
fundamental import or assert that their view of
truth is somehow unique. Where the MTC
merely reflects aspects of larger religious soci-
eties, it hardly seems valid to cite this as evidence
of a thought-reform system. If any of these prac-
tices compromise individual freedom, then we
need to reexamine them wherever they occur
and not merely limit our discussion to the MTC.

A model which seems to apply more consist-
ently to our Missionary Training Center is that
of the rite of passage. Such rites resemble the
mission experience in the expectation that the
young person leave his family, experience sexual
and nutritional restrictions, face careful indoc-
trination, and purify himself through personal
confession. The number of affinities with the
missionary training experience make this a fruit-
ful area for future study. Indeed, it could be
argued that the LDS experience is one of the only
rites of passage left for modern American youth.

Certainly the LDS attempt to use powerful
controlling techniques such as television and
advertising raises a series of questions that need
close attention. However, to limit those to the
MTC seems less valid than to apply them to the
whole Mormon experience and in some cases to
religion generally.
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