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About Do As I Say

At the heart of being human is the desire to belong. It can make us unspeakably vulnerable to the manipulations of others. Cult leaders prey on this desire, but so do many unscrupulous operators hiding in plain sight.

Sarah Steel, the creator of the popular ‘Let’s Talk About Sects’ podcast, has researched the cults you’ve heard of – and dozens you haven’t. What strikes her most are not the differences between bizarre cult behaviour and ‘normal’ behaviour but the depressing similarities. Her work reveals that we are all susceptible to the power of cult dynamics.

In Do As I Say, Sarah Steel tells the human tale behind the sensationalism. Sharing deeply personal stories, gathered over years of interviews with survivors, and some shocking tales about the world’s most famous cults, she sheds light on the high cost of unchecked coercive behaviours to individuals and communities at large.
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This book is dedicated to the many survivors who generously shared their stories with me. Without their openness I would have far less understanding of cults and their dynamics. I hope I have done them justice, while at the same time I hope they may find real justice in the future.
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‘The most dangerous man in the world is the contemplative who is guided by nobody. He trusts his own visions. He obeys the attractions of an interior voice, but will not listen to other men. He identifies the will of God with anything that makes him feel, within his own heart, a big, warm, sweet interior glow. The sweeter and the warmer the feeling, the more he is convinced of his own infallibility. And if the sheer force of his own self-confidence communicates itself to other people and gives them the impression that he really is a saint, such a man can wreck a whole city or a religious order or even a nation. The world is covered with scars that have been left in its flesh by visionaries like these.

‘However, very often these people are nothing more than harmless bores.’

– Thomas Merton,
New Seeds of Contemplation, 1961


LET’S TALK ABOUT SEX

The morning television host introduces me as the creator of the hit podcast Let’s Talk About Sex. ‘Sects,’ I correct him. It’s tricky to pronounce, but I’ve had a few years’ practice.

If you’d told me a few years ago that I’d be speaking to the media pretty regularly as a cult expert, I would have found it hard to believe you. I work in the film industry, mostly in marketing, though I’ve also done a little programming for an outdoor cinema. I studied filmmaking and always have a creative project on the go, at that time it was usually a short fiction film. I didn’t grow up in a cult; I didn’t think I knew anyone who had. Around 2016 I was listening to a lot of true crime podcasts, and like so many people, I had an overlapping fascination with cults. How was it that people became enmeshed in them, and behaved in ways they never otherwise would have? Was brainwashing really a thing? As I typed ‘cults’ into the Apple Podcasts search bar to learn more, I was disappointed with the dearth of results. It’s almost hard to believe now, but at the time there was nothing. Maybe I could learn more by making this my next creative project? Added bonus: I wouldn’t have to get a whole film crew together to make it happen. Once I’d hit upon the idea and started chatting to friends about it, it became clear many other people were interested in knowing more too. And as I started digging, I was amazed to find how many people were trying to talk about this very subject. The survivors were keen to be heard. And there were so many more of them than I’d realised.

Once I started releasing episodes, right away I was surprised to see the download numbers beginning to climb. I’d often interrogated my own listening habits when it came to true crime. There was something distasteful about the voyeurism of it all, but the darker aspects of human nature are intrinsically compelling. I knew that I wanted to avoid sensationalism, and the more former cult members I spoke with, the clearer it became that they needed a platform where they could share their experiences without judgement. They, too, knew why people were compelled by cult stories, but there was a gap between the sensationalist angles these stories often took and their personal understanding of the real-world problem these groups pose. I’d unwittingly hit upon the perfect convergence of the rise in podcast listening, a subject that needed more nuanced coverage, and a seemingly never-ending stream of people to interview.

These days, the subject of cults is never far from my mind. I often wonder whether I would have been able to muster the strength to find my way out, had I become entangled in one. I now know full well that if the topic comes up with a stranger, there’s a high chance their family member or acquaintance is in a cult, or that they themselves once were.

Over the last five years, I’ve spoken with dozens of ex-members of all different kinds of cults, from Australia, the US, New Zealand, Canada and the UK. Together, we’ve explored cults that arose from fundamentalist religious beliefs, self-help courses, radical politics, New Age thinking – we’ve even discussed a cult born from a martial arts school. Synanon started as a drug addiction rehabilitation program; Ideal Human Environment was an outback leadership experiment; The Welcomed Consensus and OneTaste taught classes on the female orgasm.

It’s become common for a message to pop up in my inbox from someone who wants to talk about their cult, the group that controlled their life. I now fully understand that I could write about a different cultic organisation every month for the rest of my days, and still never cover them all. The groups themselves are often highly secretive, and former members are ashamed and embarrassed about their involvement or the things they did and believed during their entanglement. They reach out to me because I work hard to get beyond the sensational headlines and to avoid a victim-blaming narrative.

It’s important to note that many organisations have their share of people behaving in appalling ways. But the groups discussed in this book display a disproportionate share of these traits. In addition to talking with many former cult members, I have surveyed hundreds more, and in researching this book and my podcast I have spoken to academic experts, psychotherapists, and journalists who have covered the subject and specific groups extensively. The impressions I’ve formed about these organisations are based on substantial amounts of reading and hours of interviews with people who have been directly involved, whose stories I consider to be reliable and true and whose opinions I believe are sincerely held.

‘Cult’ is a widely used and somewhat nebulous term. It’s sometimes pejorative, but often shorthand for behaviour that involves one person or group being able to attract the devotion of others. You might say that a football club has a cult-like following, or that a rock star has the charisma of a cult leader. Things become more problematic when that devotion is harnessed in ways that damage the devotee. Of course, the line between what’s damaging and what’s not is often a grey area, or a matter of opinion. Not everything discussed in this book will be applicable to every group, and some of the events and behaviours referenced in relation to particular organisations happened in the past and are not necessarily continuing today. The examples are given to provide information on a more general level as to the sorts of problematic behaviours that can be perpetrated within cultish organisations.

Throughout this book, I aim to identify some very real problems that exist across our societies, and identify a few things we could explore to reduce the considerable damage that is impacting so many lives. I believe that we need to listen to victim–survivors, examine coercive control at a larger scale, and provide viable paths to exit for those looking to leave harmful groups.

My research is slanted towards English-speaking cults, but there are examples from all over the world. These organisations couldn’t be more diverse, yet the tactics their leaders employ to engage and hold members share many similarities, and patterns can be found across the social and psychological effects on their followers. The reason they have so much in common and can be found in totally different cultures is because cults prey upon vulnerabilities that are core to our species: our need for acceptance, to be part of a group, to connect, to feel safe. Cult leaders themselves manipulate, dominate and control because, sadly, those are also very human behaviours. If you know where to look, you’ll see cult-like behaviours showing up in other parts of society too.

This research has become much bigger than a creative audio documentary project. It’s become something many of my interviewees understand intimately: a purpose. Academics often refer to cults as ‘high-demand groups’, a term that’s based on the incredible amounts of investment (labour, time, money, belief, obedience) expected from members. The brave people who’ve spoken to me about their experiences in high-demand organisations have completely opened my eyes to how many of these groups there are out there, and the astonishing amount of damage they’re causing. You can see echoes of this harm throughout our society, while cult-like thinking impacts us outside of high-demand groups too. Conspiracy theories run rife among fearful populations. Seeking safety, we retreat to us-versus-them partisanship and tribalism, and in times of uncertainty, we turn to individuals or organisations who say they have all the answers.

In this book, I’ll share the stories of eloquent and insightful former cult members. You’ll find out how they are just like you and me, and you’ll start to see that no matter how strongly you may believe otherwise, you, too, could have ended up in their shoes. I’ll explore some ideas about what we can change as a society in order to better support those impacted by cults, to protect those who may seek answers in the wrong places, and to curtail the staggering amount of ongoing trauma these cults leave in their wake.

Recognising the problematic behaviours that occur in cults can point us towards better qualities to value in leadership. It can also lay bare the manipulative tactics of coercive control that can be found in every corner of our society, from businesses and politics to toxic fandoms and the self-help industry. Examining cults and how they operate gives us some big clues about behavioural red flags we should be looking out for, how best to pursue healthy relationships with one another, and how together we can work towards creating a better society.

Thanks to the interviews I’ve done, I’ve come to understand that cults can crop up in any kind of human organisation – it’s entirely dependent on the leadership. The wrong leader – whether that’s at a church, a business or a political party – can co-opt the passion and dedication of the most well-meaning person. The best thing that we can do in any organisation is to insist upon transparency and accountability, and to be aware of and alert to red flags.

Each time I interview a former cult member I ask, ‘What would you say to others who might be thinking of joining a similar group? Are there particular warning signs you think they should look out for?’ A few toxic behaviours come up again and again, and any one of these on their own, or even in smaller combinations, might not be a problem. But if several of them are apparent in a group you’ve joined, or even in a potential partner, it’s worth considering carefully whether that group or relationship is healthy. We’ll dig into some more of these behaviours in detail in the coming chapters.

AREN’T ALL RELIGIONS CULTS?

This is a question I’ve been asked a lot since I started working in this area. Because religions are systems of worship that rely on faith, their devoted followers can be ripe for exploitation by unscrupulous leaders. Cults themselves are systems that utilise coercive control, whereby their truth is the absolute and only truth, and no opposing view is tolerated. In fact, cults don’t have an awful lot to do with religion – it’s just that having a direct line to the Lord is an easy shortcut to owning the final word. Cults come from all kinds of backgrounds, and many aren’t religious at all. Though even in non-religious cults, the leader will often end up claiming to be some kind of god.

For leaders who value power and control above all else, an appeal to God is a pretty easy way to silence any dissenting voices. If you’re in touch with, or claim to be, the highest authority in the universe, nobody can say much to contradict you. Perhaps that’s why leaders of non-religious groups eventually get there, too; they keep having to find greater excuses for their need to dominate. For the most part they’re making those excuses to themselves as well. Reverend Tim Costello told me, ‘Abuse, power over others, coercion, isn’t just in religious groups. It’s innate human behaviour. And the reason it’s most dangerous at times in religious groups is because those who want the power over others are touching the deepest, most sacred areas of people’s meaning and hope that is God. And they want to obey God, they want to hear God, they want to know God’s plan for their lives. Religious cult leaders who claim to hear God’s voice and to be able to discern God’s purposes for a person in their group have the ultimate authority.’

David Ayliffe was one of Violet Pryor’s most trusted followers, and he stayed at Zion Full Salvation Ministry, and even ran it, for several years after her death. He now refers to the organisation as a dangerous cult. He says, ‘I just believe any group that controls you, or any person who controls you, to the point where you cannot be yourself and you cannot develop the skills and talents that you have naturally is terribly dangerous.’

As I was on the phone with Reverend Tim Costello, it occurred to him that the laws around coercive control currently being explored across the world might be an interesting area for looking at cults and potentially legislating against some of their harms. It’s something I’ve thought about a lot, which is why I’ve included a whole chapter about coercive control in this book. When I was speaking with Liz Gregory of the Gloriavale Leavers’ Support Trust in New Zealand, I mentioned these laws. She said, ‘It’s going to be fascinating because the heart of a human person is to get their own way. Everybody is selfish. Everybody manipulates people. Everybody bullies people at some point, one way or another, softly or harshly. And so you’re literally striking at the heart of humanity. Can you legislate against the heart of humanity? The sinful heart of man, if you like? And I would say, well, actually, good luck trying because we’re all guilty on that count.’


1

NOBODY JOINS A CULT


‘Most of us don’t know it’s a cult until we either leave or have a moment where our metaphorical shelf, where we’ve been placing things we disagree with or are confused by, breaks.’

– Jen, born into the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, Utah, US



As someone who is not religious at all, it can be tempting to think that I’d never end up in a cult. Easy to fall into thinking, I don’t buy into things that aren’t proven by science! I’m sceptical, rational and discerning! Well, firstly, many of those impacted by cults never chose to be there in the first place, because they were born in. And secondly, none of those things is a sure-fire defence against falling prey to a cult.

The received wisdom on those who join cults is that they’re vulnerable and naive types, and perhaps not all that intelligent. In my experience, the only thing that people who join a cult seem to have in common is that they were at a turning point in their lives when they joined. A turning point can be anything from a divorce to a significant loss or moving out of home. This is why university students are often targeted for recruitment; they’re undergoing a huge life shift and at a stage of life where they’re contemplating their future. Every single one of us experiences these turning points; we’re just lucky if we don’t come across the wrong mentor at the wrong moment.

Psychotherapist Shelly Rosen writes of those who stay in cults as having ‘difficulty reading the cues indicating that they are being deceived and manipulated. This lack of skill in discerning lying and manipulation is prevalent in our culture.’ Being raised to trust people and be generally optimistic often facilitates positive outcomes in life. But Rosen says there’s a kind of blind spot that comes with this, whereby ‘many of us believe that others think just like us. Without training in how to discern deception, many of us . . . will believe the words of con artists and manipulators.’

I learned this the hard way recently.

Anyone in Australia is likely to recognise the name Melissa Caddick. If you don’t, she’s been referred to by the press as ‘the con artist of the century’. Melissa swindled investors who were mostly friends and family out of tens of millions of dollars, which instead of investing she spent on a lavish lifestyle. I was one of Melissa’s victims.

Melissa had been in my life for around eight years when I handed over my life savings to her. She was the cousin of my long-term partner, Joe, and I first met her early on in our relationship at the wake of Joe’s beloved grandfather. Like the rest of Joe’s family, Melissa was small. She had dark hair that she wore pulled back tightly off her face, and big, dark eyes that darted around the room, taking everything in. She had a habit of running her tongue over her perfect teeth (when I mentioned this to Joe, he said he’d never noticed). Her makeup was always flawless, and her jewellery looked expensive – but I wouldn’t know a diamond from a diamanté.

Joe and I would have dinner with Melissa a couple of times a year, often at really nice restaurants we’d suggest, thinking Melissa would appreciate them. Joe and I both work in the arts and live fairly frugal lives, but we like to splurge every so often on a nice meal. We would split the bill with Melissa every time, and in hindsight, perhaps it should have struck us as odd that Joe’s older, much wealthier cousin never tried to treat us, as our other relatives often do. We would talk about all kinds of things. It seemed strange to me how progressive she was when we spoke about social justice issues or politics. Many of her lifestyle choices didn’t seem to align with this, but how much worse for the environment is a private jet anyway? Maybe she was making lots of charity donations. How would I know?

Melissa gave the appearance of being hugely successful. Her house was full of art and had beautiful views of Sydney Harbour. She spent every New Year’s skiing in Aspen. She was the type of person I probably would never have met had she not been related to Joe. I was never looking for clues to any kind of deception. I also felt that my ignorance around financial matters meant I probably wouldn’t understand her work in any case, so I never asked too many questions about it. Melissa told us she’d done well through a previous business and was now able to pick and choose her clients, so she only worked with a select few. She never, ever told us that we should be investing with her. In that sense, I like to believe our relationship was real – to the extent that genuine relationships were possible for her.

When Joe received a sum of money after his wonderful grandmother passed away, he thought the most sensible thing to do with it would be to have Melissa invest it for him. His parents thought he should buy a new car. When he started talking about investing, I thought, I have some money sitting around in a savings account (I’d been squirrelling away a few hundred dollars at a time since I started working as a teenager). It wasn’t even earning interest at the time, so I started thinking that maybe I should be investing as well – perhaps that would be more prudent. I thought there was a chance that the amounts Joe and I were talking about would be too small for Melissa to bother with, but she was happy to do this favour for her kid cousin.

When the first statements came back, our money had made money – a decent amount. I said to Joe that we’d best not consider it real money because Melissa must be doing some very risky things to get us those kinds of returns. It was best if we accepted that it could disappear at any time. As it turns out, that was the most helpful strategy to prepare us for what was to come.

We’d seen Melissa just a few weeks before she disappeared. The news came out slowly. First, Joe and I were extremely worried that something awful had happened to his cousin. We posted the ‘Missing’ headlines to social media. Bit by bit, we heard that there had been a police raid on her property the night before she vanished. That something hadn’t been quite right with her business affairs. She hadn’t followed a process with her financial licence. It didn’t cross my mind yet that our money was gone. Investigative journalist Kate McClymont was on the case, and the day she published an article explaining the level of forgery involved in Melissa’s schemes was the day Joe and I looked up our CommSec statements and realised that our accounts didn’t actually exist. Not only were our impressive gains gone, but so were the original sums we had believed she’d invested on our behalf.

Trust is something that can get us far in life. We trust people every day to do their jobs well and ethically, whether they are serving us food or giving medical advice. Trust in others builds strong networks, which can support us when the chips are down. My resilience in the face of being defrauded of most of my hard-earned money is largely thanks to a strong network of amazing family and friends whom I still trust implicitly. Even now, though I maintain my trust, I find myself wondering whether my radar for discerning deception is faulty. Could I be taken in again one day?

I’d been studying cults and manipulative leaders for a couple of years by the time I deposited my savings into Melissa’s account. The possibility of her being a con artist never crossed my mind. Joe had known Melissa since he was born, and she knew our financial positions better than most. On top of that, she was already incredibly wealthy – that was clear. Why would she want our money? Even after the media stories about her business dealings started coming out, and even after Melissa went missing, I still thought that the things being said about her were impossible. Joe and I were totally focused on her wellbeing; we were so concerned that she’d been abducted and come to harm. It took weeks to tease out the truth of the situation, and once we did, it was tough to come to terms with.

After Melissa had been missing for more than two months, a severed foot – later confirmed as hers – was found washed up on a beach on the south coast of New South Wales. In a bizarre coincidence, I’d previously listened to a podcast about feet washing up on beaches, and while conspiracy theories abounded about Melissa cutting off her foot to fake her own death, I thought the explanation offered by Stuff You Should Know seemed more plausible: if a person drowns while wearing buoyant sneakers, the confluence of water currents and the biology of ankle joints can result in this phenomenon of a foot detaching from a body. I believe the likeliest story is that she couldn’t live with the results of her actions.

This distressing, almost unfathomable experience in my own life has given me insight into what it’s like to be conned. If you’ve never been through anything like it, believe me, it doesn’t go down the way you think it would. The person using you for their own selfish gains may also be someone you’d never consider capable of doing such things. If, in addition, you look at that person as a guru and truly believe they have a line to God or that they are dedicated to guiding you to a better future, there’s even less chance you’ll think them capable of manipulation and deceit.

Many former cult members have told me that even after leaving, it took them a long time to realise what was really going on in their organisation. Some still viewed their former leader as generally well-meaning and perhaps corrupted or led astray at some point. It’s only over time that they come to understand the extent of the manipulation they’ve experienced. Some have said that reading books by other cult survivors like Dr Janja Lalich, Dr Alexandra Stein or Dr Steven Hassan has helped them re-examine their experiences and understand the bigger picture. But when you trust someone, and you’re in it, it doesn’t occur to you to ask the types of questions that would expose the fraud that they’re working so hard to hide. It certainly never occurred to me to ask them of Melissa.

Following her experience in the New Zealand-based group Kosmic Fusion, German-born I.A. (who asked me to use her initials rather than her name) told me, ‘I did not join a cult. I joined a group that was about energy healing, about self-improvement, and it became a cult. You know, nobody joins a cult. You’re out of your mind to do that. And mostly it happens to really intelligent people and people who question life, who want to go deeper, who are looking for more than just paying the bills and watching TV.’

It’s a natural human instinct to seek purpose in life. For me, personally, it’s harder to understand the appeal of the more religious groups – though I can see the value of the great amounts of charity and volunteer work undertaken by those who are motivated by their scriptures. Rather, the cults that I can see myself being seduced into are ones such the Ideal Human Environment, Zendik Farm or Fire This Time. In the world of cults, the range of utopian visions is vast.

James Salerno’s Ideal Human Environment (IHE) began as a leadership experiment for the intrepid. Major Australian newspapers ran stories around his recruitment drive just before the turn of the century. One of the articles read: ‘WANTED: Three Canberra families to brave six months in the outback to advance the frontiers of social science.’ I remember reading these call-outs around the time I was finishing high school; it sounded like a real adventure. Cut to 2019, and James Salerno is on trial for child sexual abuse. A former IHE member testified in court that followers who demonstrated that they believed Salerno to be God and adhered to his orders most closely would be more likely to progress up the ranks of the leadership structure.

In her memoir about her time at Zendik Farm, Mating in Captivity, Helen Zuman writes, ‘No one knowingly joins a cult, and no one in a cult would call it that. We join, we commit to communes, new religions, personal-growth programs, temples, revolutions. Saying, “I joined a cult” comes later, if ever. It means releasing stories we doubt we can live without. Stories that give us purpose. Stories we can’t see as stories, so long as they absorb us.’

Helen was a Harvard graduate who was interested in sustainability, organic farming, and a way of life that rejected the ravages of capitalism. Zendik Farm was full of attractive young people who were intent on saving the world from ecocide. They shared a sense of disillusionment with society, and a feeling that capitalism was not healthy for humans. Members were ready to take a risk, and, as Helen puts it, ‘To leap into the unknown for the sake of something beautiful that might happen.’ Helen was open to the idea of non-monogamy and alternative lifestyles, and she really wanted to learn some practical skills. Five years of farm work and magazine-selling later, Helen came out with $10 to her name and a ride to the nearest highway.

Shannon Bundock had a passion for social justice. When she moved to a poor neighbourhood in Vancouver, Canada, as a university student, she wanted to do something about the inequality she saw all around her. Her activism with the Anti-Poverty Committee helped set up the first safe injecting site in North America. It also connected her to a man named Ali Yerevani. Yerevani claimed that there needed to be more structure and organisation for the activists to have a greater impact, which made sense to Shannon who saw dominant power systems replicated in the anarchistic set-up of the Anti-Poverty Committee. Her devotion to overcoming her own privilege led her to give up her entire sense of self and hand over all of her decision-making to Yerevani in the group that she helped found called Fire This Time.

Those are examples that I can imagine sparking my own interest, but I’ve spoken to so many people whose path into their cult seems like it could have happened to any of us. Some people joined groups looking to change the world, striving for personal improvement, or seeking a community. Perhaps you can see yourself more easily in one of the following stories.

Carli McConkey had just finished university and hadn’t pinned down what she was going to pursue as her career. She’d studied communications in Bathurst, and moved back in with her parents after graduating. She’d put on some weight and was in a bit of a rut. When she went to a Mind Body Spirit festival in Sydney, she came across a stand for Life Integration Programmes. The brochure for The Next Evolutionary Step course promised to help her find her direction and reach her potential. She attended that first course with her mother and sister in a hired space at Macquarie University and lost the next 13 years of her life to the group.

Russell Johnson got involved with his high-demand group through the innocuous act of attending a local neighbourhood martial arts course. Russ ended up in hospital almost losing his arms, and his Chung Moo Quan leader John C. Kim did jail time for conspiracy to defraud the United States of America.

Sasha Nelson became entangled in the female orgasm–focused group The Welcomed Consensus in San Francisco after meeting a man named Bill on a Tinder date. Sasha found herself listening to the Escaping NXIVM podcast one day, and coming to the realisation that she’d been in a cult.

Carli McConkey pointed out a few red flags to me when I asked her about warning signs that you might be in a cult. ‘I definitely believe that if you want to reach enlightenment or meaning in your life, you talk to a lot of people, you read a lot of books, you take the golden thread from a lot of people and situations. You don’t rely on one person. So if people are focusing on one person or one organisation . . . then that’s a warning sign.’ Carli also said, ‘If a person has ailments or ill health, and that leader is telling them not to go to a general practitioner or a medical doctor, but they can heal them or just do their particular form of healing or that type of thing, or not to go to a psychologist or psychiatrist, they’re warning bells.’ There are some overlaps here with the anti-vaccination movement and its encouragement of adherents to disregard the advice of medical professionals.

Dress can be another red flag. Sasha Nelson said, ‘If people, especially women, if they’re all dressed the same, if they have kind of a similar fashion, if they’re all wearing short skirts and high heels, or if they just all kind of look like they have this uniform, I would be wary.’ It’s common for friendship circles to end up influencing each other’s tastes, but if you get the sense that you’re in the bad books for expressing your own style, consider whether a healthy group would require such conformity.

At the drug rehabilitation cult of Synanon, members all had shaved heads. Initially a punishment for relapsing into drug or alcohol usage, this later became penance for any error, and by the mid-1970s it was a requirement of all incoming residents. Former member Marian Wattle said, ‘We did it to get into our guts that we are independent and free and that it’s no more humiliating for a woman to be bald than a man.’ When George Lucas was shooting his directorial debut THX 1138 in the San Francisco Bay Area in 1971, he needed lots of extras with shaved heads. The dystopian sci-fi is set in a future where people’s emotions are suppressed by drugs, and society is under the control of an android police force. In the film, citizens all have shaved heads, and many of the extras featured in the movie were recruited from Synanon. The film didn’t achieve box office success at the time, but many now describe it as a ‘cult classic’.

There are certainly many harmless new religious movements, and their beliefs and ways of life should absolutely be protected by the right to freedom of religion. But before declaring a group ‘harmless’, it doesn’t hurt to make time to speak with a variety of former members as well as those currently in the group. If a group is healthy, someone looking into it shouldn’t find many issues raised by those who were once a part of it. However, if the overwhelming majority of leavers are concerned for the wellbeing of those who remain, those concerns should be taken seriously. Similarly, in a relationship context, if the majority of someone’s ex-partners feel traumatised by their time with that person and warn others to steer clear, that person might want to take a good hard look at him/herself. Unfortunately, because many who leave cults are accused of having an ‘agenda’ or ‘vendetta’ against the organisation, their stories and experiences are dismissed or not investigated as fully as they should be.

Most ex-cult members I speak to aren’t out for revenge; most tend to want their former groups to be accountable, and to stop causing harm. I’m sure a few would like to see some form of justice doled out, or to be compensated for their lost money and years, but most that I’ve spoken to would settle for positive change.

MEDIA: AN UNWITTING ALLY

Sometimes, instead of offering sensationalist coverage, the media can play a part in helping cults recruit more members. Cult leaders can be very good at making sure visiting journalists’ experiences are selectively conducted, and if reporters haven’t spoken to former members for their stories, they may not have a comprehensive perspective.

In early 1971, a favourable television segment on the alternate lifestyle of the Children of God (the cult now known as The Family International) was shown on NBC. After the program aired, newcomers poured in from all over the country, and by September 1971, the cult had grown from 150 to 2000 full-time followers. An investigation by the New York Attorney General into the group released a report in 1974 that alleged crimes ranging from kidnapping and slave labour to incest and rape. Founder David Berg left the US in April 1972 and would never return to face any charges. Today, the Children of God are best known for their practice of bringing in members through ‘flirty fishing’ or sending female members out to bring in men as ‘hookers for Jesus’ (Berg’s words). Problematic beliefs around sex permitted the rampant child abuse within the cult, and uncritical journalism may have led some into this environment.

When Luke Walker and Melissa Maclean first started researching their documentary Beyond Our Ken, about the Australian organisation Kenja Communications, they weren’t sure whether they had enough material for a feature film. Walker attended Kenja sessions for six months prior to commencing filming on the documentary, and said that the main thing he felt was exhaustion at feigning enthusiasm, rather than that there was anything sinister going on. On the surface, the group seemed to be a fairly harmless self-help scheme. Maclean said that she didn’t have a sense of the group being anything other than innocuous until she started talking to ex-attendees. Multiple child sexual abuse allegations against founder Ken Dyers surfaced during the documentary production process.

Walker and Maclean’s experience is not unique among journalists, and that’s because when these groups do let an outsider in, their experience may be very carefully managed. Journalist Andrew Burrell won an award for his 2015 Weekend Australian Magazine article ‘The Utopia Project’, about the Ideal Human Environment. The judges said he broke new ground in ‘pulling back the curtain on an untold, unusual but very human story right in our backyard’. But just over four years later, Burrell revisited the story after realising that Salerno and his people had whitewashed most of what he witnessed while staying with them. Little more than two months after that, he was reporting on James Salerno’s arrest. When Salerno was sentenced to ten years in prison for child sexual abuse in 2019, the victim said, ‘The girls can sleep easy now, the ones that are still left in there. That’s all I wanted from the start, to help the other girls.’

In 2016 and 2018, New Zealand’s national broadcaster TVNZ showed a series of documentaries about Gloriavale Christian Community, called Gloriavale: A World Apart and Gloriavale: The Return. I watched these documentaries, and they show happy people content with their considerate, egalitarian society in which nobody receives anything that other community members don’t also have access to. Filmmaker Amanda Evans said: ‘Most of the time, when [Gloriavale] gets a spot in the media, it’s usually [that] the journalist has decided [beforehand] what angle they’re going to take. It’s not our job to put our own opinions on this film; it’s them telling their own story. They see this documentary as being a way of explaining their lifestyle to the rest of New Zealand and showing New Zealand the model for a pious life.’

But allowing Gloriavale to manage the message didn’t paint the full picture, at least not according to Liz Gregory, who runs the Gloriavale Leavers’ Support Trust.

Gregory, who watched both documentaries in a room full of ex-Gloriavale residents, said it made for an entertaining time. She recalls one former member pointing at the screen and saying, ‘That’s a lie!’ Gregory told me that Gloriavale wants to present itself as a glossy, utopian Christian community where there’s unity and harmony and everyone is happy. And of course, if it were really the case, that would be great. She says, ‘We wouldn’t criticise it. But when all you see coming out of there is heartbreak, carnage and trauma, you’ve got to wonder, was there anything true [in the documentaries]?’

Gregory also saw how this positive media coverage worked as a recruitment tool: ‘I know people that went and joined Gloriavale after watching those glossy documentaries, and they stayed for a period of time. Some can’t stay longer than two, three weeks because if you’ve lived on the outside and you try to join Gloriavale, you can see its faults: its domination, its control, its manipulation.’

NOT ALL TOXIC SITUATIONS ARE ALL BAD

The thing about cults – like any toxic situation – is that most of them do have at least a couple of appealing qualities. The people I interview may share harrowing stories, but they also don’t shy away from telling me about the good parts of the cult they were in: the people they loved, the sense of community they shared, some of the insights they gained. Ruwan Meepagala may have left OneTaste, but he says, ‘I actually still think it’s one of the best things I’ve done in terms of my own personal transformation and my connection to my own sense of purpose.’

Getting the full picture is the best way to find out the truth of a story, at least in theory. When I interview people for my podcast, I am wary of being accused of presenting only one side of the story. Where contact information is available, I’ve written to cult leaders (if they are still around) to try to get their perspective. Unfortunately, this approach never gets me anywhere. Perhaps because cult leaders are wary of any message they can’t manage and control. I pore over as much available material as I can to learn as much as possible about their views. That way, I can represent their position to some degree. Occasionally, I believe I’ve read more of a leader’s literature than their former follower. But over the years, it’s become clear to me that my podcast’s primary purpose is sharing the stories of those who have been impacted by their cult experience. Many leavers struggle to find an outlet that will do this. Sometimes there’s a fear of lawsuits. Sometimes the media format makes telling a story in enough depth difficult, where there’s a limitation on reflecting the complexity of the experience. The long-form nature of a podcast episode can allow the space to do so.

If I start researching a group and find that very few former members have any issues with the organisation, I’m unlikely to pursue further research. When I watched those Gloriavale documentaries, I almost abandoned my investigation into the group. But after reading a little further, it became clear that there was another side to the story and problematic aspects of the organisation. As Liz Gregory told me, ‘I like to remind people that when people leave Gloriavale, it’s not like 30 per cent of people that come out say it’s bad and the other 70 say, “No! What are you talking about? It’s great.” It’s literally 99 or 100 per cent of people over time who come out and go, “Yeah, it’s actually as bad as all that.” It’s shocking.’

Leaders will often say that people are making the choice to remain in these groups. But as cult expert, academic and former cult member Dr Janja Lalich puts it, those people are likely making what she terms a ‘bounded choice’: i.e. life outside the cult has become impossible to imagine. No matter how beautifully life within the cult may be portrayed to the outside world, living without freedom is an ugly reality, and unlikely to be a reality that a rational person would choose if they had all of the information going in.
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‘I would say most cult leaders are malignant narcissists. They don’t care about the damage they’re causing. They don’t care about the lies they’re telling, and they don’t care about the families they’re destroying. They just . . . need to be loved, they need to be adored, they need to be feared.’

– Rachel Bernstein, therapist and host of the IndoctriNation podcast



Whether its belief system is religious, political, self-improvement, or something else entirely, it’s striking how often the same types of restrictions and behaviours come up again and again in different cults. In some cases, cult leaders appear to have learned their tactics directly from other leaders. William Kamm, for example, formed the Marian Work of Atonement, which later became the Order of St Charbel, after visiting the so-called ‘seer’ Veronica Lueken in Bayside, Queens, New York. Journalist Anne Cillis said of Kamm’s subsequent activities, ‘he’d been at Bayside and watched the money rolling in in bags. He’d learned the ropes of how to operate a bogus seer operation.’ Kamm’s ‘Royal House of David’, the relationship structure in which he claimed divine instruction to take many wives (more on that later), also echoes David Koresh’s ‘House of David’, where he took many wives in the Branch Davidians from the mid-1980s.

However, in many cases, rather than being directly copied, methods of control are common because they are basic to human psychology. Like convergent evolution, where similar biological traits arise in similar environments even where there’s no common ancestor, many leaders come across these strategies intuitively, without learning them elsewhere. While malignant narcissism is a contested term, and not officially recognised as a diagnosis, aspects of narcissistic personality disorder and antisocial personality disorder are commonly observed in cult leaders. To a leader who is all about power and control, with a need for adulation and a propensity for manipulation, these behaviours are a natural progression. As Christine Talbott Acosta told me about the leader of The Welcomed Consensus, RJ Testerman, ‘I don’t think that RJ read a book about how to control people, but I know that he is just very controlling. And so he wanted to control when everybody got up, what everybody did, how long they spent doing it.’

We’ll delve into aspects of coercive control in the next chapter, but I want to cover some areas where these methods of control replicate across many different cult set-ups – no matter the country of origin, belief system or cultural backdrop. It’s worth remembering that some aspects of these can present in perfectly healthy groups, and that not all cults will make use of all of these elements. But where a number of them are present at the same time, it can indicate that a group has unhealthy and potentially exploitative dynamics.

IN-GROUP LANGUAGE

Most cults have their own internal terminology, which can be hard to decipher for a newcomer. Many non-cult groups have a form of in-group language, as anyone who’s started a job within a new company knows. But that terminology is usually about providing a shorthand to a process, organisational tool or a committee whose name is a mouthful. In cults, it’s often related to a concept that provokes or inhibits an emotional or psychological response.

Cult expert Robert Jay Lifton popularised what he calls ‘the language of non-thought’ in his 1961 book Thought Reform and the Psychology of Totalism. It’s sometimes referred to as thought-terminating cliché, as it can assist in halting thought patterns that the leadership doesn’t like.

A telling example of how in-group language works within cults comes from the Ideal Human Environment (IHE). Those who joined the group were given a rule book with a glossary, and it included the phrase ‘removing chemicals from the socket’. This meant ‘to remove all unverified thought patterns that could block incoming information’. Another example is how the actions of members in IHE were broken down into one of two groups: low energy attractions (LEAs) or high energy attractions (HEAs). You can deduce how this kind of binary can become thought-terminating, as it rejects any nuance or complexity.

The in-group language at Chung Moo Quan martial arts schools was particularly offensive. According to a former member, founder John C. Kim had labels for groups of people that belied his sexist and racist view of the world. His resentment for women was so intense that followers weren’t able to sign a woman up on the first day of the month in case it brought bad luck to the school. They could even sign up a child – as long as that child wasn’t female. This is perhaps a little different to your usual thought-terminating cliché, but dehumanisation of vast swathes of the population certainly doesn’t promote much thoughtful consideration.

In addition to this, because John C. Kim spoke in broken English, students and instructors were expected to do the same. They were emulating John C. Kim because he was considered the perfect human being. If you’ve ever been in a country where you don’t speak much of the language, you know how limiting it is to your ability to communicate anything outside of the simplest concepts.

The Welcomed Consensus had its own terms as well, and Christine Talbott Acosta put together a glossary of these terms on her website to help outsiders understand it. Sasha Nelson explained that words like ‘try’, ‘should’, ‘bored’ and certain other words were banned because they implied you weren’t taking responsibility in your life. Using those words would invite scowls or questions from fellow members, and, as Sasha pointed out, ‘if you’re getting involved with a group and you find yourself censoring how you express yourself and the words you use, I think that’s one of the biggest things. That’s the beginning of the changing of your identity.’

Zendik Farm came up with some of my favourite terms. To further fund the community, Zendiks would leave the farm regularly to sell magazines, CDs and stickers on the streets, usually at concerts and festivals. They called their merchandise ‘ammo’ and would say to people that they were a group of artists who lived on a farm, grew their own food, and were starting a revolution. The stickers ran with the catchy slogan ‘Stop bitching, start a revolution’. Christina Aguilera even appeared on MTV’s TRL wearing a singlet with the slogan and the Zendik website. Those who headed out on the road were called ‘road warriors’, and if you were great at shifting ammo, you would be known as a ‘power seller’.

These examples are less troublesome than other Zendik terms like ‘get into your own life’, which meant get over whatever you were heartbroken or worried about and get back to work. Or ‘running your own show’, a negative term used for those showcasing any kind of independent initiative. ‘Hanging in’, Helen Zuman wrote in an online FAQ, ‘means staying at Zendik no matter what – no matter how much “input” you’re getting [more on that later], no matter how miserable you feel.’ Supposedly, everyone who managed to hang in would eventually achieve enlightenment.

When in-group language links a concept with immediate rejection or acceptance without examining the detail, it can contribute to very black-and-white thinking. In addition, black-and-white thinking can be what draws people into cults in the first place if they’re seeking some kind of refuge from a complex and confusing world. As former Living Word Fellowship member Debra Ann Borgen wrote to me, ‘I see so many people just blindly fall into many cults (religious and political) because they want certainty in their life.’ It’s why a person at a vulnerable point in time might embrace the idea of someone having all the answers when they should realise that’s not a realistic or healthy proposition. Most cult leaders encourage this kind of thinking, as it quells dissent and questioning.

A few years ago, I’m told that Outreach International founder Tony Kostas celebrated his seventieth birthday with a black-and-white themed party in honour of his black-and-white way of thinking.

EXPLOITATIVE LABOUR

Volunteer work can be a very positive thing, a wonderful way to give back to your community. But if your labour seems to be contributing to increasing property values and lining the pockets of those at the top rather than helping those less fortunate, something is awry.

Sadly, working unpaid hours is something that’s common in many workplaces, and it’s a scenario that will be all-too-familiar to those of us who have worked in the arts. I once tracked my overtime hours on an arts event, and they came to 139 hours over a two-month period, which included many 12-hour days with no meal break, as well as weekends and a public holiday. I remember raising this issue with my manager when I was given a single Monday off post-event as compensation, and I even wrote to Fair Work to ask whether the situation was acceptable, but their main advice seemed to be that since I wasn’t under an employment award (the legislation that dictates minimum standards in Australia), ‘You may wish to contact SafeWork NSW if you feel that your employer is not considering your health and safety in asking you to work excessive overtime.’

I was being paid for my work, though, just not very well – but paid all the same. The workload only lasted at this rate over the event period, and I was easily able to leave this job for another one. This was but a small taste of what those in many cults experience pretty much all the time. Many immigrants and refugees find themselves in much more exploitative labour situations, with difficult access to remediation options. But our knowledge about modern slavery as a society-wide issue doesn’t often extend into cultic groups.

Ruwan Meepagala told me how OneTaste convinced people to contribute their labour to the profit-making organisation through the idea that it was all for a greater cause: ‘It was this idea that we’re not doing it for ourselves. We’re not doing it to have wealth for ourselves. We’re doing it to enlighten people.’ Even though they knew their labour was for the benefit of a business, ‘it was really like you were doing it for God in a sense’.

Even though Ruwan and his fellow members weren’t earning a lot of (or any) money, they were expected to spend money – or get credit to spend what they didn’t have – on OneTaste courses. Those who didn’t were labelled as being selfish, or too attached to their money. Anyone who expressed concern was characterised as not believing in the greater cause.

Ruwan worked for OneTaste for months because he believed the organisation was helping people; he still believes that to be true in many ways. But after two months of working 100-hour weeks for no pay, he complained and was publicly shamed for it. ‘Meanwhile, I was going into debt. I was paying them rent and paying them course fees while working full-time for them without receiving any income.’ Even though Ruwan recognised the ridiculousness of the situation, he did start to think, ‘Oh, man. Am I being selfish?’

Susanna worked as a teacher in a school of a breakaway Baptist sect in western Sydney, and she told me that the church ran the school, but the teachers and staff were ‘volunteers’ from the church. Their volunteer status meant that they had no super and no industrial relations protections, nor access to information about any of these things. Another former member told me that the teachers received an A$12,000 annual stipend. According to the NSW Department of Education, the median starting salary for graduate teachers in Australia is A$72,263. The poverty line was considered A$457 per week for a single adult in 2017/18, or A$23,764 annually.

Susanna says the Australian Taxation Office (ATO) and education systems in New South Wales have a lot to answer for because it’s the loopholes in their frameworks that create a flourishing environment in which such organisations can thrive. This breakaway Baptist sect has accumulated over A$100 million in wealth by getting members to sign over their properties and belongings. If members leave, they can’t reclaim those assets. In addition, the church pays no payroll tax while still benefitting from federal government grants each year in the millions.

Caleb LaPlante was born into The Living Word Fellowship in Anaheim, California. He told me, ‘There were members of my parents’ age group, who in the 1970s would work at this large, expansive property known as Shiloh in the heartland of Iowa . . . A lot of people would relocate out there for years, and the work was cleaning up the property, building structures and dormitories and sanctuaries, all free labour.’ Caleb wanted to highlight how much people contributed of themselves, ‘of their time and of their physical exertion for no compensation because they believed it’s what was required of them, and that it was spiritual and faithful. Beyond leading a Bible study or the usual things that you would expect, this is just multiple degrees – ten times degrees of investment of yourself.’

When founder John Robert Stevens’ wife Martha divorced him in 1978, Diane Langton wrote for The Gazette that in her petition for divorce ‘she stated that John Robert operated a US$40 million religious empire, that his net worth was between US$1 million and US$2 million, and that church funds provided her with trips to Monte Carlo, Europe and the Bahamas.’ Also revealed by the divorce proceedings was that Stevens owned five houses in California, one in Hawaii, and a 20-acre farm in Iowa, with all his expenses paid by the church.

Many of that church’s young people, who were taught to believe that the end times were near, followed the advice of their elders to forgo their education and dedicate themselves to so-called ‘Kingdom Businesses’ at which they earned a nominal sum often far below minimum wage, or sometimes nothing at all aside from room and board. There were youth camps held for those aged 12 and over at Shiloh each year, and a former attendee described the hot summer days going something like this: ‘wake up at 6 am, take a five-minute shower that is timed, go to breakfast, go “wait on the Lord” for an hour, go discuss waiting on the Lord, get your personal list of chores, do your chores from about 10 am – 6 pm. Eat dinner, go to church, sleep, wake up again.’ Caleb told me the camps weren’t all bad; positives included entertainment and lasting relationships built with the other attendees, but he also described the camp experience as ‘indoctrination at its finest’.

Kelly Daniels’ mother became heavily invested in The Living Word Fellowship, eventually marrying a pastor. Early on, the family was taking an hour’s trip each way to get to Redlands, California, to attend multiple services a week. Kelly wrote for The Sun magazine, ‘The elders moved us to Redlands so my mother could work full-time (without pay) at a church-owned clothing factory while we lived on welfare and food stamps. She left for work before dawn and came home after dark. My brother and I spent our days at a church daycare with other kids whose parents worked at the factory. We hardly saw our mother anymore, and when we did, she was too tired to talk.’

Helen Zuman joined the commune at Zendik Farm because she was initially attracted to the people and the idea of learning practical skills. The men, she told me, ‘were attractive in a different way from the guys I’d had crushes on at Harvard. Like sure, I can fall for a geek any day of the week, but these guys . . . they had the tool belts and the Carhartts and the farmer tans. And so that was a whole new level of attraction.’ It wasn’t just the men, either. She also noticed that the women were attractive, and it made her want to be like them.

But the path to building relationships within the Zendik framework required hard labour. Helen described the approach as work, then respect, then friendship, then love. Residents were taught that Zendik was a noble, revolutionary cause worth working towards. ‘So first, when you arrived at Zendik, you were just learning how to work, how to sort of do the grunt work required to keep things going. Doing that work with your comrades generated respect amongst you and between you. Out of that respect could grow friendship based on your shared commitment to this cause and based on an understanding of who the other person really was, warts and all, and then out of that friendship that had this collective context, and out of this revolutionary context could come real love, love with a capital L.’

Somehow, dedicated Zendiks remained convinced that they were fulfilling their revolutionary aims through this lifestyle. As Helen explained, ‘I think that to live at Zendik, you kind of had to have a pretty good imagination, to be able to translate this day-to-day which involved a lot of drudgeries and a lot of pain, to translate that in your mind into a future where the world would be governed by ecolibrium.’ Ecolibrium was the utopia that the Zendiks envisioned for the future, where ecological wellbeing came first.

For the men of the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church (PBCC), there is generally total employment. Wages are high, even for unmarried women with low-level administrative jobs. In their communities, homelessness isn’t an issue, and the elderly are taken care of. Poverty isn’t a part of life in the sect formerly known as the Exclusive Brethren.

Some might see this as a better system than capitalism, where choices are still limited, and the majority of the population is trapped into working jobs that mostly line the pockets of those at the top. But that argument rests on the equality of women being expendable and mandated limits on human potential being acceptable; in terms of workers’ rights, it’s worth noting that the Brethren have successfully argued on religious objection grounds for the right to exempt their businesses from union laws in Australia.

It could also be interpreted that Brethren members who don’t ‘fit the mould’ – say, for example, someone who can’t suppress their non-heteronormative sexuality or someone with a mental health condition that precludes them from contributing constructively and toeing the line – is liable to be thrown out of the movement and leave without their assets. Perhaps it’s easy to maintain such levels of affluence if you can toss out those who present a challenge to them and leave them to pick up the pieces in the outside world.

A number of Brethren businesses are hugely successful. In August 2020, the UK government released documents related to pandemic contracting that showed it had awarded a £239.6 million contract to Brethren company Unispace Global Health on 21 April for a month-long contract supplying PPE for healthcare workers in the form of coveralls. Separate contracts of £113.95 million for face masks and £103.7 million for gloves were awarded shortly afterwards. Reportedly, there was no open call for suppliers, with ‘Justification for the choice of the negotiation procedure without prior publication of a call for competition in accordance with Article 32: Extreme urgency brought about by events unforeseeable for the contracting authority and in accordance with the strict conditions stated in the directive.’ The Byline Times reported that it had previously found around a dozen companies linked to the Brethren that were ‘awarded government coronavirus contracts worth up to £300 million’ and that the new Unispace Global Health £350 million contracts had the total surpassing half a billion pounds.

Surely an organisation with this much money flowing in doesn’t require any free labour, right? Wrong. Former New Zealand Brethren member Lindy Jacomb told me, ‘The women do a stack of voluntary work in the schools,’ and in the last few years the Brethren ‘rolled out global private grocery stores for Exclusive Brethren only’. She said that the stores benefit from collective buying power and that the members are heavily encouraged to purchase from the stores, even though the savings aren’t passed on. The products stocked are often high-end or just as expensive as normal stores, so there’s no financial advantage to shopping there, but the members do it because they’re told the proceeds go towards funding their schools. Lindy says: ‘What upsets me is, in the last year or two, I’ve been made aware that those stores are entirely run by women on voluntary time. They’re not paid. And that makes me cross. It’s just really unfair.’

Australian federal MP Tony Zappia spoke in parliament in December 2020 about the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ failure at the time to sign up to the National Redress Scheme (more on that later). Zappia said that the JWs ‘are a very wealthy organisation. All assets belong to the Watchtower Bible and Tract Society and not the local congregants. They call their churches Kingdom Halls, and they are built using congregants’ labour and donations. The labour is unpaid and, I understand, at times includes the labour of children.’ Lara Kaput grew up JW in Melbourne, and even went so far as to make a submission to a Modern Slavery Act inquiry about her experiences. She never heard anything back.

Elisabeth grew up in a group called Gospel Outreach in Olympia, Washington, though she now lives in Sydney. She told me, ‘The church made us work in the church businesses, where they would take half your pay for tithe. They also would decide how much money we made. Sometimes, I would get paid nothing for working a 60-hour week.’ Elisabeth was constantly picked on in meetings that sometimes lasted more than eight hours, and told she wasn’t ‘walking in the light with God’. She wasn’t allowed to have any further education after her limited homeschooling, and shared, ‘I was suicidal by the time I was 18. I contemplated throwing myself down the stairs.’

LIVING ARRANGEMENTS

I’m a woman in my late thirties who lives in a share house in Sydney, Australia. A lot of this is because the property market in Sydney is totally wild. Some of it is due to my aforementioned financial mishaps. But there’s also a part that’s about choice. For years I’ve lived with some of my best friends, and more recently, my brother as well. The incidental company this provides from people I love is wonderful. Living in a bigger house keeps costs down, so that I can spend what money I do have on things I enjoy, like gigs and good food. It makes my life better. We also have a fantastic relationship with our landlords, who are genuinely lovely people, even though they are landlords.

So I love the idea of a commune of some kind, in theory. If I could get all my good friends together to purchase an apartment block where we could grow our own veggies in the garden and have regular meals together, where we could help out with each other’s kids and share some of the load that our increasingly fragmented society puts on the individual, well, that sounds lovely! But I’ve watched enough episodes of Survivor to know that there’s always that one person who doesn’t pull their weight (it’s probably me), and another person who assumes leadership and bosses everyone around too much. I also like retreating to my own space pretty often. Not just for the chance to reflect, but because taking some time out makes me a better, more compassionate member of my community.

In cults, it’s common for members to live very closely with each other, but the motivation is different: it’s more about keeping an eye on each other and keeping each other in line. While this often means a commune or a shared housing arrangement, there are groups like the Two by Twos and the Plymouth Brethren where families live in their own homes, but they are in communities near other members. It’s a misconception that a commune of some kind is a necessity for a cult. While that’s not the case, it’s clear that the living arrangements do often form a part of the methods of control.

By Hannah Harrison’s first birthday in 1995, the church she was born into owned 1700 hectares of land straddling the Haupiri River, on the rugged west coast of New Zealand’s South Island. Gloriavale Christian Community is situated in a stunning part of the world. Hannah told me a bit about the community’s setting: ‘As far as the place goes, it’s one of the most beautiful places. It’s surrounded by mountains and rivers and lakes, and it’s always green, never stops raining. It’s a beautiful place to grow up, from the aspect of the location.’

Today around 600 people live one family to a room in the Gloriavale dormitories. Hannah explains the layout: ‘So they have what they call the main building which everyone eats at, it’s got a big, massive commercial kitchen and rooms off the side for looking after children and stuff. So that’s your main building. If you were looking up from the bottom of the property, it’s up on this hill sort of right smack bang in the middle, the centre of attention. And then you’ve got four hostels. So everyone lives in the hostels, two, three storey hostels. And then there’s a school, which they’ve just recently built as well. So that’s all probably within two kilometres of each other. So everything is very compacted right at the back of the property, so it’s hard to get to as well.’

In terms of the hostels themselves, an entire family with up to 12 children will live in a 4.5 metre by 8 metre room. ‘So, generally, they’ll have a subdivider between the parents’ and the kids’ rooms, but it’s not like a solid wall or anything. And it doesn’t have a door.’ Also, ‘none of the doors have locks. None of the bedroom doors have locks, none of the bathroom doors have locks. Even in the main building where it’s all like communal toilets and everything, none of the doors have locks.’

Gloriavale is one of the more contained cult communes. On site there’s a moss export business, two dairy farms, deer for venison and velvet export, pet food manufacturing, honey production, an airline that offers scenic flights, and helicopter servicing. There’s no reason to leave.

After James Salerno ran his outback experiments in the Kimberley, which he assessed as a great success in spite of half the participants leaving for one reason or another, he set up shop at Arbury Park mansion, in the Adelaide Hills of South Australia. Originally built in 1935 by Sir Alexander Downer (father of Australia’s former Foreign Affairs minister of the same name), the Salernos bought Arbury Park for A$2.4 million in 2001. The group took up residence on the ten hectares in the 17-room, Georgian-style mansion.

The children slept in dormitories on the upper levels, while adults slept in various outbuildings and in the main house. James Salerno had a large suite in the mansion. Children were raised communally, and were given a ‘group ranking’. If a higher-ranked child complained of a lower-ranked child’s conduct, the lower-ranked child would be punished. Later court testimony alleged that punishments included being hit in the head with a stick called the ‘punishment stick’, being made to sleep outside and not being fed.

Cults that do not require communal living can still find ways of controlling. In the Melbourne-based religious sect Outreach International, once young people move out of home they are expected to live in share houses with only other OI members. The houses are in specific areas of the city, like the conservative city fringe Hills district of Sydney or its equivalent in Melbourne, Adelaide or Toronto, Canada. So while it’s a looser arrangement and not a commune as such, living with other members limits where you can reside, and means there’s more social pressure from others to attend meetings and make sure you’re on the right track.

In the 1990s the church went through a big change which they called The Scattering. Members felt they were called by God to move to some part of the world, or their pastor told them they should move, bringing another level of control to people’s living situations. When Laura Sullivan was in Year 9, living with her family in Adelaide, Outreach International felt that they should move to Sydney. People weren’t given reasons for these decisions, just that leaders felt it was what God wanted for them, that it would be good for them and get them out of their comfort zone. Laura’s mother didn’t want to move her children during their crucial high school years, but felt pressure from her pastor to do so, and so the family went. Starting her new school in Sydney, Laura had no idea what to tell the other kids when they asked why her family had come over from Adelaide. ‘I’m 14, I’m like, well how do I explain that some man told my family to move?’

After university, Laura moved to Melbourne to live in share-housing with other young members, in the certain area where the OI community was located. Fortunately, she quite liked her housemates. She was there in her early twenties when her father was diagnosed with cancer. Laura’s dad, Robert, had by this stage been in and out of the church for his own reasons, and was out at this point in time. Laura approached her pastor, who happened to be the same pastor who had moved her family to Sydney from Adelaide when she was in high school. ‘And I say, “I wanna move to Sydney, Dad’s got cancer.” And he said, “No.” And I wasn’t allowed to. Like physically, not allowed to cross the border. I think about it now and I’m like, that’s just crazy. So for months I’d just be in tears in my room and I’d just be, like, I can’t move.’

Some time later, a new pastor came to Melbourne, and Laura was finally allowed to return to Sydney to be with her family. She told me that was a great moment, but that she looks back on that time now and realises how messed up it was that she ‘wasn’t allowed to go’.

The pattern of applying more control over time, which can be seen in many cults, was also true of Zendik Farm. Former member Obbie, who had perhaps dropped the first letter of his name as co-founder Arol (previously Carol) had, wrote a blog post about his 13 years with Zendik Farm. In it, he detailed the shift between his joining in 1978 and leaving in 1991. When he first joined there were higher levels of personal autonomy, and people had their own spaces in adapted garden sheds and outbuildings. But, ‘Over time, the benefits of tight quarters for the rank-and-file became clear to those at the top. When the leadership discovered they could build social cohesion by constricting personal space, cramped quarters became the norm. By the time I left, the founders had suites, the favored elites had dorm rooms, and the rest of us were in bunk houses.’

INTENSE SCHEDULES

There’s an overlap between exploitative labour and intense schedules, and the two often work hand in hand. Keeping people incredibly busy, whether it’s through busywork and constant menial tasks or endless meetings and readings, can result in perpetual exhaustion when this is extreme. This helps to dull followers’ critical faculties, and keeps them from asking too many questions, even just in their own mind.

If you’ve ever had direct reports as a manager in an office job, like me, you might feel it’s a job in itself to coordinate someone else’s workload. So, I’ve often wondered how cult leaders are able to keep their followers so busy at all times. Honestly, some of their methods are ingenious.

Claire Ashman told me of an instruction from William Kamm that came about during her time with the Order of St Charbel, where her husband and other priests were able to make their own ‘Blessed Grapes’ from those already blessed by the Virgin Mary. Her husband went and procured the most perfect-looking red grapes he could find. ‘Then he washed them, and then he cut each one off with a quarter of an inch stem on each one, and then he sat there, and with the Blessed Grape in the right hand and his grape in the left hand, he would sign the cross onto each of the new grapes, going, “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost,” and put them into a jar, and fill that jar with brandy so that they were preserved. And apparently, we were told, that in the times when there would be no food we only needed to have one of those grapes and that would sustain us for the whole day.’

For Carli McConkey in Universal Knowledge, formerly known as Life Integration Programmes, after paying and working her way through all of the various courses she finally made it through to ‘The Initiates’, the course she’d been told from the beginning would be the peak of her enlightenment and evolution. She suspects her leader had run out of ideas. ‘I think by the end she just got too lazy to come up with anything different. And she literally just left us in the course room on the carpet for what felt like 4 or 5 hours, and we weren’t allowed to move or go to the toilet. And so that was The Initiates. I’m sure there was a little bit of lecturing in there from her, but that’s pretty much the pinnacle of what our evolvement was – not moving, being able to control our bodies and not go to the toilet. So it was pathetic. And we would have paid about three thousand dollars for that.’

At Gloriavale, Hannah Harrison told me, ‘All the women are split up into four groups that would do your cleaning, your meal preparation, washing, and then the actual cooking the meals for that day. So you’re split up into these four groups and the four groups rotate every day. So you’re in a four-day cycle of everything you do. So generally, if you averaged it out, you’d probably start work at 5 am. As a single girl, the latest you’d start work would be 6:30 am, 7 am at the latest, and then the earliest would be like three o’clock in the morning.’

This work would run through to breakfast, which went for an hour, including if the leaders wanted to ‘growl about something’ as Hannah termed it. ‘They even went through a stage that if you were late for breakfast, you had to stand up and apologise. So this is in front of about 500 people, you had to stand up and apologise if you were five minutes late for breakfast. So then you get your compulsory break at breakfast, where you can’t go anywhere else. Then most days you have ten minutes after breakfast, and then you’re back at work, and you’re at work until the end of the day. And the end of the day is just when you finish the work. So if you only finished the work at six, seven o’clock that’s when you stop. So you just have to keep going until then.’

Hannah said that women would get a half-hour lunchbreak on one of the four work rotations, and the others would grab something if they could, or wait until dinner to eat again. The workload fell heaviest on the single girls: ‘They would all serve the meals as well. So no matter what you’ve been doing during the day, you would then be on serving the meals at night and then helping with the dishes after the meal as well.’

New Zealand Geographic journalist Anke Richter spoke with Gloriavale community member Prudent Stedfast on a visit to one of the impressive community concerts (which take a lot of work to prepare for as well, especially by the women). Stedfast told her that Gloriavale is perfect for women because they don’t have to work, though added when he was challenged, ‘Well, not men’s work.’

According to the Gloriavale website, ‘Each family enjoys a week’s vacation each year, using the natural facilities around the property for activities including camping, boating, bush walks, sailing, fishing or water skiing.’

ENDLESS SERMONS

Cult leaders do love the sound of their own voice. As with any narcissist, they feel that theirs is a superior perspective, and once they have enough followers to feed into their godlike self-belief, well, then their message must be heard constantly and by all.

David Koresh kept Branch Davidians busy in Bible study sessions that could last for 10-plus hours at a time; Charles Dederich constantly broadcast messages to Synanon residents over ‘the wire’ via radios installed in every room of ‘The Home Place’ property at Tulare County; while Tony Kostas’s Outreach International networks emailed tapes and writings that were expected to be taken more seriously than the Bible. At the Workers’ Institute of Marxism–Leninism–Mao Zedong Thought, morning and night there were ongoing sessions of ‘Discussions’ – monologues from Aravindan Balakrishnan on whatever subject took his fancy. The two members who were allowed to work outside jobs (handing over all their income for Balakrishnan to manage) might be exhausted after a full day on their feet, but they’d have to stand and maintain unblinking eye contact with ‘AB’ as he spoke, often for hours at a time.

The weekly gatherings that all Youth Third World Alliance and Fire This Time members were expected to attend started at midnight, and ‘these meetings would go to three or four,’ Shannon Bundock told me. ‘A lot of people had to wake up at six or seven in the morning because they had jobs they had to go to . . . A lot of them were just Ali lecturing or just criticising someone, like if they had forgotten to pick up some posters. Nothing was a simple mistake; it was always a reflection of your lack of revolutionary development. It was ’cause you were lazy and you were putting your personal needs ahead of the movement. People would be falling asleep in the meetings, and they’d be made to stand up or put ice on their necks in order to stay awake. And nobody wanted to get sent to bed. That would be shameful.’

Things were similar at Chung Moo Quan, where Grandmaster ‘Iron’ Kim would berate waning members at his all-night impromptu soapbox sessions, as Russell Johnson explained: ‘He started telling stories about living in a mountain in Korea with tigers . . . these stories would go on all night . . . towards the end of the story, he would say, “Meanings.” And you would think, “Okay, he’s gonna get to the point of the story, I’m gonna understand what he’s talking about.” And then he’d say, “Meanings.” And then a whole new story would start without ever getting to the point of the last one. And this was about 3:30 in the morning.’ As the Grandmaster noticed acolytes passing out from exhaustion, ‘he would look at them and say, “See? Too much mind getting in.”’

Sermons are of course acceptable and expected in a church-like environment, or in business and political spheres, in the form of speeches at appropriate events like product launches and rallies. But in cultic groups, the leadership usually feels the need to impart their wisdom in ongoing and lengthy diatribes not restricted to Sundays. And they’re not always in verbal form.

In the Children of God, David Berg’s ‘Mo Letters’ were circulated to all followers, totalling more than 3000 over the years. Former member Mary Mahoney wrote in her blog: ‘All Mo Letters were required reading, surpassing the Bible in importance, and members were to devote at least two hours each day to their study, what they called, “Word Time.” Berg wrote, “If there’s a choice between your reading the Bible, I want to tell you, you had better read what God said today in preference to what he said 2,000 or 4,000 years ago!”’

John Robert Stevens understood the power of his voice from early on, and having travelled extensively to evangelise, he began transmitting his teachings over the radio and recording them on cassette tapes for his followers in The Living Word Fellowship. Stevens’ tape recordings were labelled prior to distribution with a star that indicated the sermon’s category. He had written a guide in 1958 entitled ‘The First Principles’, and it listed ‘spiritual levels and stages of development’, under the categories Milk for the Babes, Bread for the Little Children and Meat for the Young Men. The lessons were to lead followers from ‘the first simple steps of faith into a mature relationship with God’, and the cassette tapes were categorised accordingly.

An ex-member wrote, ‘The spoken word was, in practice if not in doctrine, placed on a par with scripture. In fact, most of us in the Walk ignored our Bibles. I seldom ever opened its pages. Why would I? We were getting God’s latest, hottest word straight off the press.’

To someone like me, who rarely goes to church or attends lectures about things unless I’m incredibly interested in the speakers, listening to endless sermons feels a bit abstract. Wouldn’t I be able to tell if someone was saying very little of substance? I’ve done a lot of reading of extended materials from various cult leaders, and there’s an awful lot of waffle. But there’s often another dimension, which is confusion. Take the following, from Universal Medicine’s About page at the time I was researching the group, in September 2019:


. . . the real truth is the fact that we are deeply imprisoned and thus held by a veil of illusion we most erroneously give life and sustenance to. It is in essence a complete false from the point of view of the whole that is there waiting to be accessed.



It continues on about true reality only being a small part-truth, and life being a false reality that’s actually governed by a set of ‘energetic truths’, and concludes that the practice ‘is all based on energetic irrefutable facts . . . one that science will one day find and admit, as will all of humanity.’

I don’t know how this leaves you feeling, but for me it seems almost intentionally opaque. And it’s a common human response to presume that you’re the foolish one if you struggle to understand. Many come to the conclusion that the messenger has great wisdom, and the follower is lacking when they can’t quite comprehend the teachings. All the more reason to leave the big decisions to the truly enlightened.

WAITING

Though schedules are often intense, that’s not to say there isn’t also a huge amount of boredom involved. A very common tactic used by cult leaders is to make their devotees wait around for their entrance. In Universal Knowledge, Carli McConkey told me: ‘Before each program we were always made to wait for at least two or three hours outside the course room, which built up our tension and anxiety before we even entered.’

At the Master’s Commission, if a student was late on too many occasions they would be expected to work on their one day off, which was a Monday. But this didn’t mean the leaders were always on time. Remy Attig told me of the usual routine, ‘We would go to pray in the morning, then we would usually theoretically have some sort of a class, but a lot of times we would just wait around for an hour or two until somebody could come to meet us.’ Much of this time might be taken up with vacuuming the church or other maintenance work.

With Youth Third World Alliance meetings, the teen-focused offshoot of Fire This Time, Shannon Bundock told me, ‘They would start close to midnight, or they’d be scheduled to start then ’cause it was when people were available, but inevitably Ali wouldn’t show up immediately ’cause he’d be working on something that was beyond our level of understanding. And we were just expected to wait.’ But this was not down-time – the time had to also be used productively. ‘So you had to figure out, oh, I should be reading some sort of education material or doing a task. ’Cause if he caught you not using this weird purgatory time of waiting for him to show up to the meeting then it would just get delayed further. Then he would deal with your transgression at that point.’

US AND THEM

You don’t have to look far to see examples of how effective an ‘us and them’ framing can be to those in power. Demonising a small subset of asylum seekers who try to reach Australian shores by boat has worked extremely well in Australia. Even among my friends who are second-generation immigrants, their parents often feel that they came ‘the right way’, unlike these ‘boat people’. When I lived in the UK, I was shocked to find that the tabloid media regularly demonised all immigrants (as an Australian, I was used to this treatment being reserved for refugees). Australia has always needed immigration to support its economy – Britain felt like it was overcrowded enough already. In the wake of Brexit, it’s become apparent that many of those immigrants were forming the backbone of certain sectors of the economy, so it’s been disheartening to watch UK political messaging take on direct echoes of Australia’s Stop the Boats rhetoric. All of a sudden, it’s those coming across the Channel from France who are unworthy.

I don’t think those pushing these messages really believe refugees pose a threat. They like to twist the narrative to be about saving lives at sea, so that those who want to stop the boats can do so without feeling bad. It’s for their own benefit! We can’t have them exploited by people smugglers! Preferable that they stay in their unstable countries, their lives often at risk – or in our inhumane detention centres for the better part of a decade. It’s clear that, as always, Australia needs immigrants to support our ageing population. We would benefit from taking in more refugees. Why we won’t up our intake from Afghanistan, a country whose instability we’ve directly contributed to, makes no sense. Unless you understand that creating an ‘other’ is political dynamite.

It helps most people have a sense of purpose and commitment if they are made to feel a part of something special. Something that they’re lucky to be involved with. Cult leaders tend to take this one step further, and frame those not involved as the ‘other’. Unenlightened, brainwashed, unable to see the truth. There’s a real irony in it. Encouraging followers to view outsiders as not to be trusted helps keep the cult insulated from questions and criticism, and makes them easier to dismiss. Usually the ex-believer who has left the cult is the most maligned. A former member of a breakaway Baptist sect explained, ‘I was told everyone in the outside world is trying to poison me, I can’t trust them and they aren’t even my friends. I was told that all members who have left, their lives have been catastrophic. I learnt quite the opposite when I left.’

In almost all cults, former believers who have disengaged with the ideology are shunned in one way or another. It can be extreme, such as in the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church, where there is no contact at all between current and former members. Or it can be less extreme, where conversations might still occur but they feel limited and one-sided to the person who is no longer in the cult.

An ‘us and them’ mentality can really galvanise a group as well. If it’s your community against the world, then those internal relationships are heightened – you have to place all your energy into them. But the welcoming friendships and communities, which are usually positioned more as family than just friends, have some thick strings attached.

Sometimes leaders will actively push out members who are asking too many questions, or if they feel challenged by them in some other way. And sometimes large groups of people will leave when something significant happens, like a new rule that goes a step too far (dissolving all marriages in Synanon, for example) or a doomsday date prediction passes without incident. Unfortunately, this means that those left behind are likely to be even more dedicated, as the few faintly questioning voices dissipate.

In one of the most secretive cults I’ve come across, which claims to have no name and to have been started by no man, but is often referred to as The Truth, the Two by Twos, the Friends and Workers or the Black Stockings, former member Laura McConnell Conti told me of the feelings towards outsiders: ‘We’re really taught not to put too much thought into them, other than that they’re not saved; you’re not gonna get anything from them, there’s no point in being friends with them, they’re the Devil. If you’re not focused on our way, you’re going to Hell. So we were really just taught to distrust anyone outside the group and not to believe that they were good people, which is quite problematic when you leave.’

Laura doesn’t think these attitudes are particular to the Two by Twos. ‘I actually think The Truth is very similar to other fundamentalist Christian groups. I wouldn’t have said that in my early years on the outside – I didn’t realise that there were other groups like ours, or in fact [there] were other groups full stop. But once you’ve been out for a little while you realise actually some of the ways that they deal with power and control, and the way that they see the world as dangerous and evil, it’s actually very similar to the Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Plymouth Brethren and the like. So a lot of other fundamentalist Christian groups are actually very similar. The idea that the world is really dangerous and that there’s no other group that you can belong to that you could be saved in.’

The Plymouth Brethren were formerly known as the Exclusive Brethren, and if that exclusivity weren’t enough, they became further separated from society as the ‘mantle’ of leadership passed down. Irish founder John Nelson Darby came to believe that the world was on a path towards evil, and that the only way to ‘get right with God’ was to separate not only from sinful secular society, but from corrupted institutionalised forms of church. He formed his offshoot in the late 1820s, and after the first of many splits, he headed the exclusive arm – as opposed to the Open Brethren which was led by Benjamin Wills Newton.

There’s no chosen successor as such in the organisation, and it’s believed that the mantle is passed on in some mysterious way to land with the rightful new leader. Darby was succeeded by Frederick Raven, then James Taylor Senior, then James Taylor Junior. It was under JT Junior that some believe things really started to go awry. As what became known in the Exclusive Brethren as the ‘Elect Vessel’, JT Junior tightened the reins further over his followers, and introduced stricter rules around interactions with non-members, including that Exclusive Brethren could no longer eat with, be friends with, or work with outsiders. Known as the ‘Eating Matter’, this hardline stance broke up long-term marriages and resulted in an uptick in departures, excommunications and members being ‘withdrawn from’ – the Brethren’s form of shunning.

Former member Lindy Jacomb told me a little more about this practice from her home in New Zealand: ‘They radically elevate your relationship with the group and the leader as being more important than natural or familial ties. And then that is not only taught as theology and a principle, but it’s very rigidly enforced. So in other words, if someone comes to it that they can’t believe everything about the Brethren, then they’re excommunicated, and an almost total separation occurs between, whether it’s husband and wife, parent and child, no matter how close that relationship has been. Arguably there’s not much closer than maybe a marital relationship or a parent and child relationship, but the current members are taught to reject that person as a salvific matter, really. Like it’s a matter of their own salvation. If you allow this person in your life, your soul will be contaminated and your standing before God will be under threat.’

While Lindy has some understanding of the theological underpinnings of Darby’s original doctrine of separation, where it extends into shunning she finds it more difficult to fathom. ‘I think they have come to use the phrase merely as a method of instilling control in their adherents. For example, someone like myself, I am a Christian. So you might ask, in many ways there’s much of my lifestyle that would be not too different from the Exclusive Brethren lifestyle. So it’s a question I ask myself, why did the Exclusive Brethren separate from me?’ Lindy had heard of an elderly person ‘who was not a morally wicked person, but they didn’t want to be part of the Exclusive Brethren. And yet family members could no longer deliver them a meal or visit them. And you think, what is the evil that they’re separating from here? There’s no real obvious moral or ethical issue.’

Former members who speak out in any way against the Brethren are designated as ‘opposers’, and although they are usually out of contact with their friends and family anyway, being given the label can extinguish even limited interactions, and any hope of this changing one day.

The psychological impact of this separation on families who can no longer express their love for each other is profound. Lindy told me about her personal experience of seeing one of her siblings in the street years after leaving. She hadn’t seen them since they were a child, and they were now a young adult. ‘And I had a chance encounter on the street, I stepped out of a cafe and right in front of me was this sibling and this parent, and I completely fell apart. It was extremely distressing. But I ran to them. I ran to my parent and my sibling and I threw my arms around them and I was just sobbing. I had bags and I dropped them right there in the street, and I was just sobbing and trying to embrace them. And it was extremely difficult to describe. It was like this huge dam is just bursting inside of you, of all this grief. And I was holding my sibling’s face in my hands and just saying, “I love you. I love you. I love you.” But my parent grabbed me and pulled me off my sibling, and with a lot of emotion and fear and anger, was saying, “Get away from us. You’re an opposer, you’re an opposer, get away from us,” and dragged my sibling, who was crying as well, and marched away.’

It’s difficult to imagine how this would feel. Lindy told me that after this, ‘I just collapsed on the ground and was just absolutely sobbing and a wreck. My husband was luckily with me and he was picking up my bags, and people in the street were just looking at us like, what the heck is happening? So that was an example of how separation from evil functions at a practical level. It’s just profoundly traumatic and incredibly strong. People ask me, how can parents do this to their kids? And I don’t have a good answer, other than that’s the power that some of these organisations can have.’

Under JT Junior’s successor James ‘Jim’ Symington, Exclusive Brethren members could no longer even share sewerage lines with non-followers, and must live in freestanding houses so as not to share any walls with nonbelievers.

For an organisation that tells its members not to vote, and that believes so strongly in this kind of separation, it might be surprising to hear how much the PBCC invests in influencing politics. The ABC’s Peta Donald said in a 2007 report for Radio National that Exclusive Brethren members ‘spent hundreds of thousands of dollars on attack campaigns against the Greens in state elections in Australia, and New Zealand. Its members have bankrolled pro-conservative ads in the US and Canada . . . one member’s former company spent A$370,000 on pro-John Howard ads at the last election.’

In June 2016, after documents were tabled at a NSW Independent Commission Against Corruption inquiry into Liberal Party funding, Michael Bachelard reported that ‘Dozens of Exclusive Brethren members . . . donated more than $67,000 to the Liberal Party on the same day in December 2010.’ There were 62 separate donations of under $1500 each.

I asked Michael Bachelard if he had an idea of whether the organisation remained active in their political lobbying today. ‘After they got all that exposure, they did retreat somewhat, but I’ve got strong reasons to believe that they’re still very active. They just do it even more, as they would describe it, “under the radar” than they used to. It’s very much a secretive kind of operation now.’

A Brethren spokesperson told the Byline Times in the UK in 2020: ‘The Plymouth Brethren Christian Church is a place of love and worship, not of business and politics. Our church is politically neutral and as a church we have never donated to, or campaigned for, political parties. If an individual church member decided to back a particular party, candidate or cause, that’s a matter for them.’

Sasha Nelson had a really vivid way of describing the ‘us and them’ mentality that she experienced when she was in The Welcomed Consensus: ‘I developed this really strange filter on how I viewed the world. It was quite intense, that when I went out into the world . . . I just saw people as these lifeless zombies. I really saw the world as sad. I saw people as just these empty shells, and I saw myself as all lit up, you know, and I was. I was turned on, I had a lot of juicy feelings moving through my body. And in contrast to that, the rest of the world seemed very disconnected.’

It became difficult for Sasha to connect with her friends on the outside of the cult. ‘When I spent time with my friends, it was almost intolerable, because they would complain – or that’s how I perceived it, that it was complaining – and they weren’t taking action to change their lives. They weren’t taking action to have orgasms or to have pleasurable experiences. Really the only reason that I would get in touch with my friends was to try to recruit them to the Benchmarks [weekly social events with communication games, open to the public]. I mean, I really had no other reason to get in touch with them or stay in touch with them.’

Sasha also went on Tinder dates for the sole purpose of recruiting, a kind of romantic evangelism where the only value was if they became part of the group: ‘My single-minded focus was to get people to come to the group. And if they said, “no, no, no, I don’t want to”, or can’t, or they kept making excuses or refusing the invitation, I’d just have no interest in talking to them anymore.’

In the 1988–89 Outreach Letters series, Outreach International founder Tony Kostas is very critical of the so-called ‘Christian system’. He says: ‘it’s not very hard to find the freedom-depriving oppressiveness – the mistrust and lack of true love – endemic in Christianity,’ and, ‘[T]he judgement reserved for apostate, antichrist, Christianity is far greater and more dreadful than that which will be meted out to the Communists or to the most immoral of men.’

Laura Sullivan told me that there were photographs of the various Outreach International community members on the intranet, of the young people with their friends and their names listed underneath. ‘Then if your friend left, their name would be blacked out, like literally blacked out.’ Access to the intranet was also revoked immediately.

Former member David elaborated on some of the teachings around love: ‘They preach and advocate this unconditional love, but you know the fact is it’s all conditional. They say they’ll do anything for each other. Only if you’re part of the church. And the way I equate it is you know you’re never gonna stop loving your children, you’re always going to be committed to them, regardless of what they do. But with OI, you know you’re either in or out, so this whole commitment thing is very, very, very conditional.’

In groups like OI, outside relationships or friendships are discouraged rather than forbidden, by way of being devalued – often to devastating effect. Another former member told me, ‘Everyone in the world was second-rate. And I know that sounds a horrible thing to say, but . . . my friends and my family outside of the church . . . in my mind they were second-rate. I feel so ashamed about that . . . I didn’t value them in the way that I do now because they weren’t God’s people.’

Laura did maintain a couple of friendships outside of OI, against the wishes of her pastors. After a meeting one week, she told her pastor’s wife that a friend of hers, Angela, had sadly passed away. ‘She just looked at me and said, “Oh, look, you don’t have to grieve over her. She’s not even a real friend anyway. She’s not a part of the church.”’ Not long after that, she mentioned it to Tony Kostas himself. ‘Tony had dead eyes, and just said, “I don’t know why you were friends with her in the first place, she’s not worth it.”’

The New Kadampa Tradition also works to sow seeds of doubt in any potential external sources of support: ‘They start to believe that outsiders and nonbelievers are sort of unfortunate and more deluded and more mundane, and have ordinary minds compared to those within the NKT,’ says Dr Michelle Haslam. ‘People do report that they see in hindsight that they invalidated the thoughts and feelings of their family and friends. There’s quite a lot of ways in which it affects your relationships.’

As for those who have left the tradition, the NKT steps it up from the shunning of other groups to active dehumanisation. ‘Common terms used are “mentally ill”, “strongly delusional”, “damaged goods”’,’ writes former member Geoffrey Bonn. ‘Ex-members that dare to speak out are literally demonized. We lose our humanity and become rabid dogs in their eyes.’

The NKT’s lack of compassion for the supposed ‘mentally ill’ can be seen in the eye-opening account of what happened when Dr Haslam left the group. After she published a report online entitled ‘Potential harm to mental and physical health through exposure to The New Kadampa Tradition’, from her own experience and also from her perspective as a clinical psychologist, the backlash was immediate. Her workplace received an email from a ‘Dr Robert Harrison’ claiming that he was concerned about their employee’s state of mind. Dr Haslam was forwarded the email, and felt that it was a clear attack from the NKT.

She described the behaviour to me as DARVO – Deny, Attack, Reverse Victim and Offender. This is a classic domestic abuse tactic that University of Oregon Professor of Psychology Dr Jennifer J. Freyd explains as: ‘a reaction perpetrators of wrong doing . . . may display in response to being held accountable for their behavior’, which she says is particularly common in sexual offenders.

Dr Haslam shared the email on social media with the mindset of exposing this behaviour, but this move was a violation of her workplace’s data protection policy. She told me that had she been a permanent member of staff, she would have received a warning for this, but as a temporary contractor, her contract wasn’t renewed.

What happened next was that this ‘Dr Robert Harrison’ published a website under the domain dr-michelle-haslam.com, which if you know much about search engine optimisation, you’ll know it meant that if you googled ‘Dr Michelle Haslam’ it would be the first result that came up. The site’s main heading was a quote in large font that said, ‘Dr Michelle Haslam’s contract was terminated due to gross misconduct.’ Content from the site included quotes about videos that Dr Haslam had previously posted, such as: ‘Her behavior was variously manic and depressive and at times exhibited signs of high anxiety. I was surprised Dr Haslam was choosing to air her condition publicly on YouTube rather than seeking support from fellow professionals as she would advise clients to do,’ and ‘After watching several of Michelle’s videos the warning signs became apparent that she may be undergoing the early stages of a nervous breakdown.’

Nowhere on the site did it say more about what kind of doctor this ‘Dr Robert Harrison’ was, and he stated that he was left with no other option than to publish his story because Dr Haslam continued to accuse him of defamation and intimidation. He claims that he was unaware of Dr Haslam’s NKT report at the time of writing to her manager, and that: ‘My intention in contacting Dr Haslam’s superiors was to draw their attention to indications that she may be in need of support and help.’

There are a number of things to unpack here, but I reckon my top two are: would any kind of doctor with serious concerns over the state of another person’s mental health publish a website all about it? And if the reason for doing so was to counter unfounded claims of defamation and interrogation, why would the website be given a domain to make it appear as the first search result for Dr Michelle Haslam rather than for ‘Dr Robert Harrison’, who is presumably the one whose name needs protecting from these ‘baseless’ claims? I’ll let you take a guess at how easy it is to google someone with a name as generic as Robert Harrison.

When I spoke with Dr Haslam and published a podcast episode about her experiences with the New Kadampa Tradition, the website was still the first result for her name, and I made sure to archive it. She told me, ‘I’m intrigued to see how long they leave up the defamation website against me because everyone who sees it, it helps to warn them off the NKT. It says a lot more about the group than it does about the victim.’ The site has since been taken down.

Some who leave a high-demand group will try to avoid saying anything negative, knowing this will impact how they are portrayed to those still involved, many of whom they still love. But this can come at a cost. How does someone truly deal with what they’ve been through if they can’t examine it with a critical eye? Jonna, who grew up in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints in Finland, told me, ‘There’s a saying in church: “You can leave the church but you can’t leave the church alone.” In my experience it’s the church that can’t leave me alone. The leadership has very carefully crafted a narrative about those who leave. We are bitter ex-Mormons who spread lies (or if not lies then a negative storyline) about the church. So you’re pressured to leave quietly and not make a fuss and most particularly never bring any negative attention to anything in the church. Leaving the church and trying to not be angry and upset about things was one of the major factors in my depression.’

Many of these groups will never become a threat to the ‘them’ in the ‘us and them’ equation, but studies have shown that collective narcissism – a group belief in your superiority – can be linked to direct and indirect hostile retaliation in response to perceived insult. In other words, groups that encourage a feeling of collective narcissism are more prone to intergroup hostility and even violence.

Helen Zuman, who left Zendik Farm, suggested the following might be pertinent questions for someone assessing whether a community is healthy or not: ‘Are the people in the group able to collaborate in a collegial way with people who don’t live there? How do they talk about outsiders? How do they talk about people who have lived there in the past and left? Do they keep in touch? Are they friendly? Do they cast aspersions on those people and talk about them as failures? Are the bonds made within the group allowed to continue after the people have departed? And then when people depart, how well are they set up for their next stage of life? And kids who grow up in the group, how well are they set up to spread their wings and fly, if they should want to do that?’

These are important questions. It seems so basic, when you think about it, that shunning is an incredibly unhealthy behaviour. As Helen puts it, ‘In a cult, nobody gives a crap about what happens to you after you’re gone, but in a healthy community, the bonds among the people, I would say really are primary. People are not interested in cutting each other off. They care about each other and want each other to succeed, whether they stay or whether they leave.’

RESTRICTING ACCESS TO PROFESSIONAL HELP

We’ve touched on this briefly already, but I want to mention a few examples that demonstrate the different ways in which cults may stop their followers from seeking medical treatments, both for mental health issues and for physical ailments.

Rosanna told me of her time in a group called the United Pentecostal Church. ‘I had been living with OCD and bipolar all those years and taught that it was lack of faith and demonic forces. My toddler son was diagnosed with autism and I was told that he was possessed.’ Christina was born into the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints in California, and recalled, ‘I once confessed to a bishop (as a teenager) that I was experiencing a lot of depression and anxiety and wanted to see a therapist. I was told that those were signs that I wasn’t living the gospel the way the Lord says to because if I were I would be happy. I was told to repent of my sins and pray and God would take away my depression and anxiety.’ Ryan, who grew up in the Two by Twos in British Columbia, Canada, said, ‘I witnessed a lot of depression and mental problems in my family and in my faith. We were taught that this is a sign of personal weakness and a lack of trust in God.’

Lindy Jacomb told me that when she was involved with the Exclusive Brethren, nobody was allowed to see outside psychologists or counsellors, which she had a huge problem with considering the alcoholism, eating disorders and marriage issues she’d seen all around her. She knew many members who could have benefitted from professional help. But Lindy had heard more recently from a woman who was permitted to see a specific psychologist for family issues. ‘And this psychologist said to her, “Please sign here, all of the reports from our meetings are going to Sydney to the leaders there.” And she questioned this and was told, “That’s what all the Brethren that come and see me do.”’

Sometimes medical treatment is refused for followers who may be in dire physical need of it. In Violet Pryor’s Sydney-based Zion Full Salvation Ministry, David Ayliffe’s wife Margaret discovered a mole growing on the back of her leg when she was in her early thirties, and became very concerned when it started to turn black. Pryor forbade her from seeing a doctor about it and gave her instructions for home remedies, telling her it was all God’s will. Two years later, when Pryor had a moment of weakness and relented, Margaret managed to visit a shocked cancer specialist who had it removed within a week. The wound required a 5 by 7 inch skin graft, and Margaret, not yet knowing if she would live or die, wasn’t allowed to tell her family until months later.

David also recalled a horrifying case of another follower who was instructed not to get medical treatment: ‘There was a woman who was dying of cancer and she wasn’t to tell her family. And so her sons and her ex-husband only discovered when she was in the final stages. And that was terribly, terribly cruel because they didn’t get a chance to talk to her when she was able to talk properly.’

Lina told me this story of the approach to medical care at the Hare Krishna–affiliated Garden Ashram: ‘I remember my parents telling me it’s okay to eat food that you drop on the floor because it’s prasadam and can’t hurt you. Same with holy water. We were told it’s okay to bathe in the Ganga and the Yamuna, but they’re some of the most polluted bodies of water in India, and they’d say there’s not any bacteria in them at all.’ The family would bring back little bottles of the water for rituals in Australia, ‘and there was a ritual that involves drinking the water. My brother, he probably had hepatitis, but my mum never took him to the doctor to check that that’s what he had. But he had a rash and he got jaundice and had a fever, that type of thing. So we were all just getting sick a lot and not getting treated for it properly.’ Lina had to beg her mother to take her to a doctor for antibiotics at the age of ten or 11, and recalls that around the same time her baby sister got really sick with a fever. Her body went limp, her eyes glazed over, and she wasn’t responding to stimulation. She came through it without medical assistance eventually, but Lina remembers being very scared at the time.

In researching this book, I conducted a survey of former members of high-demand groups. Many respondents to my survey believe the Jehovah’s Witnesses to be a cult, and shared many harrowing stories of their experiences growing up in JW communities all around the world. The thing that came up again and again was the ‘blood doctrine’ – the teaching that blood transfusions are not allowed for members. Let’s be clear: this belief literally results in deaths that would otherwise have been avoided. It’s an interesting aspect to ponder among the current discourse around bodily autonomy and vaccinations, particularly as it relates to children. We’ll get into that a bit later.

RESTRICTING MEDIA

Many of the more religious cults will restrict the types of books and films that members are allowed to consume with an overt approach to censorship. They teach that the wrong materials will corrupt, and are full of blasphemy. For followers of ISKCON (the International Society for Krishna Consciousness, better known as the Hare Krishnas), the philosophy is to surrender sensory gratification, which extends to any foods that are seen as exciting or too flavourful, music outside of religious chanting and percussion, reading outside of prescribed teachings about Krishna from the gurus, and much cultural output from the so-called ‘material world’. For the Children of God there were no mainstream books, television, magazines or newspapers allowed, and members viewed themselves as ‘self-supporting, self-governing, and self propagating’. A former member tells me this is also true of the Jehovah’s Witnesses: ‘It discourages outside thinking. No college, no outside religious articles, only what the Governing Body says goes.’

Sometimes it’s more surprising to learn that this happens in less religious groups as well, or for reasons less related to religion. In Universal Medicine the consumption of mainstream television shows is seen as being a distraction or diversion from engaging with one’s true nature. I’m told that most devoted students are unlikely to own a TV or read any newspapers. I’ve read experiences of devotees’ partners not being allowed certain books in their homes as ‘their energy is too heavy’.

Even at the ‘revolutionary’ anti-capitalist community of Zendik Farm, restrictions on media consumption existed. A former resident wrote on a forum of her experiences after joining in 1991, at the age of 17: ‘New recruits had to take extra “philosophy classes” and complete reading assignments after the workday was through. Non-Zendik books and music were confiscated from newbies and divvied up among older members. We read only Zendik books. Listened only to Zendik music. Except when the core members we bunked under were listening to cassettes they’d stolen from us.’

In The Move, a decree from Sam Fife instructed that followers were to avoid pop culture, modern fashion and all media outlets, as everything in what ex-member Richard Kiers calls the ‘real’ world was created by Satan. Richard managed to access some news from the outside world, however, which made him aware that things weren’t always as the community was being led to believe. Because members would collect bundles of newspaper when they went into town to use as toilet paper at the farms, Richard told me, ‘I had a bit of a unique ability to stay connected to the real world.’ Richard often stayed in a sheep barn on the property. ‘So I would take the most recent newspapers that I could find and I would bring them to the room down in the sheep barn. And I stored them under the bed there. And I would read and read, and I knew what was going on in the world, and I knew that things were not what we were being told. And I was able to keep my mind free from believing that the outside world was all bad, because I saw a lot of good things and I was reading a lot of good things.’

Tony Cox, the former husband of Yoko Ono who kidnapped their daughter Kyoko and ended up in The Living Word Fellowship, made the documentary Vain Glory about his experiences. In it he recounted that from the moment members woke up until they fell asleep, and for him sometimes even while he slept, ‘you were listening to tapes of John Robert Stevens preaching and speaking . . . So we wouldn’t listen to the radio, we wouldn’t read newspapers, we wouldn’t go to the movies, we wouldn’t watch television, we’d just talk about John Robert Stevens and his new words of revelation about what’s gonna happen on earth when God comes.’

Not too long into its establishment, Zion Full Salvation Ministry followers were instructed to stop consuming television, radio and newspapers, and to read only the Bible. Violet Pryor herself kept a secret television hidden in a specially built cabinet, that only her ‘Pillars’ (right-hand men, including David Ayliffe) knew existed. David points out how magical it must have been to followers that she had such knowledge of goings-on in the evil outside world.

In the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church, radio and television were banned, fax machines were not to be used, and computers and mobile phones were all considered a ‘pipeline to filth’. But, things have shifted somewhat. These days computers are commonplace, but I’m told they are all to be bought or hired through a Brethren-owned and -run global company that restricts what can be accessed over the internet, and has the ability to dial into any member’s machine remotely. In spite of previously stating that mobile phones were the tool of the devil, the Brethren now allows followers to use these as well – so long as they are also hired from and managed by this Brethren organisation.

Gold Walkley–award winning journalist Michael Bachelard wrote the book Behind the Exclusive Brethren, and has investigated the organisation for many years. He told me, ‘Virtually every aspect of your life is surveilled, from your use of computers and mobile phones, where your children go to school, how they live their lives and in their social lives, and what they’re allowed to wear and so on and so forth. So it’s an incredibly high-demand organisation.’

I’m not surprised at all that placing restrictions on media consumption is such a common rule in cults. It makes total sense that if you’re trying to position your group as the only one with access to the truth, then you’d want to limit any narratives that might suggest otherwise. In addition, if you’re trying to convey to your followers that all outsiders are bad and evil, you don’t want them exposed to all of the positive aspects of humanity that exist in the outside world.

MONETARY CONTRIBUTIONS

For many years now, I’ve set aside an amount of money each month to donate to charity. When I’ve been doing better financially, I’ve upped the amount. But when things have gotten tough, as they sometimes do, I tend to avoid the phone calls that I know are from Amnesty International, Oxfam or Médecins sans frontières. Well, from a call centre on behalf of one of these organisations, I should say. Because here’s what I know: I’ve never been able to finish one of these calls without upping my monetary contributions to the charity. Even when, at the outset, I have said to the call centre operator that if the call is about increasing my donations, I’m not in a financial position to do so.

I’m conflicted – it feels unethical to continue a conversation to try to get more money out of someone who has told you that they are not in a position to give more, especially if you’re a human rights–based charity organisation. I know that most of the time, the people I speak with are from profit-making companies hired by the charities. And they continue to be hired by the charities, just like the ‘chuggers’ on the streets, because they get results. Often the best results from any avenues those charities use, according to friends I know in the sector.

It’s easy to think you wouldn’t cave to pressure to hand over more than you’ve decided you’re willing to give, even to a group you think is entirely worthy of it, but from property auctions to Candy Crush, there are a variety of societal examples to suggest that you shouldn’t be so certain.

Many people think that cults are most often about sexual exploitation, but my research leads me to believe that they’re most often about a different kind of power: financial exploitation. In general, the types of exploitation that occur in any given cult are dictated by the predilections of its leadership. Sometimes it’s not money – there are religious groups that insist on asceticism, where self-denial is brandished as a form of one-upmanship. This form of discipline can be manipulated into just as useful a tool for the controller as anything else. But we live in a culture where money is incredibly important, and so it makes sense that to a majority of cult leaders, it’s rather important too.

There are various, more demanding groups that pressure members to hand over money and all of their belongings. You’d think being asked to give away all your money would be an immediate dealbreaker for most people, but cults have ways of framing things that somehow make it seem okay. After being awarded a US$13,500 grant to study intentional communities across North America, Helen Zuman donated all of her grant money to Zendik Farm, and felt that she’d come to the decision entirely of her own accord. Having grown up with very little money, this grant felt like a small fortune, and Helen was worried that she wouldn’t use it wisely. At the time, she didn’t know what she was doing with her life, and she didn’t know what cause was worth giving to. The people at Zendik seemed to know, and she thought giving the money to them meant it would go to good use.

Helen had a slightly more selfish motivation as well: as a newcomer to Zendik Farm, she was living in the back of a horse barn loft with the other newbies – all men. She wanted to be with the other women in the top floor of the farmhouse, and making this dramatic financial gesture seemed a good way of fast-tracking the move and proving her commitment.

Carli McConkey estimates that she and her former husband would have spent about $44,000 on courses with Universal Knowledge over her 13-year period with the group. Her cult leader got an awful lot more money out of her than that as well. After adverse media coverage on A Current Affair, Carli says she was made to feel that she was to blame for the cult’s dire financial circumstances because she’d been working (for free) on the accounts. She was told to sign a contract that said she owed $50,000, which later had another $20,000 added to it for convoluted reasons. ‘And then there was a period after where I organised a ski trip for her and her family, and she said that I didn’t book breakfasts, or I didn’t book transfers, so I should pay for the whole trip. I had to pay another $10,000. I’d just separated from my husband – he’d run away by that point – and I was on the Single Mothers’ Pension, had three children, and I had to pay her $500 a week to give her $10,000 for a ski trip she just went on.’

Donations might include paying thousands of dollars for classes or treatments, giving all of the earnings from your job to the organisation, or handing over a lump sum or even property. Many who leave cults depart with little more than their clothes and a few belongings, and no savings to show for years of work.

In Outreach International, Robert Sullivan once gave an entire business to the church. It was an underground water sprinkler business based in Adelaide. ‘I was asked by one of the pastors once, “Would you give up your business for God?” And I said, “Well, of course I would.” And he said, “Okay then, I want you to give it to the church.” So within a day I just signed my business over to give it to the church.’ After a few months, when the business almost went broke, they gave it back to Robert. Another time, he’d bought a Rolls Royce. Something like buying an expensive car without first consulting with members was not an acceptable thing to do. After facing criticism, Robert ended up selling the car to buy two less expensive cars – one for himself, and another that he gave to his pastor.

Former New Kadampa Tradition member Peter Graham Dryburgh shared in a blog post that his involvement ‘cost me my home, my job and around £10,000 in debt, but most importantly, for a long time, it cost me my confidence and self-esteem, my dignity and my heart.’ He describes endless financial contributions and volunteer hours working around his full-time job in drug and alcohol treatment. Upon meeting founder Kelsang Gyatso in person, Dryburgh expressed some concerns, to which ‘he would simply laugh and tell me that any worries were due to negative karma, and to simply see these issues as purifying negative karma, to see them as wonderful opportunities on the road to enlightenment.’

At a community where there isn’t any money, there can’t be pressure for monetary contributions as such. Here’s how things work at Gloriavale Christian Community. The society was set up so that everybody shared everything, on a needs basis. This seemed fine for those who originally opted into it, but by the time Hannah Harrison was signing up to hand over her wages, she had little concept of what money really was all about. ‘If you had have asked me that when I was in Gloriavale, I probably couldn’t have told you.’ When residents reach working age, they’re made ‘partners’, so that they’re considered self-employed and not entitled to minimum wage or annual leave. ‘So all the money that you earn, you don’t see a cent of it. You don’t have a bank account, you don’t even know how to use an EFTPOS card for the most part.’

Members actually do have bank accounts, but they usually have no clue what they are or how to access them. Hannah told me, ‘I remember when I first had to open a bank account because I became a partner. They took us all in, the office girls had already filled out all of our forms for us. Five minutes before we went into the bank, they said here’s $10 to open your bank account and gave us the $10. We go in, put the papers down, open the bank account without knowing anything. I didn’t have a clue what I was doing.’

Even though it was supposed to all feed into a system where each person was allocated according to their needs, Hannah told me that they only got one pair of shoes per year, and they often got holes in them. She remembers having to tape hers up when she couldn’t get another allocation of shoes yet. Stuff noted that the Gloriavale trust ‘reported a profit of almost NZ$2.8 million and assets of $41 million in its annual return to Charities Services’ for 2020, which was up on the previous year.

I could give you so many more examples. I think this kind of investment works on a couple of levels. Obviously to help the group survive and thrive, and keep the leadership in comfort or even luxury. But in terms of control, it also feeds into the sunk cost fallacy, whereby the more a person invests in something, the harder it is to abandon ship. Leaving seems like it leads to a greater loss than continuing to believe in your investment. On top of that, in extreme cases followers know they will have nothing if they leave, and are financially trapped into staying.

As a former Chung Moo Quan instructor said, ‘At the time it seemed like we were all working together. They would tell you that your mind was strong and that you were powerful, but Kim was pushing all the buttons. The students were investing their time and money in the school, promised the possibility of becoming an instructor or having a school of their own, but that wasn’t happening. All the proceeds were going to John C. Kim. When I finally left the school after five years of instructing, I left without a penny, with just the shirt on my back.’

ARMAGEDDON

The last battle between good and evil – the one that takes place right before the world ends – is an incredibly common topic of discussion in cults. So common that it’s almost unusual if it hasn’t come up at some point in time. If a group becomes cultic, then an impending apocalypse is helpful for keeping the members in check. After all, if you can emphasise how special they are to the point of them being the only survivors post-Armageddon, they’ll want to stay on their best behaviour to remain on the path that holds a shiny future for them. The threat of Armageddon also helps keep people in line because they are in constant fear. You’d think this ‘end of days’ approach might be restricted to the more religious groups, but that’s not the case; Universal Knowledge devotees were also taught that the world was ending soon, and some of the courses members took were based around teaching them how to survive.

David Koresh is an extreme example, but his paranoia and preaching of the End Times came to a crescendo right before the Branch Davidians’ Waco compound was raided by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF). The raid played right into Koresh’s prophecies and did the opposite of convincing his followers that they needed to get out. See more about the Waco Siege on page 169.

Some cults prepare people for death and the afterlife, while others teach their followers that they will be starting a new civilisation post-Armageddon. The multiple children adopted and abused under Anne Hamilton-Byrne’s instruction in The Family were to be a ‘master race’ to take the world forward after the coming apocalypse. By the mid-1970s, The Move went as far as relocating most of its followers to remote locations in the harsh wilderness of Canada, Alaska and South America. Many of the 53 people who died in the fiery 1994 demise of the Order of the Solar Temple believed they were ‘transiting’ to another dimension, while the 39 of Heaven’s Gate who died by suicide in 1997 thought a UFO was taking them to the next level of existence.

The belief systems of all these groups differed wildly. The tragedies at the end of some were much more to do with the inability of their leaders to face anything other than death when their omnipotence came under threat. Taking a huge number of innocent lives with them is a testament to the depths of their narcissism. Not all cultic groups have the potential to end up like this. Leaders have differing requirements with their needs for absolute control, and there are varying levels of tolerance over dissenting views. External factors that accelerate a sense of persecution sometimes don’t play out. There are leaders who prefer to go to prison rather than end their lives. There are some who die by suicide without taking devotees with them. Yet in all these groups a lot of damage is done. A focus only on the more sensational headlines does a disservice to the survivors of groups that don’t end in this kind of devastation.

Cult leaders come in many different flavours, and regardless of how pure their intentions may be when they first set out to make their mark, often when their following grows, they become more dangerous as their paranoia also grows. But if they never reach that phase, they are still damaging the lives of many in their orbit, and yet are often not committing any crime.

A looming apocalypse is not such a far-fetched belief considering what humans are currently doing to the planet. But personally, I’d much prefer we pour our collective efforts into combating climate change rather than trying to be one of a select few who’ll survive at the expense of everyone else.
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COERCIVE CONTROL


‘Charismatic leaders tend to be intuitive. They’re able to read people. They thrive on chaos. They’ll create crisis situations. When they walk in the room, you never know if they’re going to be good and kind-hearted or be mean and call someone out or create some kind of dangerous situation.’

– Dr Janja Lalich, Professor Emerita of Sociology at California State University and former cult member

‘Sociopaths exist everywhere, but in our society, they thrive in a cult.’

– Mark Humber, former Brethren member



Coercive control is a pattern of psychologically abusive behaviour that is used to manipulate someone into doing what you want, without physical abuse – though physical abuse may also be present and the threat of physical abuse is a common method of coercive control. Around the world, including in New South Wales, coercive control is starting to become recognised in law as a form of violence and criminalised accordingly. Spanish academic Carlos Bardavío Antón argues that ‘there is no need for a psychological disorder or injury to conclude that there is a criminal offense’, because the process of undermining an individual’s free will is the offence. In a legal sense, judges and juries can have a hard time understanding how someone can claim they have been taken advantage of when they seemed to be a willing participant, or handed over their money or belongings voluntarily. But with an understanding of coercive control, this becomes much more straightforward.

With coercive control being criminalised in its intimate-partner and family forms in various jurisdictions, there’s a clear recognition that it’s a problem. The discourse around free will is often limited to a person exercising their free will in joining or leaving a cult. In that way it seems impossible to police – how can we tread on anyone’s right to free will? But it’s the usurping of their free will while they are in the cult that is the issue.

As Antón puts it: ‘Freedom of will cannot be renounced because it objectifies the person as an involuntary slave even if there are positive side effects (society does not want to have happy slaves, but rather, free people!).’ He suggests that when it comes to coercive persuasion, the crime should be considered aggravated by two degrees when is perpetrated on a group of people rather than an individual – and in the case of running an organisation that is coercive, the punishment should be much harsher.

Much like Karl Popper’s paradox of tolerance, whereby tolerating intolerance will see the downfall of the tolerant society, there’s also a paradox of freedom. We should be free to make choices for our lives within the laws and moral standards of the society we live in, so long as those choices don’t harm others. But we should not be free to choose to give up our very freedom itself.

RJ Testerman founded The Welcomed Consensus in 1989 after being introduced to and studying the courses of Lafayette Morehouse, an ‘intentional community’ – a community built around a set of shared ideals and values, often sharing resources – that runs ‘lifestyle experiments’ and presents their results through the coursework. But long before Testerman created a cult, he had demonstrated abusive and manipulative tendencies.

Christine Talbott Acosta met then-32-year-old Testerman when she was 12. Her father was very violent and her childhood was marked with physical and emotional pain. Testerman was good-looking and he treated Christine like an adult. He told Christine that she was strong and powerful, and that he understood her. He told her that she was smart, and that she made the other women nervous. Testerman gave Christine the attention that she couldn’t find at home, and it wasn’t long before she felt that he was her world. Christine was 13 the first time they had sex, which was, of course, statutory rape.

When she turned 16, Christine took Testerman up on his promise to ‘set her up’ in San Francisco, but it didn’t turn out to be what she’d had in mind. At first, things were okay – she was working for Testerman at his hair salon. ‘He was my boss and my boyfriend; he was my lover and he was my friend. He was everything to me for a lot of years. And we would fight, but it was always because I was fucked up. Like, it was because I was fighting him, I didn’t want to do what he said or whatever. And then he would always say, “Oh, I just wasted all this time on you. You’re just a fuck up.”’ This was the cycle of their relationship: fight and make up. After having her work at his salon for a while, Testerman sold Christine to a brothel madam named Sharon, taking an initial fee as well as an ongoing cut of her future earnings. Christine found herself pregnant at the age of 18, and when the pregnancy was diagnosed as molar, she had to undergo an abortion. In the process, she was diagnosed with cancer. As you can imagine, this was an incredibly difficult period for her. She began meditating, got sober, and got healthy. The cancer subsided, and she and Testerman undertook a course called Basic Sense at Lafayette Morehouse’s More University. Christine says, ‘That’s when things really changed for us . . . It was kind of like being on acid without the drugs. It was very psychedelic, and [involved] intense emotions. And we kinda swallowed that whole course . . . From that point on, it was like, okay, this is what we want to do.’

Christine helped Testerman set up The Welcomed Consensus as his own intentional living community. It still exists today, and it’s the same cult that Sasha Nelson got involved with through a Tinder date (see page 18). Sasha describes RJ Testerman like this: ‘He knows how to play with people’s emotions. He knows how to deliver approval and then withdraw it. He knows how to really shock people into paying attention to him. He’ll call out people in a room, he’ll say things that are completely unsavoury and all of this. And he has a certain level of wisdom, too, and you throw that in the mix and you create a charismatic leader.’ Today, Christine runs a website called The Truth About RJ Testerman, which aims to expose The Welcomed Consensus as a cult.

It comes as no surprise that a man who was controlling and abusive in his one-on-one romantic relationships was able to turn this behaviour into a cult set-up. The very same methods of control that happen in domestic abuse situations are prevalent in cults.

Remy Attig told me that he and two of his friends who joined the Master’s Commission had all experienced abusive relationships prior to joining. He and his friend had suffered at the hands of parents, another friend at the hands of a youth minister. Then at the other end, when they found their way out again, ‘how do you develop healthy connections with people? You’ve spent years of your life thinking that everyone around you is watching you and going to tattle on you, or that they’re judging you, or that you’re not good enough.’ The more people I speak with, the more I understand how common it is to come out of a cult and straight into another coercive dynamic. Remy and his friends found this to be the case: ‘We all were in really unhealthy relationships after that. I think it sort of predisposes you to seek out controlling relationships, too, because that’s what you know. You’re encouraged to let go of control and you’re not given any tools to figure out how to be healthy. So when you leave, of course you’re giving up control again because that’s what you know.’

Louis, who grew up in a cult called KwaSizabantu in South Africa, was married to a woman chosen for him by the cult. Louis told me, ‘Not trusting myself led me to be an easy target in an abusive marriage – one that lasted 17 years after I left the cult. This led to permanent scars for me and my kids.’

Erika Bornman’s experience in KwaSizabantu was similar. In late 2021 she said, ‘I turned 50 this year, and I left at the age of 21, so that’s a long time out in the world, you know? I got married at the age of 47, and it was in that year of marriage with an emotionally abusive man that I completely lost myself. It got to the point where I had obsessive suicidal ideation. It wasn’t that I wanted to die, I just felt like I no longer knew how to live.’ That’s when Erika knew she needed to seek therapy. ‘And what I realised was that I had basically recreated KwaSizabantu inside my own home, with an authoritarian male telling me what I’m allowed to do, what I’m not allowed to do, and telling me how bad I was and how evil and selfish and horrible I was as a person. It was in therapy that I realised that as a child, my personal boundaries had been demolished.’

Brisbane-based social worker David Ward wrote of the parallels between victims of domestic abuse and former cult members for the Cultic Studies Journal in 2000, and the implications for therapeutic approaches. He suggests that because most therapists have been exposed to working with victims of domestic abuse, there are a few aspects that can be brought into treatment for those who have left high-demand groups. These aspects include work around the person’s concept of self, their triggers, and the need to foster self-empowerment – all of these are vital tools for starting over.

A former Jehovah’s Witness in Queensland who shared their story with me supported this notion: ‘I have had to have extensive therapy. The therapists I have found helpful are those with a background in domestic violence. Leaving the high-control patriarchal misogynistic cult left me with the same symptoms.’

The first time I spoke to Laura McConnell Conti about growing up in The Truth (AKA the Two by Twos), she told me about her friend, Samantha Fraser, whose 2018 death was recently ruled to be murder (appeals process pending at the date of writing) at the hands of her ex-husband Adrian Basham. Laura and Samantha left The Truth at the same time, before Samantha met and later married Adrian. Laura notes that some of the behaviour her friend tolerated from her husband was very similar to the treatment they endured inside The Truth. Laura acknowledges that the way she was raised makes her vulnerable: ‘We’re never safe from it. We’re vulnerable to being abused again because of where we’ve come from.’

Within some cults, the direct line between intimate partner violence and collective coercive control is easier to see. For one Australian group, nicknamed the Seaside Sect by locals in Bells Beach, coercive control took the form of Ian Francis Lowe: a big guy from New Zealand with bad teeth, long, greasy ginger curls and a moustache. In television interviews, he came across as unassuming, friendly and even self-deprecating. Lowe renamed himself Alistah Laishkochav after moving to Australia and starting his own polygamous sect. By the time the group moved from Bells Beach, Victoria, to their Byron Bay compound in the early 1990s, Laishkochav was claiming to be the reincarnation of Jesus Christ, and was living in a community with his nine ‘wives’ and their 63 children (though not all were his).

One of his wives was quoted as saying, ‘One unbreakable rule in the household was loyalty to Alistah.’ He came to be known among his followers as ‘the controller’. Laishkochav kept food locked up in sheds, limiting access as he saw fit. The group mainly survived on government benefits, which were substantial because although each woman considered herself Laishkochav’s wife, the law, and hence their benefit entitlements, didn’t recognise this set-up.

AC’s father handed her over to the sect when she was four, with the understanding that he in turn would receive two to three girls as his wives when they came of age. AC stayed with the group until her father returned to rescue her when she was ten. During her years with Laishkochav she had no contact with the outside world and no formal education. She barely had food: ‘I was always hungry, and would sometimes be able to steal food during the night. I have zero memory of ever having a shower, but they took us to the beach often, so I suspect this was their attempt at mass/collective showering.’ AC was sexually abused daily from the age of seven. She was regularly beaten and humiliated, and there was an understanding that she would eventually become another of Laishkochav’s wives. Eventually, she and two of his other victims told adults what had been happening to them, and Laishkochav was arrested and finally prosecuted when AC was 18. He went on to serve seven years in prison after being found guilty of 21 charges. Laishkochav died alone at the age of 83 after being deported to New Zealand and reverting to his former name of Ian Lowe.

As we know, lawmakers across the world are looking at criminalising coercive control. There are many arguments for and against criminalisation, not least when it comes to Aboriginal women who are regularly misidentified as perpetrators of domestic violence in Australia when, in fact, they are victims. Recognising methods of coercive control as a massive red flag is extremely important. It’s almost always apparent in cases that end in murder in our current societal crisis of violence against women. I want to look at how these same dynamics exhibit in cults. You’ll have noticed we covered some of these elements in The Playbook, but let’s delve into a few more.

LOVE BOMBING

So-called ‘love bombing’ is one of the better-known aspects of cults – it’s when a new recruit is shown excessive amounts of attention and affection, and can be used to encourage a sense of loyalty that leads to dependency on the group.

Dr Michelle Haslam told me about her first encounters with the New Kadampa Tradition, at the Nagarjuna Kadampa Meditation Centre in Northamptonshire, England. She first attended in November 2016 and remembers being told how fortunate she was to have found the group and the teachings. Other members paid a lot of attention to the newcomers, and there was a lot of gift giving, but it didn’t feel as though they were genuinely interested in getting to know people on a deeper level. ‘It’s not very genuine, but if you are lonely and you aren’t feeling that great about yourself . . . It can feel really intense. It can feel really special.’

As with so many cults, the word ‘family’ came up at that first meeting. ‘The language is used to refer to it as special: spiritual friendship; family; all of these highly emotionally loaded phrases.’ Dr Haslam says that, at first, this environment really does help vulnerable people because it provides the conditions to stabilise someone who’s been homeless, heartbroken or traumatised in some way. ‘Those initial conditions – routine, community, purpose – can help you make meaning out of your suffering because you could say, “Oh, well, all that suffering led me to the Dharma. So it wasn’t all for nothing.”’

David Ayliffe described how his wife Margaret – a regular church-going Methodist who was studying to be a nurse – first became involved with Violet Pryor’s Zion Full Salvation Ministry: ‘She was looking for a welcoming church, and she’d been to a couple and been really hurt by the lack of welcome that she experienced. She was lonely, so she came up to this church for a normal service, which wasn’t the [more confronting] healing and deliverance service. And she was just blown away by the love and welcome that she felt from people within the church, and I think that was genuine. I mean, there were wonderful people in this group as there are in most cultic groups, I think. So that was what drew her in.’

It’s tricky because, as David says, the welcome probably was quite genuine; there are many good people in cults, and the community aspect is often what draws people in. But as with all things, there should be a balance. If something seems too good to be true, it probably is.

On the surface, The Hayden Bible Fellowship in North Idaho doesn’t present as particularly different from most white, Protestant evangelical conservative churches in America; however, former member Nikki Wright points to its use of love bombing as a way to keep members in line: ‘It operates like the frog in the boiling water: they’re extremely insidious in how they got into my, and others’, heads, because I’ve never been in a more supportive community . . . as long as I was submissive. Once you believe you’ve found one of those rare “good communities”, your heart is already captured by the feeling of belonging. Then, if you start to ask questions, you’re punished for it.’

It’s not uncommon for a new group to be welcoming to new members. But if the welcome seems over-the-top – as it can in a workplace that tells you they consider the employees to be a family – that can indicate they’re predisposed to crossing your personal boundaries.

RUNNING HOT AND COLD

People often think that those in cults are experiencing a form of Stockholm Syndrome, when, in fact, it’s usually a form of trauma bonding. Stockholm Syndrome – when a victim comes to identify with their captor – has been debunked as a credible theory, yet many people continue to think it’s a ‘real thing’. At the time of writing this book, there is a detailed entry about Stockholm Syndrome on Wikipedia and you have to look quite hard to find out the truth behind the events that precipitated its creation. As investigative journalist and author Jess Hill notes, it has no diagnostic criteria and is based on an invention by a psychiatrist who never even spoke to the woman he attributed the condition to. His diagnosis was made in response to the woman’s criticism of the state response (led by him) to the hostage situation she and her colleagues found themselves in at the Norrmalmstorg Bank in 1973.

Trauma bonding is common in intimate or family relationships, where the abuser treats the victim with love and respect one minute, and with scorn, disdain and sometimes violence the next. The cycle of abuse creates trauma bonds, where the victim wants to get back to that happy place where the relationship was positive and they were feeling valued and worthy. They start to realise that they can adjust their behaviour to stay on their abuser’s good side for longer periods of time, and this can sometimes result in victims blaming themselves when the abuser turns mean once more, as they have failed in their attempts to change the situation.

In the context of cults, this hot and cold behaviour from leaders comes up again and again. A Synanon follower said of founder Charles Dederich, ‘Sometimes Chuck is extraordinarily compassionate and kind. But at other times he’s cruel and vindictive. You never know which way he will swing.’

Talking about her time at Zendik Farm, Helen Zuman recalls her feelings about the farm’s matriarch Arol Wulf-Zendik. She treated the leader as a kind of god, perceiving her as incredibly wise and insightful, able to see truths about Helen that she herself couldn’t. ‘If I had one perception of myself and if she said the opposite, I would defer to her. She could be quite nasty and very critical. She could verbally rip people apart. She could also be very kind. She could rip you apart and then, later on, approach in a very friendly way and put you back together.’ Helen received this as honesty rather than nastiness. ‘Like, look, Arol is the only one who is courageous and righteous and evolved enough to fully be honest. And if I weren’t such a coward, I might be able to do what she does.’

In the Children of God, David Berg exercised his favour and ire through the positions that members of his inner circle were allowed to hold. His daughter Deborah wrote in her memoir about a trip to Latin America where her ex-husband had just faced a recent demotion: ‘typical of my father’s pattern of political ping-pong. First a promotion, then a demotion, followed by another promotion. Up, down. Up, down. It was like being on a roller-coaster.’

GASLIGHTING

‘Gaslighting’ is a term that’s entered popular discourse in recent years, as it relates to abusive relationships. It comes from British playwright Patrick Hamilton’s 1938 stage production Gas Light and its subsequent film adaptation, in which a man convinces his wife that she’s going crazy by dimming the gaslights in the house and then telling her that she’s imagining this. As it relates to coercive control, an abuser will undermine a victim’s own sense of reality and cause them to second-guess their own judgement. It’s a hugely effective tool to encourage reliance on the abuser to make ‘clear’ judgements rather than oneself, resulting in a handover of emotional control. Many who have exited cults intimately recognise this dynamic.

The National Domestic Violence Hotline in the US summarises the methods of gaslighting as: withholding – refusing to listen or claiming misunderstanding; countering – questioning the memory of an event; blocking/diverting – changing the subject or questioning your thinking; trivialising – minimising your needs or feelings; and forgetting/denial. (As a fun exercise, you could try measuring this checklist against any past politician’s media conference.)

Laura Sullivan’s situation is a good example of gaslighting in action. After months of pleading her case but not being allowed to move back from Melbourne after her father was diagnosed with cancer, the Melbourne Outreach International leadership changed and Laura was allowed to go. Laura had endured meeting after meeting being ‘challenged’ and criticised over why she would want to move and what her true motivations were. Then she was told that she’d been mistaken, and that they’d never denied her. She was told that she didn’t understand how they had loved her throughout the entire ordeal. ‘I spent months crying myself to sleep for not being able to move back and see my family, and then they just fucking go, “Oh we never said you couldn’t. You just didn’t take our love correctly.” So it was still my fault.’

It’s a mark of a decent person to want to work on their shortcomings and examine their preconceived notions. More of us should be actively figuring out where we’ve been reacting in unhealthy ways to the world around us. But it’s an easy quality for a manipulative guru to twist into avoiding any reflection on their own behaviours, and to shift blame onto the individual. If someone legitimately thinks you need help with your mental health, the best thing they can do is refer you to a qualified therapist. If you find yourself in a state of constantly second-guessing yourself or always apologising, you might be on the receiving end of gaslighting tactics.

ISOLATING

Gareth was my first boyfriend, and we dated for most of my teenage years. He was a wonderful human being and set the bar high for future significant others. Even after we broke up, Gareth remained an incredibly important person in my life, and I loved him dearly. Gareth was diagnosed with leukaemia and passed away from complications not long after his twenty-second birthday. I’ve never known a grief like it.

I was in a relationship with Kalon when Gareth died, and he helped me through that very difficult time. Although our relationship didn’t work out, we will always be friends.

This early experience with my first love taught me that friendship is worth salvaging from heartbreak. Had I not been friends with Gareth after our relationship ran its course, I would have lost even more.

Any partner who took issue with my friendships with former partners was out the door if they couldn’t find a way to overcome their jealousy. That kind of controlling behaviour stems from a deep insecurity, and honestly, I don’t think any of us should tolerate it. But Hollywood movies and all kinds of other media frame this sort of conduct as normal or expected – even romantic. This red flag is often the first sign of abuse for both perpetrator and victim, but instead of recognising jealousy for the toxic behaviour it is, many people allow others’ maladaptive emotional responses to limit their social circles.

We all know how common it is to be jealous of someone’s ex. But if there is anything to be worried about, pressuring a significant other to cut ties with that person is not going to solve the true problem. Often, we’d prefer not to focus on what that problem really is, so we fall back on blocking it out entirely. Unfortunately, many of us permit this kind of behaviour in our own lives, and if you can see how unremarkable this type of contact restriction is, then perhaps you’ve had a small taste of the control over relationships that happens to people in cults.

Isolation in cults isn’t just about physically removing people from their societal connections by taking them to a commune; it’s often about emotional isolation. Cults teach members that their ties with those outside of the cult are not to be trusted and are not worth anything. Former Kenja member Michael Beaver wrote in his letter to NSW Liberal state MP Stephen Mutch, ‘Whilst in Kenja I was encouraged to disassociate myself from my family and friends. Because I had “cut lines” with my family and friends I realised that I had no friends, this was very hard for me when I came out. If I meet Kenja people, they will say hello to me but that is all they will say, they won’t mix with you. I felt very lonely when I first came out . . .’

Often, control through isolation is intertwined with monopolising members’ time commitments. Finding time to catch up with friends and family is almost impossible when nearly every hour from sun-up to sundown has been scheduled for you.

According to Shannon Bundock, the leader of Fire This Time, Ali Yerevani, depicted relationships with parents as inherently toxic and needing to be cut off – unless the cult could get something from them. Yerevani would demand meetings to interrogate members deemed to be flaunting ‘petty bourgeois tendencies’, including political mistakes, but also how they dressed, their attitude, and relationships with family. Founding member Ivan Drury recalls being present as Yerevani allowed three ‘witnesses’ to interrogate a young female member for being too attached to her parents. The evidence? That she was refusing to steal from their credit card to buy a computer for the organisation. Berated for her ‘petty bourgeois tendencies’, eventually she caved to the pressure. Ivan sat through the entire three-hour meeting but never spoke out: ‘I knew that I should have, even at the time, but I didn’t.’

This type of controlling behaviour isn’t limited to cutting members off from their family; romantic relationships are often frowned upon as well. Shannon told me that while there wasn’t an official ‘directive’ about personal relationships, Yerevani ‘would teach us either you recruit or you get recruited. So, if you’re in a relationship with someone, you have to recruit them to the organisation or else they will recruit you to a bourgeois life, and it’s going to inevitably come to a conclusion.’ And if you were in a relationship with a fellow member? ‘I was made to break up with someone who I was dating for two years while I was inside, because it was negatively affecting my revolutionary development and Ali told me that I should break up with him, so I did.’

Within the Zendik Farm community, care was taken to minimise any close bonds that may threaten the wider group. Arol Wulf-Zendik and her daughter Fawn were permitted monogamy, but for other Zendiks, Helen explained that this wasn’t encouraged. ‘No one ever said, “Thou shalt not be monogamous.”’ Yet, time and again, when a couple showed interest in spending more time together, this was curtailed. They would be accused of being square, which was bad, or of ‘fucking with the revolution, of being in a bubble, of screwing with our survival’. Eventually, the couple would be given an ultimatum: ‘Fix your bullshit or leave the farm. And of course, how that worked in the bigger scheme was that Arol needed each of us to be primarily loyal to her. So, for the sake of group cohesion, she could not countenance any long-term committed relationships.’

Anyone familiar with the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church knows that a core element of control in the group is the punishment of isolation. There’s the isolation encouraged by the separation doctrine that keeps members away from the rest of society, and children in Brethren schools, as well as the shunning of those who leave or are excommunicated. But there’s another form of isolation that’s used as punishment within the sect, called ‘shutting up’. Lindy Jacomb’s family were shut up after her sister tried to marry a young man without church authorisation. The couple couldn’t elope as they were underage and didn’t have parental permission, so they returned to their respective families, both of which were shut up for three months or so. Lindy recalls the experience of being shut up: ‘My siblings were still going to the Exclusive Brethren school, but they were not allowed to eat or socialise with the other kids. They had to sit separately and were shunned, even though [my sister’s situation] was nothing to do with them. They found it very traumatic. I was going to work in the Exclusive Brethren workplace and I, too, couldn’t eat with or socialise with any of the others, and the same applied to all of my other family members.’

Perhaps now that so many of us have lived through a global pandemic, it’s easier to imagine what this kind of isolation might feel like. But, unlike the rest of us, Lindy and her family had no alternative social environment to turn to; there was no social media to scroll through, no Zoom meetings – no social contact at all. ‘When you’re shut up, your entire social world comes grinding to a halt and it’s just absolutely brutal. It’s definitely psychological abuse.’ Some months after Lindy and her family were shut up, the Brethren decided it was okay after all for her sister and the young man to marry.

The process of being ‘shut up’ can last for many months, depending on the infraction and the view of the church elders as to whether you have paid your dues and are appropriately repentant. Lindy knows of people who’ve been shut up for over two years. It can be just one person rather than the entire family as well. When we spoke in January 2021, she understood that her father was currently shut up, and had been since February 2020.

Limitations are placed on friendships within the sect as well. A former member told researcher Jill Mytton (herself an ex-member) in 2013, ‘Whenever we wanted to have visitors for the weekend from another locality we had to come up with some work excuse for them to come and help us – otherwise it was considered to be a “special friendship” and they would not have been allowed to come. We also had to ask for permission to have them visit along with providing the reason why they were coming.’

Violet Pryor, leader of the Zion Full Salvation Ministry, implemented a phone call system for members: when phoning each other, they needed to call three times. This meant that if a phone rang, the caller was to let the phone ring two times and then hang up. The receiver should answer on the third call only. This was for ‘protection’ – it ensured members were only speaking with other members and not answering calls from outsiders. Members were also not to say anything when answering the phone, so as not to be ‘trapped’ into speaking with outsiders. David Ayliffe tells a heartbreaking story at the start of his book about answering the phone to his mother’s familiar voice, and listening for a short while before slowly hanging up on her.

Many years later, when David’s father passed away, he resolved to begin phoning his mother regularly, without telling Pryor. A few years after this, his mother, too, passed away. After withstanding the initial pressure from Pryor, David eventually handed over his inheritance from his mother to his cult leader.

Similar to the Exclusive Brethren, Violet Pryor told her followers that God wanted them to be in the world but not of the world. If they sent their children to school, they weren’t to socialise with the other children – and education then became through homeschooling only. Pryor’s instruction was that you weren’t to ‘fellowship’ with anyone outside of the group. I asked David what this meant. ‘We didn’t have rules like the Exclusive Brethren, that you can’t sit down and eat with somebody, but it was pretty much like that.’ David recalls living next door to a man who was in his eighties, suffering from dementia and using a wheelchair. One day the elderly neighbour had somehow made his way to the bottom of his yard and couldn’t get back. ‘I went out and wheeled him back, but I’m feeling guilty about walking fifty metres or something to take an old man back to his wife.’

It’s ironic that people who join cults are often seeking a sense of community, yet the wider sense of community is usually one of the first things to be eroded by the leaders.

TESTING

As Fire This Time leader Ali Yerevani took followers on one of their regular required hikes, he stopped along a serpentine stretch of mountainous highway, and told the group, ‘Okay, everyone needs to cross.’ It was busy, a blind corner. They were told to go on their leader’s word, whether or not they thought a car was coming. ‘One person didn’t do it because he was afraid he was gonna get hit by a car and die,’ says Shannon Bundock. ‘Ali laid into him: “If you think you’re gonna die, you don’t violate your discipline, you listen to your leadership.” I also probably was putting myself at risk, but I wasn’t violating that.’

Shannon reflects on the road-crossing incident: ‘It made me think about all the tests that they would do in Jonestown to prove your loyalty by putting yourself in a position where you think you could die. And even though you’re not going to, just prove that you would. And it just felt like he was doing that test, you know? And if somebody didn’t do it, then they were laid into and it enraged him.’

In the Zion Full Salvation Ministry, Violet Pryor would play mind games with her followers, once instructing two members to eat their lunch in the assembly hall in front of her as punishment for some kind of misdemeanour, then berating them for failing her ‘test’ by participating in ‘the blasphemous picnic’.

Testing devotees is a great way to sort the wheat from the chaff, and for the most promising recruits, to break people down and make them more dependent.

At Chung Moo Quan, founder John C. Kim would put his arm on a chair, slap it, and declare that he was going to make it grow. Russell Johnson witnessed this test firsthand, and recalled how the group would say, ‘Yes, Master!’ when asked if they saw it growing. ‘All of us are telling him that we see his arm growing. And some people actually believed. But for me, there was that part at the back of my brain going, I don’t see shit.’

This example brings up a question I ask myself all the time: how much does each leader really believe in what they’re teaching, and how much is about power and control? With Kim, it feels like an argument could be made either way. Surely for him to run such a bald-faced demo in front of the students, he must have been delusional. He must have believed that he was making his arm grow. Or, was he just so adept as a con artist that he knew that forcing the students’ minds into such conflict would make them more invested?

When Kim was eventually tried for conspiracy to evade taxes in federal court, various stories came out, including former students who testified about loyalty challenges in which Kim asked whether they wanted to leave the school or die. The loyal student would choose death to pass the challenge, and he would choke them – only letting go just before they were rendered unconscious.

One of the more notorious examples of tests in the cult world is the branding that occurred in NXIVM’s female-only master/slave society DOS (from the Latin Dominus Obsequious Sororium, which roughly translates to ‘master of the servile sisters’). To the end, founder Keith Raniere continued to deny that he was at the top of the DOS pyramid.

Once women in DOS were at a certain point of commitment, they were branded with a cauterising iron – with no anaesthetic – in a ceremony that took around 30 minutes. The naked ‘slave’ was held down by other naked slaves, and the whole thing would be videotaped. Women were told that the brand symbolised the four elements: earth, fire, air and water. However, they would later find out that the lines formed Raniere’s initials. In Lauren Salzman’s court proceedings, she said that slaves were paddled, whipped and locked in cages as part of their training to become Raniere’s sex slaves. Lauren Salzman was one of eight women who answered directly to Raniere as their master, in a group that also included Allison Mack and Nicki Clyne. Less is known about the five other women who worked their way to the top, which may be because they didn’t start out as famous white actors. According to reports, there were almost 100 slaves altogether in DOS. In her later testimony, Lauren Salzman said that the branding was the most painful thing that she’d ever experienced.

RESTRICTING FOOD

Food deprivation is a common form of control in cults, and it is often done by introducing arbitrary rules that change at the leader’s whim. Former Branch Davidian Marc Breault, who described himself as once being closer to Vernon Howell (whom you may know better as David Koresh) than a brother, told the Waco Tribune-Herald that the leader came up with shifting directions for followers over all kinds of things. For instance, at one time the only fruit members were allowed to eat were bananas. At another time, they weren’t allowed to eat oranges and grapes together, but oranges and raisins were okay. Koresh managed to excuse himself from many of the rules. As Marc told The Tribune, ‘First, he was the only one allowed to eat meat. Then he was the only one allowed to drink Coke. Then he was the only one allowed to drink beer. The thing I noticed about Vernon is that whatever he was tempted with, eventually God would get around to saying it was all right for him to do.’

With the Hare Krishnas at the Garden Ashram, Lina told me that every item of food in their restricted diet was placed into one of three ‘modes’: goodness, passion and ignorance. Which mode a certain food was placed in dictated if it was acceptable to eat. A restrictive diet may not only be an arbitrary measure of control, but a physical tactic in itself. Lina noted that a lot of the food was very high carb, low protein, very sugary and salty. ‘And I think that when you are not getting enough nutrition, it makes you very tired, and less likely to have the energy to do anything outside of the temple.’

In NXIVM’s DOS, orders to commit acts of self-denial or discomfort were common, such as freezing showers, planking, or standing up for a prolonged period of time in the early hours of the morning. This extended to extremely low-calorie diets to get a ‘slave’ to meet Keith Raniere’s physical preferences, before an assignment to ‘seduce’ Raniere would be set.

CRITICISM AND CONFESSION

You may have come across a concept termed ‘radical honesty’ in some self-help circles. The idea is that people should practise complete and total honesty, even when it might be offensive to others or cause discomfort. Some proponents view it as a moral stance, and some as more of a way to reduce stress. Personally, I believe in being as open and honest about everything as possible (sometimes to my detriment), and I think some people probably receive it as me ‘over-sharing’. I believe in people’s right to privacy, but I suspect society might benefit if we were all a bit more open. However, I absolutely think this should have its limits.

To me, radical honesty – a concept coined by a man named Brad Blanton – is a step too far. When encouraging frankness at the expense of empathy, radical honesty gives rise to reactionary truths as opposed to broader truths. There are many reasons to tell a white lie in day-to-day life; it’s the difference between saying, ‘Those shoes are hideous,’ and thinking My friend seems happy so I’ll hold back my thoughts about their shoes, as it doesn’t matter whether I like them or not. Sometimes total honesty is called for, but other times, omitting or toning down our truth contributes to making the world a better, kinder place.

Radical honesty often comes to mind when people tell me about the criticisms they received (or sometimes dished out as well) as part of their cult. Researching this book, it hardly came as a surprise that when I googled the concept, Starlee Kine had read a story for The Moth podcast about almost accidentally joining the cult of Brad Blanton, the very man who had trademarked the term. Kine attended a multi-day seminar at his house when she was researching her own book on self-help. When she refused to sign a contract saying that she’d do everything Blanton told her to for the duration of her stay, she found herself on the receiving end of huge amounts of verbal abuse. When she started to cry, he made fun of her. She found it difficult to leave because the property was two hours from anywhere, but she managed to book an expensive cab ride to get her out of there when Blanton suggested it was time for ‘naked day’.

Confession and criticism sessions vary widely from cult to cult, from members detailing what they dislike about each other (Zendik Farm) to sitting in a circle and being criticised for things that didn’t need to even be true (Synanon). Reasons given for these approaches might include overcoming barriers, rebuilding character, clearing negative energy, or working to become more godly, but at their core these types of tactics are about breaking a person down and keeping them in line.

At Zendik Farm, criticism became a part of daily interactions. By the time Helen Zuman had joined, the (mostly negative) feedback was known as ‘input’. Like a proto-radical honesty, there was a conscious effort to rebrand criticism as pure information: ‘We would talk about [the criticism] as if it were neutral. That input is just data, like if you’re trying to get somewhere and you have good information about where to go, you’re more likely to get there . . . but, in reality, it was usually critical. It could be harsh, and was a way to beat each other down and keep each other in line.’

In Synanon, criticism sessions were a formal ritual of the drug addiction rehabilitation program. This was known in the organisation as The Game. The Game involved everyone sitting in a circle, and one person being on the receiving end of criticism, accusations and interrogation from other meeting attendees. People were allowed to say anything within the context of the game, and it didn’t even need to be based in truth.

Synanon member Steven Simon described it in a 1978 journal article: ‘The Synanon game is a multidimensional free-flowing approach to breaking down communication barriers, a setting for philosophical, business, and personal exchange, lasting anywhere from one hour to seven days at a stretch, and involving from eight to twenty-five people.’ The New York Times called it a form of ‘aggression therapy’ in which ‘participants vent deep and often angry feelings about each other in an effort to define and restructure character’.

In practice, it usually took the form of verbal abuse of some kind. It was generally full of vitriol, and participants used language that they might find completely unacceptable in their everyday lives. Sociologist Richard Ofshe was studying the group, and attended sessions of The Game, trying not to bring too much attention to himself. In a book he later co-authored, The Light on Synanon, he said of being on the receiving end of The Game, ‘It is difficult to make you understand how emotionally devastating that can be. It’s a tidal wave of hatred. The first time it hits you, it absolutely destroys you.’

The only rule of The Game was no physical violence or threat of violence was allowed. Synanon founder and architect of the ritual Charles Dederich called The Game ‘an emotional bath’. Artist and art professor Phillip Andrew Lewis, who spent two years at Synanon as a teenager, told the San Francisco Chronicle, ‘People describe it as “psychic murder.”’ Members were expected to take part in The Game three times a week as part of their treatment.

Following The Scattering period at Outreach International in the 1990s, the membership became less concentrated in certain cities. Because they could no longer have regular church-type sermons and gatherings, the communities would now all get together in one family’s house each Wednesday and Sunday. At these sessions, everyone was expected to share the intimate and banal details of their lives. Laura Sullivan described these sessions for me: ‘They literally put chairs in a circle, sit in a circle and make people talk about their lives. And they get challenged. Grown men cry. You just basically get beaten down about anything. So that’s where there’s a thousand stories you could be told . . . Cos that’s where it went really bad.’

Max Poganowski had a similar experience where his family was situated after The Scattering, in Southeast Asia. ‘People would share things about their lives – good things, bad things, just things that they’ve done, decisions that they’ve made – and at least in the groups I was in, almost invariably those decisions would be torn down and psychoanalysed and usually put into a negative light somehow. And it was just an evening of people attacking each other. And saying they were doing it out of love.’

As Laura said to me, ‘If you just put a camera in there and just showed someone ten minutes of that circle of talk, no one would go, “That’s a church, that looks like a church to me!”, they would say, “That looks like a self-help slash bullying session.”’ The whole thing reminded me a lot of Synanon’s ‘game’.

In Kenja, there’s a confession session known as ‘Energy Conversion meditation’ that Ken Dyers adapted from his time in Scientology. He didn’t like to use a machine to remove spirits from past lives, though; he could ‘process’ himself, knee-to-knee with the recipient and staring into their eyes. Drawing out negative issues from a subject’s past or present is said to help ‘clear’ these negative spirits, and set them further along the path to enlightenment. In Kenja, a ‘confront’ might make use of some of these negative issues by bringing them up in front of others. Supposedly this is a helpful tool for self-development. Unfortunately, if anyone had mental health issues that became acutely exacerbated by this unregulated psychological approach, they might well end up out of their beloved Kenja.

On the flip side of confessions and criticisms, which in so many cults are used as emotional weapons, it’s common to come across the attitude that gossip is a bad thing. Outside of cults I regularly hear gossip denounced as a blanket negative. For Laura Sullivan, it took her years to feel like people weren’t talking about her all the time after she left OI, because while she was in, that’s what they were doing. When it’s malicious, speculative and judgemental, gossiping about others behind their back is not great. But discussing the dynamics of people’s relationships, concerns you have about those you care about, and other aspects of your friends’ lives is a great way to get feedback from others and explore whether your worries may be valid. It can help young people feel out whether certain behaviours they’re experiencing with a partner should be tolerated or are quite different to what their friends find acceptable.

Gossip is also framed as a fairly gendered phenomenon mostly practised by women and gay men. Chrissy Stroop believes there’s a religious element to its condemnation. She terms herself an ‘exvangelical’, and told The New York Times that for the men who believe they have a God-given authority over women, ‘gossip is a threat to their reputations and power – reputations that are often undeserved and power that is often exploited abusively’.

Hannah Harrison shared of her experience as a girl growing up in Gloriavale, ‘I think as I got older, I tended to just say less and less. Because I knew that if I said something and it was wrong, it was gonna come back to bite me. If I had an opinion, I was better off keeping it to myself. And I know that even as a teenage girl, at the Saturday night youth meetings, they would say things like “women should not have an opinion. Women, you should not have an opinion.” And I remember sitting there thinking, But I do! I don’t mean to, but I do have an opinion.’ As a result of this, ‘you learn to keep things to yourself, and you almost live this sort of double life, where there’s the person that everyone around you sees and then there’s the person that you are. Because you’re too scared of showing anybody what you’re really like.’

A culture of confession and criticism has long-lasting effects on people’s lives. For Lee Sullivan, Laura’s younger brother, after a childhood in Outreach International he finds that he still has to check his compulsion to overshare, to tell people he has just met the details of things he’s done in his past that he’s not proud of. Nikki Wright wrote to me that after her time in the Hayden Bible Fellowship, ‘My baseline for what is and is not “normal” or healthy to share is extremely screwed up.’

SLEEP DEPRIVATION

A 2014 US Senate report into the CIA’s Detention and Interrogation Program lists sleep deprivation as an interrogation tactic, stating that upwards of five detainees ‘experienced disturbing hallucinations during prolonged sleep deprivation and, in at least two of those cases, the CIA nonetheless continued the sleep deprivation.’ These examples included deprivation of up to 180 hours, but even lesser amounts are known to cause problems with cognitive function, including memory accuracy, speech coherency and social competence. Whether intentionally or by trial and error, many cults have found controlling sleep to be an effective tool to foster compliance.

Shōko Egawa, a journalist who wrote multiple books about Aum Shinrikyo, reported for Nippon.com: ‘Yet another tool used by the cult to mold the psyches of the members was sleep deprivation. Aum members who lived in cult facilities performed all manner of tasks and chores while getting a bare minimum of sleep. They received no news, meanwhile, from the outside world, their only information input being what was imparted by the cult.’

It comes as no surprise to me anymore when a cult leader claims they don’t need much sleep. Srila Narayana Maharaja once told an interviewer that he sometimes chanted the Hare Krishna mantra 200,000 times a day, which could take more than 12 continuous hours. He said that his guru would chant 300,000 times, and only slept 24 minutes each day. Keith Raniere has claimed he only needs two to four hours’ sleep, but he was also known to sleep up to eight hours during the day, so he’s no Maggie Thatcher on that front; Margaret Thatcher famously slept just four hours each night. For I.A.’s leader in Kosmic Fusion, even Thatcher’s hours would have been excessive: ‘She said she doesn’t sleep. Maybe she goes into some other state, or I don’t know what she’s doing, but apparently she doesn’t sleep – or maybe only an hour.’ For this leader’s close followers, ‘Six hours’ sleep was considered being lazy. Those were her words.’ They were expected to restrict themselves to four or five hours a night.

The religious aspect of Universal Medicine’s teachings is called The Way of the Livingness, described as ‘the true religion for mankind’. It’s a little difficult to untangle, but involves ideas around reconnecting with the divine nature that is within us all, looking after one’s body and mind first and foremost. In practice, this means going to bed at 9 pm and waking up at 3 am, not consuming any alcohol or coffee, and a low-carb diet that avoids carrots and potatoes. It might not shock you to hear that founder Serge Benhayon claims he only needs four or five hours of sleep a night.

Shannon Bundock ended up sleeping very little in Fire This Time, which she says she likely wouldn’t have been open to if it was an initial directive set out by Ali Yerevani. Her description of how this came about sounds almost like a weaponised version of exposure therapy, where incrementally increasing a person’s tolerance can help to desensitise from a phobia: ‘I think that over time, the level of expectation increased. I think Ali did it actually very systematically and carefully, so that the demands that were expected of us, for time commitment and what control we were willing to give over to the group, he would kind of push you to your boundary, but then pull back a little bit. And then over time it just got normal to not be making a decision about where you lived, or only sleeping a few hours a night, which I don’t think I would have just automatically done at the very beginning. And I think it kind of happened slowly within, probably a year. It got to the level where all of my decision-making had been handed over to the organisation, which meant to Ali.’

CLAIM TO HIGHER POWER

In cults, the superiority of the leader is a given. It’s interesting to see how many non-religious cults end up with a leader who claims to be a god or messiah in their later stages, but it does seem a natural progression as the narcissist requires more and more fodder to sustain their fragile ego.

‘If the Bible is true, then I’m Christ. But so what? Look at 2000 years ago. What’s so great about being Christ – a man nailed to the cross? A man of sorrow acquainted with grief. You know, being Christ ain’t nothing.’ Those are the words of the Branch Davidians’ leader David Koresh.

It’s not always Christ, or the Virgin Mary, or God that represents a cult leader’s claim to a higher power. Gurus may claim that they alone are enlightened, or know the path their devotees need to take to reach enlightenment. In Kosmic Fusion in New Zealand, Joy Kuo told me the leaders claimed to be ‘the living embodiment of “The Absolute”’, representing ‘The Source’. ‘The Source’ to them meant the origins of creation, but was more energetic than godlike.

Claiming to be the one reliable fount of knowledge doesn’t always relate to a spiritual kind of higher power, either. Fire This Time co-founder Ivan Drury wrote of its leader Ali Yerevani: ‘He even rationalizes his authority by citing the lineage of his revolutionary ideas back to Lenin, evoking the tired claims of being the one-true-inheritor of the Bolshevik legacy.’

Generally speaking, when a leader discourages their followers from attaining guidance and inspiration from external and multiple other sources, they begin to position themselves as the ultimate authority, and the only interpreter who can provide The Truth. It happens in pretty much every cult, but I’m going to give you further insight into just a couple of Australian examples.

Violet Pryor’s claims that she was a special messenger of God reportedly got her kicked out of her church in Leeton, in the Riverina district of New South Wales. Then on 18 November 1974, as she told it, she experienced Christ’s crucifixion alongside him, enduring the entirety of his suffering, and from that date she exhibited the stigmata. David Ayliffe told me, ‘She claimed the best stigmata of all. The very best. And that was it, she had all the marks. So she had the crown of thorns and she had the spear thrust in the side and all this sort of thing, and she would boast about it. That set her apart so much from any other human being, because when you look in the encyclopaedias and so on – at the time I did that, and there’s probably some 300 different people who claim to have the stigmata – but normally it was only the hands or only the feet or whatever, but she had the whole dang lot.’

David described his first encounter with Violet Pryor, which was during this same period. He was 19 at the time. ‘I read in the papers and heard about a deliverance and healing ministry, which is exorcism, that was being practised at St Michael’s Anglican Church in Surry Hills. Of course, the hierarchy of the church didn’t like this at all, because it was really contrary to how they operated, what they believed. But I was a young journalist, and to me this was fascinating. So I made an appointment, went up to interview the vicar – or the rector, they call them in Sydney – and saw a deliverance. And there was a blonde-haired woman, highly coiffured, in brightly coloured clothing. And there she was shouting in the ear of this woman, casting demons out of her. And I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, but it just seemed to be very real.’ Intrigued, David got to know the woman, and became convinced against his better (and later) judgement. He says he felt, ‘Well this is where I’m supposed to be. And this is real, what I’m seeing is real. So I was sucked in.’

The show of exorcising demons resulted in the subject of the exorcism vomiting for minutes on end, and David wrote about the experience in his memoir: ‘I can’t control my shaking. I have never seen anything like this. It is unimaginable to me that a scene like this could take place outside of the safe passages of the Bible. Although I am still afraid all I can think of is if God is real he is here and he is bigger than all of us.’ The Southern Cross magazine that David was writing for edited his resulting article about St Michael’s so that any supportive references to the idea of exorcism were removed.

Later on, Pryor was in a car accident. David told me she claimed to have sustained horrendous injuries: ‘The doctors were just astounded, and then she got up after three days and left the hospital. And she claimed that the Holy Spirit had taken possession of her in a way that had never happened with another human being. And then it was the person of Jesus was fully embodied in her. And then finally it was the father as well. So the whole Trinity was in her body. She was God.’ Pryor said that she had literally died, and come back to life.

In the late 1980s, one of Pryor’s longest-standing followers and a former Zion Full Salvation Ministry member who’d also left, went to the media and the police. A Current Affair was knocking on the door, and then Pryor’s property was raided. The story adorned the front page of local newspaper the Manly Daily, which said of Pryor, ‘It is believed she has fleeced her flock of several million dollars.’ The resulting court case was dismissed when Pryor’s barrister argued that there’s no proving either way when someone claims to be God, so therefore there could be no proof of deception.

Outreach International’s Tony Kostas has never claimed to be God himself, but he says that he is the ‘final authority’. Kostas likes to make use of prophecy, and one of the founding stories of Outreach International is known as ‘The Russia Trip’. Kostas claimed he’d received a message from God in 1970 that he was to go to Moscow and confront the Soviet leader. In his 2016 book Led into Love he writes, ‘I felt that God’s purpose in sending me to Moscow was as significant as His purpose in sending Jonah to Nineveh.’

Kostas and his companion left their wives and young children behind and embarked on a long trip that took them a few places before Moscow, and they did the whole thing on the dime of OI members and other church congregants who took to their messages as they travelled. When they finally made it to Moscow, they didn’t find as many receptive audiences to help further fund the trip. With the return flights booked and two weeks’ hotel accommodation including breakfast paid for, they had to survive on just over a dollar to cover their last nine days in the Soviet Union.

When it became apparent that the foretold meeting with the Soviet leaders wasn’t going to eventuate, Kostas reinterpreted the message. It seemed that the true Soviet leader he had been sent to defeat was Satan himself. Rather than taking it as a valuable lesson about leaving for a long trip overseas without saving enough money, Kostas understood his days living on breakfast alone as a test from his God. And, he wrote, ‘Not only that, but the fate of the Soviet Union as a tool of Satan to oppress God’s people, was sealed. That may seem a big claim to make, and it’s certainly not something I can prove; yet I know in my heart that the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 was the direct result of my confrontation with its true ruler in Moscow 20 years earlier.’

Further down the line, Kostas made his followers take the pledge, ‘For me to live is Tony Kostas’. Those who would not take him as God’s chosen man were made to leave OI. A former member told me, ‘Tony is God’s man and that’s still basically the whole premise of the whole thing. That God sends a man, and he takes responsibility and you have to follow what he says, and whether it’s right or wrong, you’re absolved of responsibility because you’re doing what you’re told. You know, there’s a lot of people out there that don’t want to have to make decisions, that want to be told what to do.’ Another former member said, ‘What Tony says supersedes anything that’s in the Bible, or what you may be hearing from God yourself. It overrules everything. Tony’s word is, he believes he’s God in terms of what he says.’

CLAIMS OF PERSECUTION

Any healthy group that is confronted with media attention or a wave of traumatised former members would be likely to take a good, hard look at itself and try to figure out where it might have gone wrong, and ideally consider how it could improve. Psychologist Louise Samways wrote a book called Dangerous Persuaders: An exposé of gurus, personal development courses and cults, and how they operate in 1994. In a 2007 e-book update, she added an afterword in which she discussed the aftermath of the earlier publication: ‘There were even phone calls from some unqualified and inappropriately qualified people running personal development courses who were shocked to realise the potential harm they could do. To their credit they were anxious to find out how they could avoid problems and better screen and inform participants of risks.’ By contrast, in a cult, external criticism is almost always framed as persecution. It’s a cult version of the DARVO technique so common to domestic abusers: Deny, Attack, Reverse Victim and Offender. Claims of persecution create a common enemy and can help bond a group more tightly together if they feel under attack, feeding into the ‘us and them’ mentality.

Cyrus Teed, back in the late 1800s, was well onto this tactic. Lyn Millner, who wrote a book about Teed and his movement, Koreshanity, told me, ‘When there was negative press, at least it was press – you know the old saying, “bad publicity, good publicity, whatever, as long as they spell your name right.” He felt like the newspapers were giving him publicity and also that their persecution was part of the deal. All devout followers are persecuted, right? Jesus was persecuted. So that was proof.’ Teed and the Koreshans believed that the Earth was hollow, and humans lived on its concave inner surface, with the rest of the universe contained within. They did experiments to prove it with an extendable steel and mahogany contraption known as a Rectilineator. A common Koreshan greeting to another follower was, ‘We live inside.’ Before you laugh too hard, there are modern-day believers in the concave Earth theory, and not just Flat Earthers.

Even winners of the Nobel Peace Prize are not exempt from accusations of persecution. Kelsang Gyatso’s New Kadampa Tradition is perhaps best known in wider society for the protests they organised whenever the Dalai Lama was visiting a city where they had a base. Under the guise of the Shugden Supporters Community, they launched a very public attack on the Dalai Lama, calling him a ‘ruthless dictator’ and saying that his position against worship of the vengeful deity Dorje Shugden made him an ‘oppressor of religious freedom’. I won’t get into the ins and outs of Dorje Shugden, but the Dalai Lama told Peter Popham for Newsweek that ‘The practice is very sectarian . . . those who believe in it are fundamentalists. Perhaps they will attain high spiritual insight thanks to Dorje, but I don’t think so.’

NSW Liberal state MP Stephen Mutch called for an inquiry into cults at a NSW legislative council hearing in April 1993, and focused on Kenja in his three-hour speech. On their website, Kenja claimed: ‘This was the beginning of the personal attack on Ken Dyers. We began to realise that very few journalists in the mainstream media would genuinely investigate our growing awareness of the identifiable group of people determined to destroy Kenja.’

In the documentary Beyond Our Ken, Dyers’ wife Jan Hamilton said this: ‘Cult Awareness Network is a hate group, which means they operate on hate and the basic premise is like the Ku Klux Klan. If you’ve got anything wrong with you it’s because of these people over here. Let’s blame these people. And they motivate hate, they motivate anger and they give people an excuse for what’s happening to them now.’ The Kenja website states that the organisation in Australia is now known as CIFS. CIFS stands for Cult Information and Family Support, and I’ve been to a number of their Sydney events. As you would expect from the name, it’s a support group for those who have been impacted by cults.

FORBIDDING FROM LEAVING

Carli McConkey told me that her cult leader threatened that if Carli left, ‘She would report me to DOCS [Department of Child Safety] and have my children taken away from me. ’Cause she was going to say that I was an abusive mother and sign off on it as a psychologist.’ Violet Pryor told David Ayliffe what would happen if he ever tried to leave: ‘She used to threaten that she’d kill me, if I ever left the ministry, she’d kill me. And that she’d kill my wife and children first and I would see them die in agonising deaths before my eyes, and then she’d kill me.’ Death threats and weaponising child custody fears are of course common tactics in domestic abuse situations as well.

These are extreme examples, and with many groups, there’s a more insidious approach. In most religious cults, people are told they’ll go to Hell if they leave, but that’s something that can be said of many religions as well. It’s just that it’s much more limited in cults. You’ll go to Hell for leaving the specific group, rather than for ceasing to believe in God, for example. Journalist Nathan Jolly interviewed former Two by Two member Elizabeth Coleman, and wrote that the annual conventions ‘were filled with horror stories of those who left the group and were “struck dead in an accident within days or weeks”. This was divine punishment, according to the leaders.’

Hannah Harrison told me about the expectation to remain at Gloriavale: ‘More than once I made pacts with my friends that I would never leave, and I even went as far, when I was 15, as making my commitment in front of the entire community. In which you say that you will never leave. And the last line of the commitment says, if I ever break any of these vows, I do so to the peril of my soul. I actually really believed probably up until I was 20 years old that if I left the community I was going to Hell. And if I left the community and I thought I wasn’t going to Hell, I was deceived and I was definitely going to Hell.’

Often what holds people in a cult is the knowledge that they’ll lose treasured relationships with those they consider their family. These are the people closest to them in the world, who have sometimes been their entire community since birth. Not allowing open communication and healthy relationships between those who are still involved and those who have left is a powerful mechanism of coercive control.

Zendik Farm co-founder Arol Wulf-Zendik would have said that anyone was free to leave at any time, but there was plenty that kept people trapped on a psychological level. Helen Zuman told me, ‘There was an idea at Zendik that if you left, you were betraying the cause and you were betraying all of life, since Zendik was saving the world. If you left Zendik, you were casting a vote for humanity and all the wild creatures to die. So there was a sense of doom attached to leaving the farm and this idea that you were putting your life at risk by doing that.’

Ali Yerevani made appeals to Shannon Bundock’s ego, telling her that she was made for Fire This Time. ‘It was this twisted way of telling me I was special and that I couldn’t live like a regular person. But then also threatening me, if you leave, you will eventually just kill yourself. And I believed it. And I don’t know, maybe I wanted to believe it, because it made me feel exceptional or special. But it was a really cruel thing.’

Claire Ashman came out of the Order of St Charbel with her eight children. From her time in the cult, and her strict religious upbringing prior to that, Claire emerged with a mission: ‘I want to be able to educate young girls and women to see the signs of abuse, no matter how mild. And I’m not just talking about sexual abuse. I’m talking about social, financial, emotional, mental, physical, spiritual.’ She can see from her own experiences that ‘it always starts off small, and they don’t recognise the signs . . . I see it in relationships and in marriages and I just think to myself, Why are you putting up with that?’ Claire has made it her life’s mission to help ‘make the world a better place for all women, so that they can be wild and free, and fulfil their dreams, and be themselves. And that in turn will be passed on to their children. And over time the world will become a much better place for females. Because that is my dream. My absolute dream.’
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CULTS ARE A FEMINIST ISSUE

Anecdotal evidence suggests that there tend to be more women than men in cults, and it’s clear that cult leaders are overwhelmingly male. Yes, the glass ceiling is alive and well in the world of high-demand groups. There’s no reason that cults wouldn’t reflect other areas of society – girls are socialised to be compliant and polite, while boys are actively encouraged to be leaders and display more assertive behaviour.

It’s tricky to measure such things scientifically because the groups themselves are often incredibly secretive, and those who exit may avoid speaking out about their experiences through fear or shame and embarrassment. I ran an informal survey in the writing of this book, and of a sample size of 249 former cult members, almost 70 per cent of respondents identified as female. Even allowing for the possibility of women being more likely to respond to surveys, it’s a remarkably high proportion.

New York psychotherapist Shelly Rosen has been working with former cult members since 1983. She writes that women who join cults are ‘intelligent, active, and seeking to make an impact. These women are looking for an environment where they can experience themselves as powerful but not competitive, be part of a community where they can get recognition and mentorship, and feel somewhat safe from the gender inequities that characterize the culture at large.’ Even though the groups themselves end up being quite the opposite of empowering and are highly competitive, women who become involved ‘have difficulty leaving because the manipulative techniques of the leaders mirror the gender power differentials to which women are accustomed’. Back into the compliant, nurturing box they are sent, where it’s unfeminine to criticise or question the status quo.

Certain groups specifically target women who feel disenfranchised in mainstream society – they attract these women to them via overt messages of empowerment. Serge Benhayon’s Universal Medicine (UM), which recruits mainly women and has left many bereft and bewildered ex-husbands in its wake, is one example. One of UM’s related projects was an annual Girl to Woman Festival in New South Wales’ Northern Rivers region. Marketing for the event included language that sympathised with the pressures girls were up against: ‘There are enormous social pressures, in the face of a hyper-sexualised society, that is telling girls that they need to be everything but themselves.’

Universal Medicine describes itself as an ‘esoteric healing clinic that offers a holistic approach to complementary medicine, assisting people to heal from emotional and physical pain’. Benhayon claims to have ‘pioneered no less than seven healing modalities’. One of those modalities is Esoteric Chakra Puncture, and another is Esoteric Breast Massage.

An open letter from an anonymous man to Benhayon in December 2012 included: ‘To begin with, I had no real issues with what my partner was starting to believe in. I was actually quite interested in some of the ideas for a while. However, over time I began to notice a few worrying things. My partner and some family members quite suddenly were unable to make any decisions without consulting their esoteric practitioner. I have witnessed the complete destruction of their self-esteem and confidence. I recognise this as a direct goal of yours and can’t help but be impressed at the ease of which you achieve it.’

This letter was published on the blog of Esther Rockett, which hosts a wealth of material about the damage caused by UM. Rockett became disturbed by Benhayon’s methods after attending an ‘ovarian reading’ session with him in 2005. Benhayon’s pre-cult life was as a tennis coach, but he’d eventually claim that women should stay away from sports entirely, for the good of their fertility. Here’s some more of Benhayon’s wisdom, from his 2011 book Esoteric Teachings & Revelations: A New Study for Mankind: ‘Women have achieved equality, in some measure, by “out-male-ing” the man. Therefore, they too, are in the excessiveness of male energy. This is why there are so many cases of ovarian cancer, fibroids, cysts, endometriosis, breast cancer, etc.’ And: ‘Lack of self-nurturing is now a significant global problem and, in particular, for women, as it is the actual energetic cause of breast cancer and its ill rise in our societies everywhere.’ As reported by her husband to David Leser for the Good Weekend, a woman was once told by Benhayon that she had a ‘break’ in her aura and an evil spirit residing in her liver and kidney. The woman died in the following months from two brain tumours.

In Fire This Time, Shannon Bundock said of Ali Yerevani, ‘I think he actually straight-up exploits people around him constantly. And he, in particular, preys on young women under this guise of promoting women’s leadership and fighting sexism. But the reality is the closer you are to him, the more abuse you have to take from him. And I think he uses his position as a man to dominate women, more severely than he’d be able to with men, and I think all of his ideological statements are just noise.’ Shannon was left bereft when she realised that what she had thought was revolutionary work for all these years was, instead, ‘actually causing harm. I wasn’t continuing the work of revolutionaries that came before me. I was serving this one man. It’s confusing and pretty destabilising.’

An open letter signed by seven organisations and a number of individuals, including former and founding members of Fire This Time, closed with the words: ‘While projecting a public image as organisations in which women play central roles, the reality is a gross caricature of women’s leadership. In fact, women and young people are treated as objects to be manipulated by the supreme male leader. It is time for this charade to end.’

In the Turkish ‘feminist’ Islamic creationist cult of male leader Adnan Oktar, women were praised as superior for their ‘compassion, mercy, cleaning, punctuality, meticulousness and thinking about details’. Oktar’s female followers are known as ‘kittens’, and most bleach their hair blonde and get plastic surgery to emphasise their lips and cheekbones. In January 2021, Oktar was sentenced to 1075 years in prison for running a criminal organisation for profit, and sexual abuse.

CONTROLLING RELATIONSHIPS AND MARRIAGE

You could almost be forgiven for thinking that women might do better in strict religious cults, where marriage is sacrosanct and dress is often incredibly conservative, but you’d be wrong. Lift the veil on any number of these institutions, from the Exclusive Brethren to the Two by Twos to Gloriavale, and you’ll find a litany of charges ranging from harassment, assault and sexual abuse to controlling, damaging behaviour.

In cults, sexual exploitation is probably second only to financial exploitation, at least in the interviews I’ve conducted over the last few years. But cult systems can, of course, include both.

Polyamory can be a freeing, mutually beneficial and progressive approach to relationships that rejects the idea of ownership over another person’s sexuality. But polygamy in cults overwhelmingly takes the form of polygyny (one husband and multiple wives) rather than any form of ethical non-monogamy. Any relationship that privileges one person’s desires and humanity over those of their partners is exploitative. Because of the history and the current dynamics of patriarchy in most societies, somehow it can still be tricky to see these set-ups as problematic by everyone involved. Sure, if multiple wives in a polygynous marriage feel happy with the arrangement, there is an element of free choice involved. But they are not truly free unless they are also at liberty to take other partners themselves – whether or not they choose to do so.

The taking of multiple wives (yes, even ‘celestial’ wives) or partners in a one-way direction only is always a sign that a situation is exploitative. But control of women is ubiquitous in cults even when they promote the exact opposite – such as women making themselves sexually available to all men, as encouraged by David Berg in the Children of God. Then there are many examples of virginity and chastity being prized above all else, and where the burden of protecting this always falls on the female, even as she is taught to be submissive to males in all other circumstances.

Control over women’s sexuality is common in and out of cults, and is only one facet of how cults are a feminist issue.

It’s a gloomy day in Sydney’s inner west, as Laura Sullivan sits across the dining table of my share house trying to explain the first 32 years of her life to me. She taps the table with a nervous energy – an irregular beat that punctuates her points. I can’t bring myself to tell her that it’s not doing my audio recordings any favours. Her recollections bring her to tears a number of times, and they have the same effect on me.

If you met Laura at a bar, you’d see her as someone who is confident, attractive and accomplished. She loves vintage clothes and has a nose piercing, works in post-production on reality TV shows you’ve definitely heard of, and runs a cool art project on the side. Laura’s not far off 40, and she knows that she wants to have a child, but for the first three decades of her life, she wasn’t free to choose her own path. She and the other single girls in Outreach International had to sit around and wait for a guy to write to them. A book with pictures of all the young people would circulate among the OI communities across the world, and the sect leader’s wife was known as a matchmaker. Laura jokes that ‘the book’ was a prototype for Tinder.

Laura was always a bit of a rebel, and eventually she started dating a guy who wasn’t in OI, but when she moved back to Sydney from Toronto, the long-distance relationship was hard to keep up. She wrote him an email to break things off. At the weekly OI meeting, members sat in a circle and shared the minute details of the goings-on in their personal lives. Laura was ‘challenged’ about her email. Why hadn’t she consulted with her fellow church members before writing it? Was she trying to avoid scrutiny? Where did these selfish motives come from? Did she even really have a relationship with Jesus?

Laura couldn’t believe what she was hearing. After everything that she had done for this organisation – all the rules she’d followed, all the money she’d handed over – her commitment was being questioned. When her father had been diagnosed with cancer and she’d been told she couldn’t leave Melbourne to be with him, she’d stayed away. She’d lived in share houses in the least-hip areas of town with young women she might not otherwise have chosen, and she’d endured endless weekly meetings and endless criticisms, only to be told that she didn’t have a relationship with Jesus because of one email?

That was it. She was done. Laura left OI after that meeting, and her mother, who had been in for over 40 years, followed her out the very next day.

Laura told me about the status of women in OI. ‘Oh, they’re definitely second-rate. It’s only men leaders. They have men’s retreats and they have men’s meetings once a month. And the ladies, they just follow suit. They’re supposed to obey their men. I mean, it’s pretty much just run by the men.’

Tony Kostas, OI’s founder, wrote that all a woman had to do was ‘find out what pleases her husband. If he considers something in her life to be an expression of unfaithfulness, (whether or not it appears as such to others) then she will honour his desire and rid herself of it. After all, he is the one that she needs to please.’

Canadian former Jehovah’s Witness Joan Ferguson shared with me that leaving her husband was a turning point for her. He was abusive, but women were strongly discouraged from leaving their husbands, even if they were being physically assaulted. When she left him, she was declared an ‘unfit association’ for having done so. Annette Davidson, another Canadian former member, recalled an incident where she saw hundreds of congregants applauding a woman who was staying with her physically abusive husband because she was ‘a good woman’ for remaining.

Kayden, who grew up as a member of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, wrote to me, ‘Me and my sister were sexually abused by our father. The elders protected him and would go to his police interviews and court hearings. My mum, who kicked our father out of the house to protect us, ended up being marked as bad association because she wouldn’t accept his “sin” and went to the police instead of keeping this within the congregation.’ As Kayden pointed out, it’s dangerous to characterise something as serious as sexual abuse as ‘a sin that can be repented for rather than a crime that needs to be properly addressed’.

Having a woman as a cult leader doesn’t necessarily make it better for women, either. During a time when divorce was frowned upon, a major recruitment method of The Family’s Anne Hamilton-Byrne was to approach women in unhappy marriages and offer them a new family with her. The women who left their own families were disowned completely, and effectively became her servants for life. They doled out some of the harshest treatments of the children Hamilton-Byrne gathered.

Sarah Moore wrote in her memoir about growing up in The Family, ‘Anne Hamilton-Byrne believed in discipline absolutely . . . Her religion was based on distorted perceptions of the Hindu notion of “karma”: that you reap what you sow.’ Suffering was meant to make amends for the sins of past lives as well as the present one. ‘The guiding principle of our rigid existence was discipline. Discipline was the word used to justify abuse.’

ALLOWING ABUSE TO THRIVE

For many years now, it’s been recognised that victim-blaming narratives hold back progress on attenuating sexual discrimination and assault in our society. But at the same time as the media tries to catch up with best practice, such as refraining from commenting on what a woman was wearing when she was attacked, young people within certain communities are being indoctrinated to believe that the victim is, indeed, to blame. A former member of a breakaway Baptist sect told me she was sexually abused by her cousin when she was a minor and he was an adult. When she told the pastor, he said that God would strike her down if she caused trouble. She said, ‘I was told my tight clothes seduced him and that I should just forgive him.’

There were some parts of growing up on the beautiful, remote farmland of Gloriavale Christian Community that were wonderful for Hannah Harrison, but other aspects not so much. Girls and women at Gloriavale all wear an identical, navy blue, neck-to-ankle dress designed decades ago by Gloriavale’s Australian founder, Neville Cooper. Hannah told me how the bottom of that dress always seemed to be wet. There’s a particular accent developed in the insular community of Gloriavale, which I recognised from documentary films as I spoke to Hannah in New Zealand. She was thoughtful and deliberate when she reflected on her experiences.

Hannah told me: ‘If something happened or someone got abused, it’s the woman’s job to say no. The men, they can’t help it. So, if someone got abused, it must be because they were flirting or something like that. Or, you know, in a case where it’s a young teenage couple that gets together when they shouldn’t have, all the blame is on the girl, the girl should have said no. The boy can’t help it, he can’t say no.’ This is in spite of the fact that there are only male leaders at Gloriavale, and the white headscarf mandated for all the girls and women is worn to specifically denote submission to men. At the age of 16, Gloriavale members are strongly encouraged to sign a declaration of commitment that waives their right to receive income and gives over all their belongings to the community. If they haven’t signed at 16, they’re required to at 18. The contract for girls has them promise to submit to men, look after the home, and remain ‘meek, model, and pure’.

Former Gloriavale member John Ready told journalist Anke Richter for New Zealand Geographic about a relative of his who had been sexually abused: ‘The men were told in a meeting by Nev [Cooper] that she had seduced this old guy. They made her forgive him.’ That girl was nine years old.

Erika Bornman spent her formative years in the South African cult of KwaSizabantu, and wrote in her memoir Mission of Malice of girls: ‘Her purity is the prize. She has to keep it at all costs. And yet she’ll constantly come up against men who want to take that prize from her. And men are her superiors, she has to give in to them in every other aspect of her life. Bow to their wisdom. Serve them first. Make sure they are happy. See the problem here?’ Erika also wrote of the ongoing impacts of KwaSizabantu’s teachings about women, which stayed with her for decades after leaving: ‘I like to think that I’ve become enlightened, but the indoctrination I got at KwaSizabantu – that women are inferior to men, that we have to guard against leading men astray, that we’re whores, sluts and Delilahs – left an indelible impression. This, despite the fact that, intellectually, I’ve known for years that their ideas of gender roles are totally unsound.’

Lina was born into the Australian centre for Giriraj Govardhan Gaudiya Math, started by Srila Narayana Maharaja. Lina says that during her time at the Murwillumbah Garden Ashram, ‘I remember being 12 or 13, and my mum started telling me to cover up, in case I tempt men. Which I think is like, who’s looking at a 13-year-old? They should be able to wear whatever they want.’ Lina continued, ‘There were also some weird, fake empowering messages that I remember some of the women saying to each other, like, “Women, we are just like men, but with a womb. We are womb-men. So our role is to have children and look after them, and look after our husbands. And that’s the greatest gift of all.”’

Many former Mormons have written to me about the expectation that women were to stay at home and be baby-making machines, and fully adult women were given less power than 12-year-old boys. Marina, who grew up in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints in Michigan, told me, ‘As young as 12, we were preparing for our future husband. At 15, we went to camps that prepared you as a wife. At 19, it was almost an expectation to get married before graduating college. At 25, as unmarried and a member, you’re treated like a child and those who are younger than you who are married are treated better.’

In the Children of God, David Berg’s teachings didn’t restrict women’s sexual subservience to just one man. Former member Eva St John joined the cult in Auckland, New Zealand, at the age of 16. She described part of the belief system to 60 Minutes as: ‘the sisters should make themselves available to all the single brothers sexually, because that was their service for God, and the single brothers needed sex, and so the sisters’ service for God was . . . if brothers wanted sex, they had to give it to them. And it was called “The Law of Love”.’ This didn’t only apply to those over the age of consent.

LIMITED CHOICES

When we uphold the narrative that those who join cults are gullible and stupid, we’re contributing to another kind of victim blaming. It may help us feel safer, to think that we’d never be so easily manipulated, but it’s pretty short-sighted, and, as so many former cult members have taught me, generally incorrect.

Claire Ashman grew up in one religious cult, only to marry an older man while she was still a teenager and step right into another cult. Claire told me her upbringing had a huge impact on her lack of agency in this decision: ‘Well the thing was that we were always taught to give over our will to God’s. So it wasn’t about what we thought and what we wanted to do, it was about doing the right thing, the correct thing to do in regards to the church, and the church’s laws.’ And those laws, she was taught, meant ‘husbands are the head of the house. That’s how it works, that they are totally in charge. And so I thought that I was being a very obedient, submissive wife in doing as I was told.’

When Claire’s husband decided that the family should move to live with the Order of St Charbel, Claire had misgivings, which she voiced to him. He didn’t listen. Instead, he told her she was being led by her emotions because that’s what women were known for. If she couldn’t base her decisions and thoughts on Catholic religion and theology, then he didn’t want to hear about it.

Claire ended up at the Cambewarra, New South Wales compound of ‘Little Pebble’ William Kamm. Kamm taught that he had had a revelation about the ‘Royal House of David’ that was to be assembled around him as leader of the Order. This was a marriage structure with 12 ‘Queens’ who were his alone, and 72 ‘Princesses’ who could be married to others but were also his ‘mystical brides’ and able to have ‘mystical babies’ with him. You might recognise Kamm’s name from the media coverage after he was convicted of sexual assault charges including of two 15-year-old girls, and eventually sentenced to 15 years in prison.

Claire Ashman’s experience skewers the myth that those who join cults are gullible, and in any way responsible for what happens to them after they ‘choose’ to get involved. Claire’s upbringing had taught her that she was to obey her husband. If it were up to her, she never would have joined the Order of St Charbel. She had misgivings from the start, but her choices were entirely limited by her circumstances. She only managed to leave when a sheriff showed up at her door with eviction papers. The officer was probably pretty surprised with Claire’s response: ‘I said, “Thank God, my kids and I have been wanting to move from here for years, just tell me what to do. Help me.” And he said, “Well look, you need to go and find a house to rent, and if you can’t find a house to rent, well then you need to ring up the housing commission and they will help you.”’

Kamm’s Royal House of David echoes David Koresh’s ‘House of David’, which was strengthened by a doctrine he later revealed called The New Light. This involved Koresh’s assertion that he, as a messiah, was the perfect mate for all female Branch Davidians, single or married. Male Branch Davidians’ marriages were to be annulled, and they would become celibate. Their true mate would be created from their rib in the afterlife. Koresh apparently needed all the women to create a new lineage to rule the new world.

While there are, of course, exceptions, many of the cults I’ve looked into are fairly (and in numerous cases, extremely) patriarchal. Laura McConnell Conti gave me her perspective from growing up in the fundamentalist Christian Two by Twos: ‘I just think women in these groups have such little independence. And I see them thinking it’s working for them until it’s not working for them. And they’ve got nothing, and that’s when they’ve got no human rights, when they’ve got no education, when they’ve got no financial independence. That’s dangerous.’

REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS WITHIN CULTS

Liz Gregory of the Gloriavale Leavers’ Support Trust says, ‘I think women are more badly affected by these thought control, rigid groups – women and children. We find that the men are just a bit quicker [to make progress outside], but the women struggle a lot with the emotional loss of the families inside Gloriavale.’

High-demand groups are damaging to all under their control, but even when they’re not patriarchal, it’s often female and LGBTQI+ members who suffer the most. Alexandra Stein became involved with a socialist cult when she was a student and has since become an expert on cults through her own work in academia in the US and UK. She writes, ‘Women’s sexual lives, their lives as mothers and their ability to control their own reproductive choices are all upended within cultic organisations.’

Limitations around reproductive choices are incredibly common in the groups I’ve researched. Even in more outwardly progressive groups such as the supposedly revolutionary North American free love commune Zendik Farm, Helen Zuman regularly submitted to a process called ‘specking’ – a cervical inspection with a speculum before each ‘date’. She told me, ‘If we were fertile, then we were not allowed to have intercourse. And that was the basis of how we prevented ourselves from getting pregnant.’ Co-founder Wulf Zendik hadn’t liked condoms, and even though he had died by the time Helen arrived at Zendik Farm, they were only approved for use by special request. Over the five years that Helen lived at the farm, its female leader Arol Wulf-Zendik allowed very few couples to procreate. ‘There were certainly instances of coercion in which Arol coerced the woman to have an abortion. And there were other times when the woman may very well have chosen to do that.’ And even for those who did have children, Helen said: ‘With the exception of Arol’s daughter, any woman who gave birth at the farm was separated from her child at some point . . . Whether it was for a few weeks or a few months, somehow, Arol would find a way to try to break that bond between mother and child early on.’

At Fire This Time the limitations weren’t so overt, but they still played out to similar effect. A former member wrote an anonymous blog post about her experiences: ‘There is a general understanding among the group, that for the women who want to be real revolutionaries, they should probably not ever have children.’

Lauren Salzman became involved with NXIVM through her mother, Nancy Salzman, who was Keith Raniere’s closest collaborator. Lauren was just 21 when she first met Raniere, and by the age of 23, she was in a secret relationship with the then 40-year-old. Many of Raniere’s partners were unaware of his other partners, and many devotees were under the impression that Raniere was celibate. This couldn’t have been further from the truth. Over the years, Lauren yearned to have a child. Raniere kept telling her he would allow it, but always at some point in the future. When she asked for permission to have a relationship with another man, Raniere lured her back to him with promises that she could have a baby. She wanted to prove to him that she was willing to do whatever it took. Lauren was never granted her wish, and by the time she and Raniere were on trial for their crimes, she remained childless at 43.

Whether it’s women being told when they are allowed to procreate, babies being named by leaders, or mothers being encouraged to be sterilised rather than have more children, women within cults find themselves being pressured and challenged from multiple directions.

In groups that encourage high levels of procreation, limits are usually placed upon the family relationship. At New Zealand’s Gloriavale, Hannah Harrison told me: ‘When you have your first and second child, you get about four weeks off those early morning duties. Then you’d still have to go to work during the day, but you get the early mornings off.’ By ‘early mornings’ she means 5 am starts. ‘And then once you had your third child, it would change to be, you stay at home with your kids until breakfast time. And then you go to work from 9 am to 3:30 pm and then you pick up your kids and take them home and bathe them and get them ready for dinner.’ Workdays at Gloriavale are seven days a week, and decisions such as when a child might get medical attention are made by the male leaders rather than the parents. Hannah is one of 15 children.

Davina grew up in the Quiverfull movement in Indianapolis, which is a movement based on the idea that couples should have as many children as possible, as large families are a blessing from God. Her mother was continually getting pregnant, and suffered miscarriage after miscarriage. As the oldest daughter, Davina was responsible for childcare and housekeeping from an early age, and looking back now she feels she had no childhood herself.

In the Children of God, children were raised communally and followers were taught not to treat their own children differently from anyone else’s. At Synanon, in 1970 a policy was implemented for expectant mothers. They were to reside in a facility called The Hatchery from their seventh month of pregnancy and they could remain there until their baby was nine months old – at which point they’d have to leave them to be raised in the facility, and may only see them once a week in the years following. By 1971 Synanon was insisting that all children be removed to one location. This prompted a couple of hundred members to leave the organisation, but others totally bought into the idea, which was positioned as a rejection of the nuclear family in favour of a supportive community environment for children to grow up in. It was also promoted with a feminist slant, as freeing up women’s time from traditional, gendered child-rearing concerns. That this happened to also free up their time to contribute their labours to Synanon’s businesses and administrative functions was a happy coincidence.

By 1977, Dederich was insisting that male Synanon members have vasectomies, and pregnant female members get abortions. Anyone who resisted was browbeaten in regular sessions of The Game until they capitulated. One woman is reported to have been four months pregnant when she was influenced into having an abortion. Dederich had told People magazine the year prior, ‘Maybe only a selected few, an elite corps, should have babies. I don’t know yet what is best for our burgeoning causes.’ Dederich himself didn’t have a vasectomy. When his beloved wife Betty passed away later that year and he remarried, Dederich insisted that all married couples in Synanon should separate and be matched with new partners – chosen by him.

Within the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church, Michael Bachelard told me: ‘They [women] are very much second-class citizens in everything from what they’re taught as youngsters about their role in society through to marriage. They marry quite young by today’s standards. Very often, in marriages that are essentially arranged . . . And once you’re married and having children – and having many children is encouraged – you really are tied by those family bonds into an organisation that regards you as a second-class citizen, where your work life more or less ends once you’re married.’ Women might be able to hold a low-level job in one of the Brethren companies, but their participation in the religious life of the community is minimal, and their involvement in business, decision-making, even political discussions around the dinner table is discouraged. It is, as Bachelard says, ‘a very limited life’.

ARE ALTERNATIVE STRUCTURES BETTER FOR WOMEN?

OneTaste was a business started by an ambitious woman named Nicole Daedone, and it got positive write-ups in places like The New York Times. The organisation provided classes centred around the female orgasm, via a practice called ‘OM’ – orgasmic meditation (which bears a lot of resemblance to RJ Testerman’s ‘DO’ or Deliberate Orgasm). Surely a group that was headed by a woman, and had women’s pleasure at its heart, wouldn’t try to exert control over a woman’s sexuality. Right?

Well, Ruwan Meepagala shed light on a couple of concerning aspects in this respect. He described something that sounded like a form of exposure therapy as being very common in OneTaste: ‘They would use that as a reason for why people needed to do really uncomfortable things. Like why a young woman should sleep with a man that she really doesn’t want to sleep with.’ The idea was that if you were uncomfortable, you’d grow from the experience. ‘I think most of us would agree, that’s probably not the best growth strategy for an individual.’ Ruwan said that though in his experience it didn’t happen often, there were certainly women who had sex with people they didn’t want to, and they experienced trauma as a result.

Attractive young women were often told to pair up with less attractive, wealthy Silicon Valley men and influence the men to pay for more OneTaste courses. Ruwan said a lot of the time he thought these pairings actually worked quite well, and that the people involved became very attached to each other. Sometimes they even fell in love. But there were also a lot of marriages where wealthy men were marrying OneTaste staff members – who were most likely trying to influence their new spouse to spend huge sums of money on OneTaste. Ruwan said, ‘That was probably the worst stuff that happened to people wrapped up in those seven-figure sales deals.’

Even in the organisation that gave itself the name ‘Ideal Human Environment’, James Salerno couldn’t comprehend the idea of gender equality. It didn’t seem to occur to him that this might make his experiment in living less than ideal for half of the population. He told journalist Andrew Burrell in 2015, ‘Social scientists are trying to say they [women] are equal. There’s a whole cult out there telling us the right words to use, and not to make female jokes. The bottom line is that males can apprehend reality better than females and that gives them the edge. Men will get the reality of a situation quicker.’

THE RIGHT TO CARVE YOUR OWN PATH

For those like Laura Sullivan, who are permitted to pursue a career within their cults, options are still limited. If you don’t attract a man in OI, you’re made to feel as though there’s something wrong with you. If you want to work towards building a relationship in order to one day have a child, there’s little you can do apart from waiting for that letter. Emerging from a cult at 32 is no joke, either. Things that I experienced in my teenage years and my twenties, like music festivals, sexual exploration, the freedom to decide where I lived and where I travelled, Laura tried to squeeze into the remainder of her thirties. She feels as though she lost her youth and her womanhood to a group that controlled so many of her choices and didn’t allow her to be her true self.

Laura told me it’s not just the lack of control over having kids that’s tough. It’s also when people talk about ‘normal’ things like how they got married at 28, she finds herself thinking how different her experience of being that age was. How they had likely had multiple relationships which led to this marriage, at 28, and she was never able to.

In those eight years after leaving, between 32 and 40, Laura rebuilt her entire life. She figured out who she really was, where she wanted to live, who she wanted to date, and the types of people she wanted to be surrounded by. She watched other young women leave OI and struggle. Some of them couldn’t take life outside the cult, and returned to the fold, as often happens in abusive relationships.

In many ways, Laura is one of the lucky ones – she found the strength to make a new life for herself. Even choosing to leave can give you a leg-up on those who were ousted. I’m in touch with one older woman who still doesn’t fully understand why she was made to leave, and she would re-join again in a heartbeat if the leaders asked her to. She’s spent years in confusion and distress. In my experience, it’s the people who ask too many questions or who don’t quite fit in who are ousted like this.

It’s not all rosy for the women who remain dedicated followers, either. Lisa Kendall, a former member of Sam Fife’s apocalyptic cult The Move, wrote in a blog post: ‘Exploitation has left thousands of women, from this one cult alone, destitute. Many women who cooked, cleaned, and gardened for decades on The Move’s many farms were dropped off at government-funded nursing facilities when they could no longer work and needed care themselves. After taking their savings, social security checks and benefitting from decades of unpaid labour, they were cast aside when they could no longer produce.’

LEAN OUT

In her excellent book on domestic abuse, See What You Made Me Do, Jess Hill writes about the spectrum of coercive control, where you have one-on-one domestic abuse relationships at one end, and totalitarian governments at the other, and cults sitting somewhere in the middle. It’s worth mentioning that in each of these dynamics a male is usually the one exerting the coercive control. Absolutely there are exceptions, but it’s worth examining why this is.

What qualities are we instilling in these particular young boys that see them grow up to be men with a need to dominate and manipulate? What are we teaching them that makes them think that they’re not to be questioned, and that they’re always right? How do they grow up thinking they are the ones who have all the answers?

In Delusions of Gender, Cordelia Fine shares studies showing that mothers of young children speak and interact more with girls than they do with boys, and when speaking about emotions, they use different language depending on whether they are talking to girls or boys. From a young age, many boys are being short-changed when it comes to building emotional literacy. Fine also writes about a study involving an adjustable sloping walkway: mothers were asked to estimate the gradient that their 11-month-old child would attempt and be able to successfully ascend. The babies were all of the same crawling ability, yet the mothers overestimated the slope for the boys and underestimated for the girls. Are we also bringing up boys to be overconfident, and girls to be underconfident?

Cult leaders across all of the groups I’ve researched believe that they are above reproach; they believe they are the highest authority, and theirs should be the final word. When faced with the trauma they’ve inflicted upon former members, they never take any responsibility for it, and it doesn’t cause them to reflect on their decisions or practices. They are short on empathy and incredibly long on self-belief. Even outside of cults, we’re not very good at seeing these things as deficiencies. One of the main things I think we need to change, and something that could have a huge impact on our society, is what we value in leaders – whether they be male or female. ‘Lean in’ feminism tells women to get involved in the current status quo, when what we really need to do is shift it entirely.

To my mind, empathy should be one of the most highly valued attributes in leadership. Anyone reaching parliament shouldn’t require empathy training – if they don’t have the attribute, they’re not suited to a job that involves making important decisions that impact other people’s lives. Outside of government, empathy should be valued in other kinds of leadership too.

Psychotherapist Shelly Rosen writes of how, rather than asking why someone would join a cultic group, we should recognise that group affiliation (as well as the altruism that drives many) is a natural human trait. But ‘with the acknowledgement that narcissists can be attractive, seductive, and interpersonally powerful as leaders, there exists a potential recipe for disaster: a painful combination of human strivings and a leader who will invariably use blame, shame, and group pressure to cement the cohesion of the group to fulfill their narcissistic needs.’

If you google ‘leadership qualities’, many of the results include attributes like integrity, humility and cooperation. Even so, most of us have seen firsthand that the kinds of things that get rewarded in the corporate sphere are decisiveness, blagging and strategic delegation. I’ve had my fair share of bosses who probably should never have been put in positions of power. It took me years to stop having attacks of anxiety whenever I was called into my manager’s office. Even when I’d moved to a new company, with a wonderful boss, I’d brace myself, sure that I was about to get berated for something I didn’t know I’d done wrong.

It seems the Harvey Weinsteins of the world are allowed to get away with the most abominable behaviours as long as they bring about business success. ‘Ah, but not anymore!’, I hear you say. Perhaps we’ve stopped permitting certain specifics of Harvey Weinstein’s modus operandi, but in the years following Weinstein’s downfall, movie producer Scott Rudin was never held to any account for his tyrannical behaviour despite being known as one of the worst bosses in Hollywood for decades. Former staff members have been diagnosed with PTSD from their time working in his office, and he went through well over 100 assistants in a five-year period. How many careers is one successful man worth?

In 2020, at the peak of the pandemic, audio of Tom Cruise shouting at the production crew on the Mission Impossible 7 film set went viral. The actor/producer was almost certainly under a lot of pressure trying to uphold COVID-19 protocols on a busy, expensive shoot, and when he saw two crew members breaking the physical distancing guidelines to look at a computer screen, he went off. He yelled obscenities and threatened to fire his employees in a minutes-long rant. Yet barely anybody called for an apology for Cruise’s appalling behaviour. Almost all of the commentary was around his responsibilities and how he was within his rights to be mad. He was trying to do something great: to make a movie and keep the industry afloat. How dare his crew jeopardise that? But we all know that treating each other with respect is important, and that bullying behaviour creates a toxic work environment. Yet it’s something we overlook so easily, even when it’s staring us right in the face. We tend to respond as Whoopi Goldberg did when she said, ‘You can get a new camera operator . . . you can get a new sound man, but you can’t get another Tom Cruise.’

Any tendency to overestimate your ability should be seen as a hugely risky attribute in leadership as well. Take Adam Neumann of WeWork infamy: Neumann’s vision for WeWork was to ‘reinvent work itself’, when all his company was really doing was providing co-working spaces. It was flexibly sub-leasing corporate real estate. Those who listened to the charismatic CEO sank billions of dollars into an empire that crumbled spectacularly. Neumann had been quoted as saying he aspired to become the first ever president of the world, and to live forever. He even said he had ambitions to take WeWork to Mars. WeWork has since faced multiple lawsuits from former employees claiming sexual harassment and racial and gender discrimination, among other things. Despite his epic fall from the heights of start-up heaven, Forbes estimated Neumann’s net worth at US$1.5 billion in April 2022, so he did very well from his overconfidence, although his many investors were left wanting. He’s still a little short of his other ambition of being the world’s first trillionaire, though.

For the economic rationalists, maybe the bottom line is the only thing that really counts. I happen to think that humans are capable of better. We have the potential to make life more than just bearable, and perhaps even enjoyable, for the vast majority of beings on this planet. Why wouldn’t we want to make that happen? But if you need a less emotional argument for holding this style of leadership to account, you need only look at the devastation from the COVID-19 pandemic in countries like Brazil under Bolsonaro and the US under Trump. Economist and climate and energy policy analyst Ryan Wilson writes, ‘When a deluded worldview comes crashing into objective reality, the results can be catastrophic, and that is what we are witnessing in real-time with these countries’ COVID-19 responses.’

This stands in contrast to the success of a country like Taiwan, whose COVID-19 response was enabled in key aspects by its digital minister Audrey Tang. Hers is an approach of encouraging ongoing participatory democracy as much as possible – using digital platforms that enable citizen hacktivists to contribute to solutions. These platforms, such as g0v, are harnessed by the Taiwanese government to provide the ‘ability to listen at scale, so that anyone with a good idea can very quickly amplify it through official participation channels to the entire country’. The approach led to open source live maps to help with sourcing free masks and curtail panic buying, which Tang called ‘reverse procurement’. Taiwan has had one of the most successful responses to the pandemic in the world, and this is due in part to trusting its citizens, who in turn have more trust in their government.

If we can shift societal thinking on leadership, more people will view the man (or woman) who seems to have all the answers with suspicion, as they should. If living through a pandemic has taught us anything, it’s that cooperation and relying on a multitude of qualified experts is crucial to the very ongoing survival of the human race. Our attraction towards the strong, authoritarian leader has got to change, for our own good. If we’re seeking a sense of safety, it’s the wrong place to look.

WHY DO MALE SUPREMACIST CULTS PERSIST IN SOCIETIES THAT SAY THEY VALUE GENDER EQUALITY?

In Australia and New Zealand, we have gender equality laws that are trampled daily by organisations that explicitly tell women that they are to be subservient to men and that they should never hold a position of power over a man. Where the career choices of female members are entirely limited to domestic and administrative spheres. Yet these behaviours are overlooked in the name of religious freedom.

Secular, democratic societies like ours aim to balance certain ideas about human rights, and freedom of religion is one of those human rights. But it’s a huge problem when that right usurps other human rights. Too often, gender equality is a right that seems to be considered expendable by the powers-that-be. This attitude has wider-ranging implications across our workplaces, educational institutions and our own interpersonal relationships. The ramifications of not prioritising gender equality can be seen in the anger and despair of the tens of thousands of women marching for justice across 40 Australian cities in March 2021.

In 2006, when John Howard was Prime Minister of Australia, he told ABC Radio, ‘I’ve said generally of migrants who come to this country, no matter where they come from, they have to integrate, and that means speaking English as quickly as possible, it means embracing Australian values, and it also means making sure that no matter what the culture of the country from which they came might have been, Australia requires women to be treated fairly and decently, and in the same fashion as men. And if any migrants coming to this country have a different view, they better get rid of that view pretty quickly.’ For some reason, the discussion around groups that are accused of explicitly treating women as unequal to men only ever seems to come up in Australian politics with reference to immigrants.

Religious freedom is crucial, it’s an important aspect of a progressive society. But those who use the spiritual beliefs of others to control them are not who our religious freedom laws were made to protect. Religious freedom is about freedom from discrimination based on one’s beliefs. It should not be about freedom to discriminate in the name of one’s beliefs. When we’re looking at laws and who they support, this is the benchmark that we should always measure against.
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THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD


‘I would love it if there was space to discuss religious freedom and children’s rights, since I feel very strongly that children are not able to make those decisions at such a young age, but neither should their parents have the right to make that decision for them.’

– Jonna, former Mormon, Finland



In the 1924 Geneva Declaration of the Rights of the Child, a child is afforded special care and consideration ‘by reason of his physical and mental immaturity’. Australia and New Zealand both ratified the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, whose preamble includes ‘that the child should be fully prepared to live an individual life in society, and brought up in the spirit of the ideals proclaimed in the Charter of the United Nations, and in particular in the spirit of peace, dignity, tolerance, freedom, equality and solidarity’.

Some key aspects of the convention that conflict directly with behaviour former members have experienced in cults include Article 13, providing a child with the right to freedom of expression, which includes the right of access to information and ideas ‘of all kinds’ and in all forms of media and art; and Article 17, which requires that children have access to ‘information and material from a diversity of national and international sources’. Article 14 requires parties to respect the child’s right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion, and Article 15 provides for a child’s right to freedom of association. Article 16 prohibits arbitrary interference with a child’s privacy, family, home and correspondence, while Article 24 requires parties to ensure children’s access to the highest attainable standards of healthcare. Let’s explore some of these in more detail.

A CHILD’S RIGHT TO HEALTHCARE

Lina’s voice sounded shaky across the audio connection when we first spoke. She was in Melbourne, where she was studying design and struggling to make a life for herself after leaving the Garden Ashram, where she’d spent most of her childhood. Lina sounded young, yet her words were full of conviction. Since that day, I’d worried a lot about Lina, and I often found myself hoping she was doing okay. When we met for a coffee on my first trip out of New South Wales since the pandemic started, I was surprised to find that she had bright, colourful hair and a fiercely fun sense of style. I should have known better – after all, for Lina to have reached out to me in the first place, and to have told her story in the way she did, she was clearly an impressive young woman who knew who she was.

The Garden Ashram was situated in an area known for attracting alternative lifestyle-seekers. The town of Murwillumbah sits on the Tweed River, in the shadow of Wollumbin, a mountain that British colonisers called Mount Warning – a mountain that is sacred to its traditional custodians, the Bunjalung people. Its volcanic origins create rich soil, and with high rainfall, it’s a fertile and beautiful part of the state.

Murwillumbah, alongside suburbs like Nimbin, Mullumbimby and Byron Bay, provide a welcome escape for people from the big cities who are after a more relaxed lifestyle. These communities are well-known for their hippie residents, but the area is also notorious for having some of the highest rates of unvaccinated children in Australia.

Lina was kicked out of the ashram when she was 13; she was told that she was a bad apple for asking too many questions. Even though she was just a child herself, she felt so much responsibility for her younger siblings, who she had to leave in the care of people she didn’t fully trust to make the right decisions for them. She’d seen a lot of violence and neglect over her childhood years.

Lina told me, ‘My mum never gave any of us vaccinations, and she took us overseas to India all the time. We all got sick every time we went to India, and when we did get sick, she didn’t believe in Western medicine, so we didn’t have access to things like antibiotics.’

Quite apart from living in a cult, I couldn’t imagine the trauma of being kicked out of home at 13, and when I asked Lina how she coped with this she said, ‘I’ve been in therapy since I was 16. I have trouble with PTSD, so I get scared by loud noises and I have nightmares. And I think I’ve also had to learn how to exist in the world as a person. I had to learn everything: simple things like how to use cutlery, learn about movies and stuff. I didn’t really watch any cartoons as a kid, so often people will talk about Bananas in Pyjamas or something, and I’ll be like, “Oh, I never really watched that.”’

Lina told me about another element of growing up in an anti-vaxxer community that I’d never really thought about. As an adult, she’d gone to the doctor to try to catch up on all the vaccinations that should have been in her childhood schedule, and she was told she’d need to pay out of pocket for these because she was over the age of 20. At a time when Lina was struggling with other elements of her health as well as her finances, there was no government provision for her to improve her health outcomes by getting vaccinated, even though the immunisations would have been free for her as a child and it was never her choice to skip these programs. In 2017, the cost of a polio vaccination was roughly A$120 out of pocket – and that’s just the one vaccine. For someone who is trying to put their life back together after exiting a cult, those costs could prove prohibitive.

Members of Gloriavale are permitted to see a medical professional if necessary, but – according to the organisation’s website – they trust God rather than science or drugs. Liz Gregory told me that in the community, ‘The leaders get to make the call about whether you take your child to the doctor or hospital and get dental treatment, so you’ve got terrible health neglect in there.’

Numerous people I love have needed blood transfusions, either as a part of their cancer treatments or after giving birth. But for Jehovah’s Witnesses, blood transfusions are strictly forbidden. A former Jehovah’s Witness in Queensland told me how elders waited outside the labour ward when she was haemorrhaging in childbirth. They were there in case she lost consciousness – to offer support to her husband so he would have the strength to refuse a life-saving blood transfusion on her behalf. What could be ‘godly’ about depriving a newborn baby of its mother when she could be saved by blood that was freely given by a generous donor? And it’s one thing for adults to make these kinds of decisions for themselves and refuse treatment, but what happens when a transfusion can save the life of a child?

A Victorian Supreme Court decision in 2018 authorised medical staff at Mercy Hospital to administer blood products to a pregnant 17-year-old Jehovah’s Witness should she require it to avoid death or ‘catastrophic injury’ during labour. Though the girl and her mother wanted to refuse this treatment option on religious grounds, the judge was not convinced the girl was acting in her own best interests. The hospital, for their part, promised to explore all other treatments and only administer a transfusion if necessary.

A similar 2013 NSW Supreme Court decision allowed the Sydney Children’s Hospital to give a blood transfusion to a 17-year-old male who was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s disease and at risk of dying from anaemia. In an appeal of the latter case, Justices Beazley, Basten and Tobias upheld the decision, stating that, ‘In exercising the jurisdiction to control or to ignore the parental right the court must act cautiously, not as if it were a private person acting with regard to his own child, and acting in opposition to the parent only when judicially satisfied that the welfare of the child requires that the parental right should be suspended or superseded.’

These decisions are interesting when looking at other aspects of cults and how they intersect with the rights of the child.

A CHILD’S ACCESS TO EDUCATION

Article 28, 1c of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child says that signatories shall: ‘Make higher education accessible to all on the basis of capacity by every appropriate means.’ And at Article 29, 1: ‘State Parties agree that the education of the child shall be directed to: a) The development of the child’s personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential’, and at d) ‘The preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship among all peoples, ethnic, national and religious groups and persons of indigenous origin’.

According to Gloriavale’s website, members ‘are not interested in education for the sake of education’. They are ‘interested only where it can equip [them] to meet the needs of [their] community life’. In 1971, Gloriavale set up its own Christian school so that their children would no longer be taught about evolution and other so-called ‘ungodly values’. The school has passed regular inspections from New Zealand’s Education Review Office. Gloriavale students will only go on to university courses for things such as teaching or specific trade qualifications, but they are not sent to campuses where ‘ungodly attitudes can prevail’.

Laura McConnell Conti was born into the Two by Twos. The sect has no official name, but the one I’m using refers to the ‘workers’ who circulate in pairs among the dispersed communities to check up on them and keep everyone in line. It’s a group well known in certain regional farming towns around New South Wales.

Laura has a sharp, blonde pixie cut and a liking for red lipstick. Her red lips and short, dyed hair are a far cry from the intricate buns and bare faces of the women from Laura’s childhood religious community. Today, Laura calls herself a feminist activist and storyteller. She holds a BA with a double major in gender studies and foreign language (Chinese), a BCOM with a major in accounting, is qualified as both a chartered accountant and certified practising accountant, sits on the board of Wellsprings for Women, and she runs a social enterprise bedding company called #GoKindly. Her numerous accomplishments would be unheard-of for any female member of the Two by Twos.

According to Laura, girls in the Two by Twos are encouraged to leave high school as soon as they are legally able to, and at that point they’ll usually drop out due to the peer pressure coming at them from all angles: ‘You can imagine not looking like the other girls [at school], not watching TV, not knowing anything about pop culture is very divisive for girls, so they drop out and usually marry quite young.’ It’s a little different for boys, but their vocational options are limited as well. Often, they might finish school then go on to work in family industries such as farms or within Two by Two businesses. Having a mainstream career is unusual, though some young women may go into teaching or nursing. How the Two by Two approach fits with the wording in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, which strives to make higher education accessible ‘to all on the basis of capacity by every appropriate means’ and develop abilities ‘to their fullest potential’, I cannot see.

This situation is reflected in organisations such as the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church, which was still known as the Exclusive Brethren when Lindy Jacomb was born into it in New Zealand. Lindy said, ‘I think it’s one of the greatest crimes of the Exclusive Brethren actually, is that they completely restrict human potential. When I was in there you were still not allowed to do Year 13, so I finished at Year 12. And that was because you were not supposed to be gaining university entrance level qualifications.’ Facing criticism for this aspect, Lindy tells me that they now allow a limited amount of university education, only as long as the qualification is beneficial for the Brethren businesses, e.g. management or accountancy. Since Brethren can only be employed by Brethren businesses, there are a huge number of careers that are off the table. There are strict restrictions on how young people are allowed to pursue the careers that are within their reach. For example, they can’t attend classes; they can only do distance learning. This is so they avoid ‘evil and contamination’. From what Lindy understands, higher education is not commonly taken up.

Michael Bachelard told me of the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church’s approach to education in Australia, ‘It’s an organisation that doesn’t let any non-Brethren children into their schools. It doesn’t let those Brethren children go any further than Year 12, and whose curriculum is based on the national curriculum or the state curriculums, but there’s a lot cut out, books that are censored and science curriculum that is censored. And it’s funded by the government.’ On top of its already incredibly generous schools funding from both Labor and Liberal governments at state and federal levels – in 2020 to the tune of A$34 million, or about A$16,000 per student – the PBCC received an estimated A$9 million in federal JobKeeper payments over the pandemic lockdowns.

At the same time as it receives these huge amounts of money from the taxpayer, the PBCC, like so many corporations, avoids paying taxes wherever it possibly can. From research that Michael Bachelard did into their various charities in Australia, he found: ‘They have a massive network of charities which, unfortunately, because in Australia, the Charities Commission is a pretty poor excuse for a regulator – it doesn’t give out a lot of information – it’s very hard to trace exactly what’s going on in and through these charities.’ He came across one called the Hughes Travel Trust, ‘through which we understand they fund all their quote-unquote religious travel. It’s entirely tax-free.’ Then there are many more that Australia’s Charities Commission consider religious charities, ‘so they don’t have to report anything. And there’s one I’ve discovered recently that does report, it has hundreds of millions of dollars of incomings and outgoings, and absolutely no transparency about what that money is doing.’

Also problematic, at Serge Benhayon’s Universal Medicine, Level 1 of the Sacred Esoteric Healing course teaches that children with autism and Down’s syndrome are the recipients of bad karma from abusing positions of power in past lives. Benhayon himself claims to be the reincarnation of Leonardo Da Vinci, Imhotep and Pythagoras, among others.

Homeschooling for cult members seems to be a bit less of a problem in Australia – at least based on the people I’ve spoken to here – but in the US and UK there are huge issues with homeschooling and cults. The lack of decent education that can occur as a result of holes in oversight on homeschooling requirements can be incredibly damaging for a child, and have lifelong impacts. One suggestion I’ve heard made is that anyone who wants to homeschool their child should have to pass a test (or show how they will make up for a deficit in understanding) on any subject that they’re teaching their child to ensure they have the required knowledge. This wouldn’t solve all of the issues, but it might help with a key one.

A CHILD’S RIGHT TO SAFETY

In 2007, the Victorian Department of Human Services and the police investigated a Christian homeschooling service called Kingsley Educational Pty Ltd (KEPL). Its website claimed they aimed ‘to supply a variety of high-quality materials to support you in raising children in Godliness’. Crikey described KEPL owner John Angelico as ‘an advocate of regulation-free homeschooling’, and KEPL was found to be selling copies of the book To Train Up a Child, published in 1994 by Michael and Debi Pearl of No Greater Joy Ministries. This book includes passages on discipline that make for pretty shocking reading: ‘If you have to sit on him to spank him then do not hesitate. And hold him there until he is surrendered. Prove that you are bigger, tougher, more patiently enduring and are unmoved by his wailing. Defeat him totally. Accept no conditions for surrender. No compromise. You are to rule over him as a benevolent sovereign. Your word is final.’

Another excerpt describes the pair’s approach to punishing their own daughter, including with ‘little spats’ on her bare legs at the age of just four months, with a switch made of a sprig from a willow tree. For a baby who ‘would rather complain than sleep’ the advice is never to allow him up after he is put down, and to enforce this with a switch. An example of punishing a three-year-old who has spilled some water includes ten licks until he cries in pain, and continued spanking if there is any further sign of defiance. The calm direction to the toddler to clean up his mess is given after ‘it is obvious he is totally broken’.

A ‘So long, farewell’ notice was placed on the front page of the KEPL website, dated 1 January 2011, with an announcement that they were no longer importing overseas curriculums but would continue to sell current stock. A September 2014 newsletter offered the book at discounted prices: ‘The book To Train Up a Child and its sequels No Greater Joy Volumes 1–3 have helped many families, and some people have ordered them in bulk for Bible Study groups, church bookstalls or just giving away to friends. Normally $8 each, now $5 each, or $3 each if you buy 20, or $1 if you buy 100.’

New Zealand passed its so-called ‘anti-smacking bill’ in 2007, by a vote of 113 to 8. In Australia, corporal punishment is still legal, provided it is ‘reasonable’. In New South Wales this is clarified with the direction that physical punishment ‘should not harm a child more than briefly’.

Proverbs 13:24 in the King James Bible states ‘He that spareth his rod hateth his son: but he that loveth him chasteneth him betimes’. Many know this proverb better as ‘spare the rod and spoil the child’. The Contemporary English Version of the Bible has updated the passage to: ‘If you love your children, you will correct them; if you don’t love them, you won’t correct them.’ A lot of people I’ve interviewed who’ve come out of religious cults have mentioned that the King James version of the Bible was the only one they were meant to use. Gloriavale’s website says they have ‘found all others to be inferior in scholarship, spirit, and fruits’.

In The Move founder Sam Fife’s Divine Order for Raising Children, he writes about his treatment of his young daughter: ‘Sometimes I’d take my belt and I’d come at her, from her standpoint as a little girl, like I was going to eat her up.’ After carefully explaining the rule that had been broken, ‘I’d take my belt and I’d lay it on. And I didn’t get upset, it didn’t shake me a bit like all the foolish parents today, that there were red welts on her little back end when I got through. And there were. They always go away. Better to have red welts on her backend than to have scars on her soul throughout eternity.’

Richard Kiers wrote in his memoir about his time in The Move, ‘If a child cried too much, they would be spanked until they were too tired to cry any longer. Any adult was permitted to beat a child if a rule was being broken . . . An adult was anyone who could get away with it.’ He recalled girls aged 13 and 14 hitting babies, and covering their mouths to stop them crying, even if they couldn’t breathe.

Richard told me, ‘I think that parents and adults can make choices for themselves, and they do, and I have no problem with them doing that. But when you’re bringing children into this, and it’s repressive and it hurts children, I think we need to, as a society, look at this and say, hey, this is not acceptable. And we need to stop this kind of thing from happening. But in order to do that, we need to be able to recognise what a cult is and how it affects people’s lives.’

A former member of the Christ Church Kirkland in Washington state found her own abuse was made light of in her congregation: ‘When I was around 12, the church went through the Growing Kids God’s Way video series. The series taught that you should spank kids with their underwear up to provide some dignity. There were jokes from the pulpit that my siblings and I loved this series because it meant my parents would be less harsh. Everyone knew my parents were the strictest/harshest by far and it was a JOKE.’

Davina shared that in her case things were a lot less obvious, within the Advanced Training Institute, AKA Quiverfull: ‘I think that everyone believes that they have good instincts, and would be able to spot it if children are being abused. The truth is, my parents and their cult spent a huge amount of resources to making sure we put on a good show for the outside world. No one is a mind reader, and a child who is smiling and well spoken and obedient might also be horribly abused at home.’

In KwaSizabantu in South Africa, Erika told me about the extent of the beatings during her childhood there: ‘If you’re my age, you probably had hidings from your parents or at school, “six of the best” or whatever. This is physically two adults holding down a child and a third adult standing above the child and raining blows down on them with a plastic plumbing pipe, that very often was filled with sand to make it heavier. And these children were often beaten until they bled. They were bleeding, the blows would just rain down on them. And some of my friends are walking around with physical scars on their backs, buttocks, and their thighs from these beatings.’

After much criticism, KwaSizabantu claims they have stopped this kind of thing. Erika suspects it’s more that they’ve stopped doing it in front of others. ‘People I’ve spoken to who have left KwaSizabantu, in the last two years, they claim that children are still getting hidings there.’

This kind of treatment is of course not limited to interpretations of the Bible. Carli McConkey has huge regrets about what she was influenced to do in Universal Knowledge. ‘We were told by our cult leader, all of us were told to spank our children with wooden spoons because we needed to control them so that when they got older and bigger than us we could still control them, that type of thing.’ Carli pushed aside any misgivings about whether this was the right thing to do, ‘because we were told that by the person that we thought was pretty much Jesus Christ come again, we didn’t think outside of that, we just did what we were told. It was like she was our parent and we followed her instructions. And obviously underneath there was a lot of doubts and just times when I was thinking, What am I doing? and things like that, but you are taught to stop those thoughts.’

The Family is a shocking example of child abuse that occurred for over a decade to multiple children just outside of Melbourne. Anne Hamilton-Byrne never faced any criminal punishment for the abuse, as the children were seen as too traumatised to be put through court hearings. David Freeman spent 12 years in The Family from the age of two to the age of 14. When he turned 15 he told himself he’d never speak of his childhood again, and it was a promise he kept for 25 years. He’s only recently begun to speak about his experiences, and the trauma has impacted his entire life.

Many years later, David started abusing drug and alcohol, and having lost his childhood to the cult, he regrets losing so much time to his addiction. He understands now that he was self-medicating for the trauma he hadn’t fully dealt with. In spite of the abuse that he suffered at the hands of Hamilton-Byrne’s ‘Aunts’, David maintains sympathy for the women he sees as having been totally under her control as well. ‘She was very convincing and very persuasive, she managed to get all sorts of clever intellectual people to do quite horrific acts, or take part in things that were very morally questionable. You know, it was quite amazing, the power that she wielded,’ he told me.

In 1987, the police did break up The Family and save the children – to the extent that they could be saved after such abuse. Former child member Ben Shenton believes this could have happened much sooner. He writes, ‘I’m amazed that the State Government of Victoria failed to dig deeper and take responsibility for allowing us to be registered as a school and made no attempt to find out what was really going on. I personally believe that a greater level of responsibility and culpability should be taken by the Victorian government for such an incredible failure on their watch. It’s cold comfort for many of my childhood “brothers” and “sisters” who suffer genuine long-term issues, that the government just says it wouldn’t happen again.’

Sarah Moore wrote on her blog that the respectability of many who became enmeshed in The Family, which boasted believers from the upper echelons of society, was also to blame: ‘Power and influence allowed Anne to get away with hurting so many. That it is an indictment not only on Anne and those in the Family that carried out her evil bidding, but on the state of Victoria itself that she largely got away with it.’

We’d like to believe that something so extreme couldn’t happen again. But are the right checks and balances in place today to prevent it?

Sexual abuse within cults

After a 51-day siege at the Branch Davidian compound in Waco, Texas, on 19 April 1993 the standoff came to its devastating conclusion. When investigative journalist and Waco siege expert Lee Hancock reviewed federal records about the tragedy, she discovered that in 1989, former followers of David Koresh had begun warning authorities that the group was involved in criminal acts ranging from child abuse to immigration fraud to involuntary servitude. The US Embassy in Australia found the reports so worrisome that its consular officers sent cables to the Immigration and Naturalization Service, the State Department and the FBI. Even so, it took until 1992 for the Texas Child Protective Services to investigate the allegations of child abuse within the Branch Davidians, and that investigation was closed for lack of evidence. The lead investigator later told Congress that she’d objected to its closure. We know how this story ended: 79 people, including Koresh himself and 20 children, died the day of the Waco tragedy – most from smoke inhalation, and many from gunshot wounds – some self-inflicted. A three-year-old child was killed by a knife wound to the chest. Had the abuse claims been investigated further, perhaps things could have gone another way.

In 2016, a report called ‘The Findings Report for Case Study 29 (Jehovah’s Witnesses) of the Australian Royal Commission into Institutional Response to Child Sexual Abuse’ was published. It includes damning revelations that the organisation kept records of 1006 alleged abusers, involving over 1800 victims, without a single report to the police. Sherrie D’Souza, a former Jehovah’s Witness, was so appalled by the two victim testimonies and the trauma they’d endured as a result of what she describes as ‘the gross mishandling of their abuse’ that she left the group. Reading that report, she says, ‘was the Jenga block that made my faith completely crumble’.

Child abuse within cults seems to be an all-too-common occurrence. Laura McConnell Conti described the visits from the pairs of workers who travelled throughout the regional Two by Two communities: ‘They move from home to home throughout the year. And then, at the end of the year, they have a large convention in several states where they all congregate, and then they would go out from there again. So growing up, they would come to stay with us for maybe three weeks of the year.’ She told me it seemed to her they tended to stay longer with the families that had a Mercedes rather than a Honda. ‘When I was growing up, we felt privileged to have them in our home. Of course, now, all this time later, I realise some of them were, in fact, sexual predators.’

Melbourne journalist Chris Johnston has done a lot of work on sexual abuse cover-ups in cults, and he spoke to me about his experience investigating the Two by Twos. He found it tricky at first, considering the secrecy of the organisation and how they don’t like to write anything down. But once he started publishing stories about them, his phone started ringing and his email inbox started pinging. This made it possible for him to uncover the deeper, darker issues such as child sexual abuse, and the way that the organisation had been able to hide it and cover it up. Johnston told me the organisation is present through all states of Australia, and is mainly also in the US, Canada, the UK and New Zealand. I’ve also heard from a woman who grew up in the sect in Brazil.

Former member Elizabeth Coleman told Johnston back in 2013, ‘If something happened between a minister and a young girl, or a young boy, it would be swept under the carpet. The minister would be moved away and nothing would be said. The families would be outraged – but they would also be scared of being kicked out of the tribe. I have reason to believe this is still going on.’

Chris Johnston’s impression to this day is that child sexual abuse is rife throughout the movement. I asked him if he’d formed any idea of why this might be. He told me, ‘A lot of these workers are unmarried celibate men. It’s been put to me that people who stick with it through the generations or through the family or through the town or life or whatever, are generally quite odd and not really of this time and place. Old-fashioned, deeply conservative, often celibate, and suddenly they’re in the homes of regional families, farmers usually, very isolated, in a culture that will turn a blind eye to complaints if the complaints are even heard. It seems to me, it’s almost like a – I hesitate to say an accepted part of their practice – but it’s certainly a long-standing stain on what they do and how they go about things.’

Johnston says the list of men who’ve been accused of these crimes (some of which, alleged and proven, he describes as ‘horrific’) is very long, and people disappear. They end up working in ministries in other regions or states, or they get shuffled off to a ministry in developing countries such as Uruguay, Brazil or Papua New Guinea.

I asked Laura McConnell Conti whether she’d been aware of child sex abuse allegations while she was involved in the sect, and she told me, ‘Yes. Child sexual abuse and abuse in general is rampant.’ Experiences of either grooming or abuse were ubiquitous among the women in Laura’s extended family, but she says the group is secretive and good at covering things up. A lack of trust in the police also makes people reluctant to speak out, and Laura heard of rumours being spread about people who dared to raise the issue. Laura tells me that the few men who have gone to court are still participating in the group, and are still in positions of power.

Cover-ups of child sexual abuse are certainly not particular to the Two by Twos, nor indeed to cultic groups. But with a group that claims they don’t even really exist, and say that they have no organisational structure, how can anyone be held to account? Chris Johnston did manage to identify one structure: a series of charitable trusts called the Christian Conventions. However, when we spoke again in 2020, he told me that the registered charity had been deregistered in November 2019 – the year after the National Redress Scheme was announced by the Australian government.

Avenues of accountability

The National Redress Scheme was launched in 2018 in response to the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, in order to hold Australian institutions accountable for historical cases of child sexual abuse. Applications for help and redress can be made any time before 30 June 2027. In terms of the Two by Twos, Laura Conti said, ‘The Truth is not registered anywhere, and we have no rights under any law to sue them or access redress under the Australian Redress Scheme.’

The Brethren is not listed among the institutions that have joined the scheme, and it seems that they haven’t been named by any applicants and were not named in the Royal Commission itself. Michael Bachelard reported for Fairfax that, ‘In 2003 the Brethren first excommunicated and then reinstated a man to the church despite overwhelming evidence that he had sexually abused two young girls who were living with him and attending the school where he was a trustee.’ The girls wrote letters begging for their abuser not to be brought back, which were ignored. ‘The man was later convicted and jailed for offences including sexual intercourse with a child under 10.’

In that case, up until the conviction, among their community the girls were widely seen as falsely accusing the man, and they and their mother were ostracised and further victimised until it became accepted that they had been wronged.

Bevan Hurley reported for Stuff NZ in April 2016 on a study showing 18 out of 44 New Zealand participants claimed to have been sexually abused as children in the Exclusive Brethren. The journalist also reported that researcher Jill Mytton said her study had been cut short when the university funding it was faced with legal threats from the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church. The Brethren claim that Jill Mytton, who was born into the group but left in 1960, has a vendetta against them, and that her studies constitute a witch hunt.

Bevan Hurley wrote, ‘After high profile sex abuse cases against senior Brethren members in 2009, the church promised to introduce a new code of care for complainants.

‘Requests this month for a copy of the code of care or any information about how the Brethren treats alleged victims of sexual abuse were refused.’

If there weren’t any reports to the National Redress Scheme, then perhaps child sexual abuse isn’t a problem in the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church in Australia. But like with many groups that consider themselves separate from mainstream society, the crucial question is how they deal with incidents of this kind when they do crop up. As Michael Bachelard wrote in his book, ‘In Brethren theology, the assembly is the final court, and there is a strong taboo against reporting fellow sect members to the police.’

Kenja Communication remains on the ‘list of institutions that were either named in the Royal Commission and/or in an application made to the Scheme’ that hadn’t responded with their intent to join the National Redress Scheme and be accountable for the abuse. The Jehovah’s Witnesses were a holdout, but finally joined the scheme over a year after being named and having sanctions placed on them such as barring access to government grants, challenging charitable status, and a review of tax concessions.

People do try to change things from within high-demand groups, of course. Sam Young was a Mormon bishop in Texas who called for changes to protect children from abuse. He was subsequently excommunicated from the faith, appealed the decision, and was denied his appeal in 2018. One of the changes Young was calling for was for the church to put an end to ‘worthiness interviews’. One former Mormon wrote to me of her childhood in the sect: ‘The worst part for me were “worthiness” interviews, where I would meet alone with the Bishop (a man) and be asked personal sexual questions. Some bishops did not get specific, but others did, and it was incredibly uncomfortable.’ Another explained: ‘From around age ten on, I was being asked in one on one meetings with my bishop, basically a random neighbour man, if I touched myself/masturbated. And when I had premarital sex at 17, I had to describe how many times, did I orgasm, did he orgasm, what positions, etc.’

Certified sex therapist and Mormon Natasha Helfer tried to push for a change in attitudes to sexual health in the faith, including masturbation and support for same-sex marriage. She was compelled to speak out and said in a video statement, ‘When churches and religious communities reject sexual health principles supported by decades of research and science, the community suffers. And this has tragic and violent ramifications. Violence is either turned inward: self-loathing; substance abuse; mental disorder symptoms; and suicide, as just some examples, or turned outward: discrimination; harassment; sex crimes; and hate crimes.’

Helfer was excommunicated in 2021.

Sometimes I think it can be quite hard to get your head around what it’s like to be totally naive about things such as conception, if you’ve had a regular education in schools that adhere to a science curriculum. Richard Kiers described his teenage perspective to me when he was in The Move: ‘A lot of people don’t understand, but when you’re in a situation where everything is taboo, you don’t learn anything either. And I honestly felt . . . until I was 14 years old, I really was not sure how boys and girls were conceived.’ He continued, ‘We had a swimming pool in the backyard and the boys and girls were not allowed to swim together. And I was told very specifically that if boys and girls swam together, the girls would get pregnant. I understood years later what they meant by that was if we saw a girl swimming and we got turned on, we might go into the woods and do something and she’d become pregnant. But I didn’t understand that at 14.’

Erika Bornman wrote of KwaSizabantu in her memoir, ‘Neither women nor children have a voice. And because there is a ban on sex education, children, especially girl-children, are not taught that when someone touches you inappropriately, you speak up. You know that something is wrong, but you don’t know what exactly . . . you are completely, totally, utterly vulnerable to abuse. You have no boundaries. You have no knowledge. You have no voice.’

Jessica, who grew up Mormon in Utah, echoed this sentiment: ‘There is . . . no sex education at all, which means teenagers who experiment have no idea how to be safe and often get in trouble. It is very common for women to be asking about how things work the night before their wedding . . . That’s to mention nothing about the rates of sexual assault in the church because kids aren’t taught about consent and their bodies. The purity culture and the idea that women are most valuable when they are married with as many kids as they can have is so toxic and damaging.’

In New South Wales, consent education is a part of the curriculum for public and private schools, but in Victoria and Queensland it is only compulsory in public schools. It should be a national requirement. How can we, as a society, recognise the ongoing harms caused by child sexual abuse, and yet not understand that by neglecting to give children proper education around sex, we’re setting them up to be even more powerless against people who seek to exploit them? If we can teach children what is right and wrong in all other regards, we need to teach them what is wrong about sexual abuse. And we can’t do that without teaching them about consent, as it relates to sex, explicitly. None of this ambiguity around forcing your friend to drink a milkshake, as a recent federal government ad campaign in Australia depicted. Sex and consent education should be a core part of all children’s education. It won’t stop abuse, but it will make it more difficult to silence.

In addition, more needs to be done about groups that are breaking the law when it comes to covering up abuse within their communities. We’ve made a great start in Australia with the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse and the resulting National Redress Scheme, but the shortcomings are clear. Groups that are incredibly secretive by nature continue to avoid accountability on this front, with no recourse for the victims.

WHEN FREEDOM OF RELIGION TRAMPLES ON THE RIGHTS OF A CHILD

There’s a real tension when it comes to freedom of religion and parents’ rights over their children. Parents do have a right to bring up their child within their own belief system. But this shouldn’t extend to restricting the freedoms of their child, and to limitations that impinge on their child’s human rights.

Two years after the massacre at The Movement for the Restoration of the Ten Commandments of God on 17 March 2000, the Ugandan Human Rights Commission published a report on the incident. In the foreword, Chairperson Margaret Sekaggya wrote: ‘The philosophy behind freedom of religion has been the rationality of human beings and their ability to be masters of their own destiny. Human beings are believed to be endowed with a special quality to think and reason therefore having the ability to decide how they want to worship in accordance with each one’s conscience. It is this conscience that inform[s] how, when, why one relates to the super natural arena. In all this the human being is expected to know and be mindful of the boundary of this freedom: where it begins to violate another person’s rights.’

In the cases of the Branch Davidians and The Family, it’s clear that human rights were violated and laws were broken. But there are many cases where a person comes out of an environment that has controlled so many aspects of their life, requiring years of recovery, yet no official crime has been committed.

The concept of religious freedom was originally a progressive ideal. To be able to choose to believe as your conscience dictates, free from the undue influence of government or institutions. To be free from religious persecution. It’s easy to forget that ideas around religious freedom were initially conceived in opposition to the powers and often violent practices of state churches against other religions. It should be concerning to all (religious or not) to see this concept being co-opted by some of the same powerful institutions who wish to use it to discriminate against those they disagree with. Some cult leaders hide behind religious freedom legislation while committing what, in many cases, can be considered human rights abuses.

‘A stand needs to be made against those who prey on the vulnerable to manipulate their consciousness and grow rich at the expense of the people they manipulate. It is not good enough to equate the right of religious freedom with the right to exploit in these ways and say, “Caveat emptor.”’ So said NSW Liberal MP Stephen Mutch at a legislative council hearing in April 1993. Mutch is one of the few members of parliament who tried to do something about this issue.

At a federal level, Senator Nick Xenophon raised the subject again some years later, saying, ‘This is not about beliefs and what people can believe in, because people should be free to believe in whatever they want. But it ought to be about certain behaviours going beyond society’s norms. And if those behaviours damage people, if they tear people apart from their families, if they cause financial destitution to people, and if it causes enormous psychological harm, then these are issues that ought to be the subject of reasonable protections.’

Even when it comes to the freedom to believe what you like, many people I’ve spoken to who were born into cults don’t feel like they ever had that freedom. They never chose to be there, and they were indoctrinated from birth. But where can the line be drawn? Jacob grew up in Poland in a Homa Therapy cult, which taught that their practice would heal the world ecologically. He told me, ‘I was raised to believe my mother was a healer, received psychic information which was disseminated to the group and she was put on a pedestal. This gaslighting led me to believe she truly was “divinely chosen”. The thing that upsets me the most about the group is children who are never given the choice and are raised with a doomsday mentality, believing the “end” is just around the corner.’

Liz Gregory from the Gloriavale Leavers’ Trust has this to say: ‘I think we’re in a tolerance culture, but I think we might be tolerating wrong things.’ It’s not Gloriavale’s belief system that the Trust takes issue with, though Gregory and her trustees were aware that their push to deregister the community as a charity might put other Christian groups in the crosshairs. But she says it hasn’t ever been an argument over religion. ‘We were saying, these guys are abusive. They have control and power over people in a way that – in our society – is not okay, and that the Charities Act in New Zealand says you’re not allowed to have. Will you consider investigating Gloriavale on the basis of those issues?’

Gregory says that a reformed Gloriavale would give its own inhabitants freedom of religion, which they don’t currently have: ‘Meaningful change in Gloriavale will mean that Gloriavale looks nothing like it looks today. You want people to have religious freedom. You want them to have personal autonomy. You want them to have decision-making.’

When I asked journalist Michael Bachelard where the line should be drawn around religious freedom in relation to the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church, he told me he thinks that people do have freedom of religious belief, but that secular law should always prevail over religious doctrine. ‘Where I’ve certainly noticed how the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church make their pleas is to use the religious freedom argument to try to get around adverse publicity, to try and pretend that they are being victimised by people who expose the goings on in their church, who try to police, I suppose, the kind of poor behaviour that goes on.’ Bachelard had experienced this personally – complaints had been threatened and even made against him to the Human Rights Equal Opportunity Commission. Members complained that his scrutiny of their organisation breached their religious freedom – even though that ‘freedom’ was allowing them to do things that, as Bachelard puts it, ‘are ultimately against human rights’.

Bachelard says, ‘[A] religion should be allowed as much freedom as it gives its own parishioners, essentially, to enter or leave, to form friendships, to eat and drink with whom they like, to marry inside or outside, and to conduct their lives in freedom. If a religion is not giving those kinds of freedoms to its own adherents, then I don’t think it should be the beneficiary of the freedoms guaranteed by the state.’

Reverend Jo Inkpin is the Minister of the Pitt Street Uniting Church, and she’s Australia’s first transgender minister. Inkpin agrees that there are no easy answers when it comes to legislating this issue. She referred to comments made by Australia’s former Attorney-General George Brandis: ‘He said, “Everyone has the right to be a bigot” and actually, I sort of agree with him. People are entitled to hold certain views, and will hold certain views, but the other side of it is you’re not entitled to be bigoted towards other people.’ She also suggested that ‘you can hold some bizarre view of how the world was created and all the rest, it comes out of an egg or someone’s head or creationism, whatever. But . . . you shouldn’t be imposing it on other people or making conscientious [objections] so people can try and withdraw children from knowing about their world. Which is then about control. Are parental rights absolute, or any sorts of rights absolute? I don’t think they are.’
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GETTING OUT AND SURVIVING THE AFTERMATH


‘I lost twin daughters 13 years ago. This faith crisis, escape from a cult, has been harder and more painful than losing my babies.’

– Former Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints member, US



An idea I’ve heard from former cult members, time and time again, goes along the lines of: if I knew back then how difficult getting out would be, and what a hard road I’d face on the other side, I probably would never have left. I’ve heard this from people who wouldn’t dream of returning to their cult, who are pleased that they have their freedom and who have made a good life for themselves in the outside world. Yet they can still look back and say this. America’s National Domestic Violence Hotline says that it takes on average seven attempts for a woman to leave a violent relationship. There are a variety of reasons for this, including fear for one’s safety, financial dependence, fear of rejection by the friends and family you may have isolated yourself from, shame and embarrassment, and also fear of deportation. As we’ve already seen throughout this book, many parallels can be drawn between domestic abuse and cults – difficulty leaving is yet another. It can take many cult members repeated attempts before they cut ties permanently, and, once they’re out, their experience won’t be one many can understand.

GETTING OUT

Like so many survivors of domestic abuse, a cult leaver will be asked one question more than any other: ‘Why didn’t you just leave?’ Leaving is rarely simple, especially for those coming out of insular communities that are cut off from the rest of society. People remain in cults for many of the same reasons they remain in abusive relationships: fear, lack of resources, or the absence of a support network. Sometimes they no longer recognise themselves and they can’t imagine how they’ll function in the outside world.

David Ayliffe felt trapped in the Zion Full Salvation Ministry. You’ll recall that Violet Pryor threatened to kill him and his family if he left: ‘I can remember that there were times when I was suicidal in the group, ’cause I just was so miserable with the way life was with Violet. And I can remember thinking, What if I break out of this, take my family with me and I’ll start again? And I would be crippled in my thinking because I would think, What are you going to do?’ David turned over the possibility of walking back into the offices of the newspaper he worked at as a young journalist – before joining the cult – but the thought of seeing his colleagues again was terrifying. ‘I would think, I’ll get in there and I won’t be able to open my mouth. I won’t be able to speak.’

Because of my podcast, so many people ask me how to help get a loved one out of a cult. The depressing reality is that it’s incredibly difficult to do anything to influence such a huge decision. All you can really do is continue to love them and make sure they know you’ll always be there for them. For some in more closed-off groups, communication lines to convey this support are more restricted, making this a very difficult task.

Reasons for leaving

The Gloriavale Leavers’ Support Trust has had a big impact on people being able to exit the New Zealand cult. Liz Gregory was doing the work with some members of her church prior to officially creating the Trust, and she told me, ‘It’s been eight years, and in that time, 185-plus people have left. We call that the big wave. Prior to that, I think it had been five years earlier that a family had left and then it had been 15, 20 years of quite stable community.’ The Leavers’ Trust and the dedicated people who preceded it created a path out that hadn’t existed before. Clearly there were many people who needed it.

Even when there is a path available, followers still have to come to the realisation themselves that it’s time to leave. Sometimes they come to see that the leadership is not acting in ways consistent with its teachings, or an involvement with another person – perhaps a child or a romantic partner – becomes a stronger priority than the cult. Sometimes an interaction with someone from the ‘outside’ world gives them cause to start questioning whether the perspectives they’ve been fed are correct. If another one of the leader’s prophecies has failed to come true yet again, that can light the fire to leave. In some cases, a member will be pushed that little bit too far – perhaps to the point of being treated so poorly that the anticipated spiritual death outside of the group becomes preferable to staying in.

For Jamey Meteer, connections with the outside world were eye-opening: ‘I had begun working with refugees and immigrants at the time and was awestruck by their kindness and generosity while practicing such different religions from my own. I was slowly beginning my feminist awakening as well and the power disparity among Mormonism is intense. I regularly left church on Sundays feeling belittled, angry, and tired. But the pain gave me the strength to finally ask the hard questions I had been purposefully avoiding about the authenticity of Mormonism. It’s all a sham. So happy I’m out.’

Jacob told me the impact that his child had on his understanding of his experiences in the Polish Homa Therapy cult he grew up in: ‘My teenage son helped to lead us out of the cult. By speaking with him and witnessing directly the harm that had been caused to him growing up in this environment, it triggered my own memories and I begin to listen to the independent voice within me which I had been denying my entire life up to that point. It was more of a long process than a sudden “aha” moment.’ It’s often the case that we can put up with things for ourselves that we won’t put up with for others we care about. A former Mormon reflected this in her departure: ‘I had my daughter and realized I couldn’t raise her in a church where she would be taught that her primary mission in life is to get married and have babies; that she and the way she dresses are responsible for boys’ inappropriate thoughts, and that she is less worthy than men.’

Richard Kiers’s father became ill at the remote property they were setting up in British Columbia with The Move. ‘For days he was in his trailer, he cried and moaned and cried and he was just like wailing and in so much pain. And this one old elder came into our trailer one day and he said, “I don’t think your dad is going to make it, he’s probably going to die because I don’t think he has enough faith.” And so I said, “What do you mean?” And he said, “If he had enough faith then he would be healed. And if he doesn’t have enough faith then God’s going to take him.”’

A terrified 12-year-old, Richard felt a sense of dawning betrayal. ‘Being told to believe in something, and believing in it completely, and then realising that there is absolutely no way that there would ever be a God that would do that to someone. Just never going to happen. And then I lost it, that’s where I lost my faith.’

His father did recover, but it took Richard a few more years before he could physically leave The Move. His solace on the remote property was a room tucked away in the sheep barn, where shielded from prying eyes he’d stash those newspapers intended as toilet paper, keeping the most recent ones to get some sense of the outside world. It was to the sheep barn he went to hang a rope over a beam, the despair winning out. In defiance of his plans, the beam broke, and at the age of 15, Richard knew he had to get out, even if it meant going to Hell. He packed a pair of jeans, a pair of socks, a shirt and a jacket, and walked away. He had a dollar and 97 cents in his pocket.

Richard wrote in his memoir that though the temperature was well below freezing, as he walked the three miles in the snow, he never once felt cold. Each step gave him a feeling of relief, of a weight lifting off his shoulders. ‘The world looked different. It felt free and when I think back, I had absolutely no fear of the future because I knew that there was no way it could be worse than what I was walking away from. My life was mine now and I was going to make it work.’

Even when Shannon Bundock realised she needed to get out of Fire This Time, the prospect of confrontation was too much for her. She told me, ‘I decided to destroy myself to a point that I would become useless to him [founder Ali Yerevani].’ Even though Yerevani told his followers that he didn’t believe in ‘bourgeois psychology’, Shannon’s state concerned him to such a degree that he sent her off to see an ‘organisationally mandated’ psychologist – but she wasn’t to mention anything about Fire This Time.

Sometimes Shannon would skip the weekly appointment and pretend later that she’d attended, because she didn’t know what to say to the woman to explain all of her issues. She followed Yerevani’s instructions and didn’t discuss the socialist group at the core of her entire life for many months.

Eventually something snapped, and Shannon told her psychologist everything. ‘And she had been treating me for an eating disorder. She was probably so confused before then about what was going on and why I was coming to see her every week. And then finally I was like, “Well, I’m in this organisation,” and she helped me form an exit plan.’ The exit plan involved getting a job, and moving out of the house. ‘And at that point, I think I had been so withdrawn and I had just been obviously not well that Ali agreed to me moving out – he agreed initially to me getting a job, and then he agreed to me moving out. And then once I had set that up, I just stopped answering phone calls. It was really wild. It felt really euphoric, but also scary. It was very strange.’

This really made me think how many people in similar situations could benefit from an exit plan, carefully thought-out with an external party. Shannon told me, ‘I think that’s my advice to people inside, just talk out loud to someone about it. ’Cause everything just becomes so real, all these secret resentments and questions and doubts that you have become so much more real when you say them out loud, especially to someone else.’

The first hurdles

An ex-member of Outreach International who spoke to me under condition of anonymity said, ‘I felt like it was risky for me to start thinking, and changing my thinking . . . I felt like, if I’m saying goodbye to this life then who am I? And can I even live, can I be even be a good person? The thing that terrified me the most when I left OI was that I would have nothing, would just be an empty person with no soul. Like I honestly thought that I was gonna just be a zombie for the rest of my life.’ And speaking about why they had left, they told me, ‘I literally felt like I was suffocating and I couldn’t breathe anymore. It was to the point where I wasn’t sleeping, I lost a lot of weight . . . I honestly think something mental happened to me. My brain just crashed.’ On the actual process of leaving, they said, ‘I literally felt like I was jumping off a cliff. It is the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life, and it’ll probably be the hardest thing I ever will do.’ I think a lot of us can identify with this feeling, if we’ve ever had to leave a hugely significant relationship or a marriage, or a long-term job that has become a part of our identity.

Echoing this sentiment, Lindy Jacomb described leaving the Exclusive Brethren as ‘like leaping out of a plane into the pitch black’. She said, ‘Eventually, because I couldn’t stop asking questions and couldn’t settle these doubts, I was told to leave the home, that there was no place for me there.’ While some people have come to the decision to leave over a long time, which can help with mental and emotional preparation, Lindy feels that in her case she wasn’t psychologically ready at all. ‘I found it extremely traumatic to leave.’

And because the Brethren lifestyle is all-encompassing, from family to social circles to work, ‘The other phrase I use to describe it as is, and this is a very strong phrase to use, so I mean it with the utmost respect for people who struggle with suicidality, but it is in many ways like a form of committing suicide while you’re still alive. And by that I mean you have to say goodbye to everything you have known and you know, that there’s no chance of it ever being the same again. And that both means your lifestyle and your environment, your social environment, as well as the hardest thing of all, your family and your friendships.’

While Outreach International was less isolating overall, Laura Sullivan’s experience shared many similarities. ‘That day that I left, I lost all the friends that I ever knew, all the “family” – when I say family I mean my “spiritual family” – that I ever knew. And they just never spoke to me again. I was grieving an entire life. Like, my life. And I look back now and I’m like, how traumatic that was for me. To realise all these people that I loved, and I thought loved me, don’t love me. They’re gone. And then I was left with nothing.’

Carli McConkey feels that she lost her children’s formative years to her cult. ‘There were nights, even for my third child that I wasn’t home for at least 12 months of his life before we left. He was alone at home in his crib, probably crying the whole night.’ She still sometimes has pangs of sadness when she sees happy young families out and about, ‘Because I just never ever had that opportunity.’ In addition to this regret, Carli grapples with the knowledge that her own involvement meant that other people became involved as well. ‘I know another guy who said that he did certain programmes because I was so positive and nice and convinced him to do it. And that’s just the thing that’s just so awful.’ She knows of people who got their family involved, or other people they had a hand in recruiting who are still in there. ‘And that’s the worst thing, you know. I mean, the worst thing is to still have your children in there, which so many people do. Or their spouses. And they can’t save them.’

The age at which you leave can also have a big impact on life outside of a cult. For older people things can be much more difficult. Lindy Jacomb says, ‘I left as a young adult, I was 20 with my life in front of me, essentially. Whereas I know a number of people who are in their fifties or sixties who’ve been evicted and are lost. I was not married, and I didn’t own a business and all other things like that.’ For those leaving the Brethren in middle age, they may also be leaving spouses, children and grandchildren. Some are leaving companies where shareholders are often family members who will fight for control of the business. ‘As somebody in their sixties, how do they retrain to try and find meaningful employment, on top of dealing with this huge psychological trauma? It’s incredibly difficult.’

One common reaction to someone escaping a cult is the cry from bystanders to go to the authorities. Yet it’s a rare cult escapee who can convince the police to take action. Even when there’s been financial exploitation, obtaining clear evidence of a scam is tough and rarely actionable. Lina reported an alleged sexual assault to the police after she left the Garden Ashram, and was told there wasn’t enough evidence to proceed with any charges. Carli McConkey went to a police station in 2010, taking a stack of papers as evidence, looking on in disbelief as the constable put the information in a report of less than a page. But the group’s leader had already made a pre-emptive strike, suing Carli, and the police backed off entirely: ‘He basically called me and said that there’s a civil suit going on at the moment . . . they completely dropped the case and didn’t investigate further.’ Of the 249 respondents to the survey I ran in researching this book, only 21 people had spoken to the police, and 20 to a lawyer.

With Universal Medicine, Esther Rockett estimates she’s had contact with what could now be over 200 ‘families and individuals confirming adverse effects of UM’. She says there would have been more action taken were those affected not scared of retaliation for speaking out, which remains true of those I’ve spoken to as well. Rockett says that she and others would like more meaningful action from the NSW Health Care Complaints Commission, the Australian Charities and Not-for-profits Commission, the Australian Taxation Office, the Office of Fair Trading, and the NSW government’s Family and Community Services (FACS), and the Office of the Children’s Guardian. Instead, care plans from FACS for two girls in out-of-home care in May 2016 included directions that they maintain their connection with the teachings of Universal Medicine. That is, the state government made their carers responsible for sustaining access to Serge Benhayon’s teachings for each girl.

Even when there is some political will to change things, it often seems to hit a brick wall. On 21 August 2019, MP Janelle Saffin, local Member for Lismore, spoke in the NSW Legislative Assembly calling for a judicial inquiry into Universal Medicine. She said, ‘It is a cult that has a senior employee in one of our government departments who has decision-making power about children and actively recruits other workers’ and, ‘I have also been informed that some government departments use the Universal Medicine cult associated practitioners in their Employee Assistance Program [EAP]. Its harmful impacts must be brought to light, including its bogus and harmful pseudo health and healing practices. I speak out on behalf of my community seeking government action. We need an inquiry and we need it as soon as possible.’ No such inquiry has yet been initiated.

THE AFTERMATH


‘Very little is understood about the deep impact of cults. Some groups aren’t seen as cults, and doctors and support services don’t understand the deep damage that is done. How can they undo something if they don’t understand it, or believe it?’

– A former member of the New Kadampa Tradition, Sydney



I recently met up with a friend at Rising Sun Workshop, a cafe in Newtown that doubles as a motorbike maintenance space. She’s a young woman I’d worked with previously, who I sometimes run into at cultural events. The latest was at an awards ceremony, where she dropped a bombshell about her previous 18 months in a South Korean cult. This cult hadn’t given her its name for months while she was attending one-on-one Bible studies with one of its pastors, but she found out later it was called Providence. Her story sounded so similar to Stuart, who told me he didn’t know the group he’d become involved with at university was the Shincheonji Church of Jesus until he was already eight months in.

My friend showed up for our coffee date in a black T-shirt. To me, this was entirely unremarkable, but to her, wearing black was an act of rebellion and individual choice. She’d spent that 18 months being told that to wear the colour was unacceptable and impure.

In answer to my question ‘What (if anything) do you think most people misunderstand about those who have been involved in cults or cult-like groups?’, one former cult member wrote, ‘That their humanity has been seriously damaged, and that they have to adapt and compensate, and therefore operate differently in society.’

I swear aloud at someone who cuts me off in traffic. I feel a flash of anger at someone who seems completely unaware of their surroundings and doesn’t make space on the footpath or doesn’t wait for me to get off the train first. What on earth are they thinking? Did they never learn basic manners? I remind myself that when someone comes off as rude or odd, I have no idea what life experiences informed their worldview and their current state of mind.

Emily Hawes believes that people can’t really understand the cult experience unless they’ve been in one. The only thing she considers remotely comparable is, perhaps, prison. She said, ‘My experience often gets downplayed because Mormons can come off as “normal” from the outside, but nothing about my upbringing was normal or healthy. Many people don’t understand the long-term effects of being raised to devote my life to “the one and only True Church”. Even if I no longer subscribe to that life and seem perfectly fine, my experience in the cult has had an irreversible effect on my psyche.’

Lack of mental health support


‘It’s taken me two and half years to even be able to breathe properly and not have attacks every hour.’

– Caitlin, former Brethren member, New Zealand



Some four out of five people with experience in high-demand groups who answered my survey said they had PTSD or felt they had symptoms consistent with the diagnosis. Almost three-quarters doubted their own judgement skills, 68 per cent had undesired thinking patterns that were hard to overcome, and over half experienced nightmares. Fewer than half had seen a counsellor or psychologist, and many have told me it’s hard to find a therapist who understands what they’ve been through. As a woman who grew up in the Exclusive Brethren in New Zealand told me, ‘So much precious counselling time has to be wasted, trying to get them informed even just as to the basics of life in a closed cult.’

Jason Frank Ward grew up in the Exclusive Brethren in Andover, in Hampshire, England. Over two decades after leaving, he felt like he’d dealt with his past. ‘I thought I had done well, pushed through and survived, but a year and a half back I burnt out and broke down. After a year of counselling I know where my issues came from, the process of mending slowly is beginning.’

Elisabeth, who grew up in Gospel Outreach in Olympia, Washington, told me what she felt people don’t get about those who’ve exited cults: ‘They don’t understand why I have issues when I am no longer in the cult. They seem to magically think once I’m out I’m all good. I also know, they cannot fully understand what I went through unless they have experienced it themselves.’ About the aftermath of leaving, she said, ‘Two out of my three sisters do not talk to me because I left the church. That has been really hard for me as I love them so much and can’t understand why they can’t see why this church is so wrong. I doubt my own judgement a lot. I have so many flashbacks of children being spanked so bad they couldn’t go to the doctors because of all the bruises. I do tend to overshare, but I don’t know why.’

Journalist Chris Johnston told me this about his investigative work on the Two by Twos: ‘Everyone I’m speaking to at the moment on this organisation is a woman between 40 and 60 who grew up in it and tried to get out and finally did. And that means cutting ties with all family who are still in, it means possible financial problems. That means threats, intimidation, strange happenings, wheels coming off cars, things like that. Things being left at farm gates, phone calls, all this whole campaign goes on. And it takes them years and years, like all ex-culties, to recover and deprogram. And it’s so insidious.’

There are generational issues as well. As a New Zealand–based former Exclusive Brethren member told me, ‘My and my ex-spouse’s lives have been very negatively impacted financially by our lack of education while within the cult . . . and we have also suffered damage from our lack of family support systems after leaving. My children (born after we’d left the cult) have been negatively impacted by their lack of relatives . . . and the few ex-cult relatives they do have struggle with their own severe dysfunctionality.’

So there’s the psychological impact of coming to terms with what has happened to you. This is of course different for each person, but common to all is that they’ve wasted months, years or decades dedicating themselves to something that was really stealing away their energy and choices, to no useful end. Then when someone has faced the different facets of coercive control, they have to work on reprogramming their way of thinking. Is that thought from their cult indoctrination, or is it based in reality?

Often making basic life choices is difficult when you haven’t had to make them for a long time. Shannon Bundock had a hard time even choosing an outfit for the day when she came out of Fire This Time: ‘You don’t know anything. I feel I left and I was like, I don’t know what I want to wear. I don’t know what clothes I like. I don’t know what I think about anything. I was ready to reject the foundations of everything I believed, because it’s just like you don’t have any identity anymore. It took me a long time to even know what kind of music I like.’

Then there’s the impact of the guilt. Almost everyone who’s been in a cult has some level of shame or embarrassment. Sometimes it’s due to the way society judges those who’ve been in cults, and thinks of them as freaks. But sometimes it’s due to something they’ve done under the influence of their leader.

Simon Doyle, who grew up in a breakaway Christian sect, said, ‘I’ve even had health professionals tell me my experience isn’t as bad as I make out. My response now is: “No it’s actually worse.” The lack of understanding only perpetuates the feelings of invalidation people in a cult suffered.’ Even in the US, where cults and therapists are generally more prevalent, former Living Word Fellowship member Regina Merritt told me, ‘There were very few people in the real world who could understand my circumstances, including counselors and psychologists. I gave up trying to find a therapist to help me work through the difficult emotions and feeling like I wasted my life (which is depressing). I wish mental health care professionals had more extensive training in this area.’

In the case of David Freeman, he was rescued from Anne Hamilton-Byrne’s notorious The Family cult in Lake Eildon, Victoria, when he was 14. His was an incredibly high-profile exit, with photographs of the blonde-haired children and stories of the abuses they’d faced at the hands of Hamilton-Byrne and the ‘Aunts’ saturating the media at the time. David just wanted to blend in and try to be normal.

David told me, ‘Considering it was 1987, I really have to take my hat off to the government in Australia. I think they did a fantastic job.’ He feels lucky that he was young at the time and still had some teenage years to experience in the outside world. While psychologists were organised for the children and David felt there was plenty of support, ‘I wanted nothing to do with psychologists, I was too hellbent on being a teenager and catching up on what I missed out on.’

Though David may have had support on offer in the early days, a lot caught up with him in later years. He took the approach of pushing down all of his negative emotions, and ended up in a cycle of substance abuse. ‘You have major anger issues and frustration and all sorts of things like that. I’ve experienced a lot of anger as a young adult male, frustration and so on. I had trouble dealing with that, that would come out in all sorts of ugly ways.’

After ending up in hospital with suicidal thoughts, when David was made to get help, he struggled to find anyone who could understand his history. This was in Iceland, where he now resides. ‘Mental health professionals, I don’t think they have any training or experience with dealing with cult members.’ David found someone who understood him better than most when he came across an American who had worked with former soldiers and had experience dealing with PTSD.

Finally revealing the story he’d hidden for so many years helped David a lot. He spoke to an Icelandic publication, and worked with the journalist closely to make sure the article conveyed exactly what he wanted. ‘I was incredibly open and honest in the article, I wasn’t trying to pretend that I was a saint, and I just listed all my flaws and all the bad things I’ve done. How I dropped the ball when the kids were younger, and when I was just feeding my habit and not really caring about anything else.’ The response was overwhelming. ‘I’d lost friends all over the place, and those kind of people were back in contact with me. And I wasn’t prepared for that. And it was a very emotional 24 hours. That was huge, just hearing from people who’d written you off. And all of a sudden they had a better understanding of me.’

Other resources

The greatest tragedy of many of the cults I’ve looked into is that they’re full of people who were trying to achieve something good, but instead invested incredible amounts of dedication into an organisation that wasted it, or a leader who diverted it away from what they were hoping to achieve.

For many former cult members, where they’ve managed to access good psychological help it has been of great benefit. But aside from the difficulty of finding a psychologist who understands the dynamics of what a cult survivor has been through, there’s also the money issue. A former KwaSizabantu member told me, ‘I was only able to afford therapy ten years after I left. The ten years without therapy was hell.’ She continued, ‘It would have helped if there was professional support available to folk who do not have the financial means to pay for therapy.’ In Australia there are subsidised services available, but even with a mental health plan from a GP, the gap fees can easily be too much to manage for someone who is trying to rebuild their entire life.

While fewer than half of my survey respondents had sought the support of a counsellor or psychologist, almost 70 per cent had used an informal source of support, such as a Facebook group or message board for former members, showing how important these channels can be – which are often shut down by the cults on defamation accusations.

Lindy Jacomb told me that with the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church, ‘There have been several websites over the past decade or two that have been dedicated to supporting former members and to raising awareness and holding historical archives and all that kind of thing. And one after the other, they inevitably end up getting litigated by the Brethren for laws such as defamation, or copyright when copyrighted information has been shared. They usually manage to find something and they manage to shut these sites down, which is a huge loss for the former member community, because there’s no longer these centralised hubs that allow people to connect with and support each other. So currently there’s nothing like that. The closest thing is a couple of Facebook groups, which are very well used and active.’

Michael Bachelard documented the legal struggles of a couple of these sites in his book. One of the longest-running, Peebs.net, had an emergency button for anyone contemplating suicide, or anyone requiring immediate assistance to leave. It provided a helper network of contacts across ten countries, and forums that many found hugely assisted with their psychological issues post-leaving. Peebs.net and others I’ve read about that used to host ex-member stories and interactions are no longer online.

Sherrie D’Souza wrote to me of her experiences in finding a support group: ‘It took courage to seek out other ex-JWs (given that they had been demonised as “mentally diseased apostates” [direct Watchtower quote!]), and other ex-JWs are dealing with their own leaving as well, so while there was some comfort in knowing that others experienced similar it wasn’t exactly constructive.’

Even worse than this, Dr Michelle Haslam is concerned that some support services might be delivering vulnerable people right into the hands of other cults: ‘Unfortunately, mental health services are still not understanding the risks enough. So some mental health charities recommend that you go and check out a Buddhist meditation class, and they don’t understand yet, despite several of us trying to warn them, that this is making people vulnerable to recruitment. These groups don’t practice trauma sensitive mindfulness or meditation, and at the very least, even if you’re not abused, the practices, they’re not trauma informed. And they often involve dissociating from your body or the sense of yourself, which if you have trauma, you already dissociate a bit. That’s going to make it worse.’

I know many people who do get a lot of benefits out of meditation, but I think Dr Haslam makes a good point that it’s not a silver bullet, particularly for complex mental health conditions. She suggests, ‘Perhaps if you do think that meditation is helpful for you, I would recommend trauma sensitive mindfulness of the body as a good starting place. And also to be aware that meditation has been sort of almost put on prescription, like antidepressants used to be, and still are. It’s not a cure for anxiety and depression. Lots of the research trials, they haven’t been investigating adverse effects sufficiently. So the more recent research is finding adverse effects, and the mindfulness movement really got out of control. It’s been sold as a panacea.’

*

Richard Kiers told me he knew several ex-members of The Move who’d committed suicide, and many more that struggled with drug and alcohol abuse. One took to sex work, and later died of an overdose. Of course, these things happen outside the world of cults, but the prevalence is stark: ‘If you look at percentages and you look at ratios, it’s really high in the level of depression, the level of people that have a difficult time dealing with the past. And it’s not just The Move, it’s most cults. People from cults generally have a really hard time letting go of the past, forgiving, and being able to deal with the world. Because you’ve been told all your life how evil it is.’

Richard had some words of encouragement for those who do manage to come out of a cult. After his own departure, he welcomed the opportunity to figure out who he really was, and said that you can be whoever you want to be once you’re out. He recommends leavers make sure to seek out friendship and avoid seclusion, to make sure they fill the void. ‘I filled it with music, and filled it with reading, and I filled it with friends, and I’m fine. I’m wonderful. I love my life and I’m very happy that I’m in a very good place. I want people to know that they can find that place as well. It’s just a matter of that first step.’

Life on the outside

It’s easy to assume that when someone leaves a cult, they get to embrace the outside world and catch up on everything they’ve missed out on for years. Unfortunately, it’s not quite that simple. In the words of Hannah Harrison: ‘When you leave there, you think that that’s the worst it’s going to get. That it will get better from there. And there’s a way in which it does, but there’s a way in which it doesn’t get better. It doesn’t just go away, as much as you want to forget about it, it’s still there. There’s a lot of ongoing issues that I think if you knew when you left, you would find it a lot harder to leave.’

Lindy Jacomb evokes asylum seekers when searching for an analogue to the trauma of leaving her family and entire social network: ‘There’s no way to describe that. The closest people who’ve experienced it are people in refugee type situations. That is definitely the most traumatic and extreme aspect of the Exclusive Brethren practices. It’s very difficult to describe what that does to you.’ There’s also the added element for cults like the Brethren that operate within the community: ‘It’s different from death because with death, you have closure. Whereas, I know I could walk down a street and bump into someone who is a sibling, who was a 12-year-old kid when I left and is now an adult with their own children. It’s just very messy, very traumatic.’

Suddenly having your freedom doesn’t mean that everything is easy. In many cases, basic day-to-day functions were provided by the cult – food, work, schedule. For those who come out of Gloriavale in New Zealand, they may be leaving with many children, and used to be able to put those children into the childcare centre in the morning, and take them to the food hall for all meals. Their clothing was all made for them. Now they have to look after all of those needs themselves.

In addition, many people have spent years serving the requirements of the cult, and don’t have any job skills to speak of. Or whatever work they have been doing doesn’t fit into a traditional résumé. And try applying for a job and explaining your work history when the very people you need a reference from now think you’re the enemy.

Karon was born into the Jehovah’s Witnesses in Sydney, and she wrote in response to my survey that even after 20 years out, she’s yet to gain confidence. She used to Witness all the time, and speaking to strangers came easily. ‘Now, I find it hard to leave the house, attend BBQs or even go over to someone’s house for dinner, I never speak to anyone.’ Karon continued, ‘I left school at 14 believing that the end of the world will come in ’75. So I’ve not had any formal training or uni studies. I feel that I’m a failure, a nothing to no one.’ She does see a psychologist, who has helped her with some coping strategies, but Karon has come to the conclusion that ‘I’ll never be “fixed”, I’ll never be the person that I was meant to be.’

Laura McConnell Conti told me that outside of the pain of being shunned by her family still in the Two by Twos, ‘it’s like being a refugee in your own country, it really is. Like, you think about not understanding things like how to use a TV remote, how to use a radio, how to put on a pair of jeans, how to do your hair in any other way; you have to relearn everything.’

Liz Gregory from the Gloriavale Leavers’ Support Trust also compares the leavers she helps to refugees. In New Zealand, she finds that refugees have much more government assistance available for them to settle into community life than those who come out of Gloriavale. Gregory told me that if the leavers she works with were relying solely on government programs and assistance, there would be huge gaps. The Support Trust helps with everything from finding them a place to stay (initially often Liz’s own home) to clothing, school enrolments, furniture, driving lessons or replacing driving licences that may have been left behind at the community. She told me, ‘Perhaps they don’t have any identification either, like a birth certificate. So you’re starting from scratch. Someone’s literally coming without a backpack and you have to start setting them up.’

The logistical support is important, but Gregory is aware that emotional support is paramount: ‘They really need love and care and a good night’s sleep. Actually, they need weeks and weeks and weeks of good nights’ sleep. They’re often exhausted. It’s emotionally challenging. It’s traumatising.’ Having the infrastructure of the Trust is key to longer-term support. As more families leave, they support each other, and find that sense of understanding which is often lacking for members exiting other cults.

Over time, the leavers may want to access higher education, and the Support Trust will negotiate with institutions and figure out what can be done for people who have had very limited schooling. They may want to buy a house, and have no idea what the process is for doing that. When we spoke, Gregory gave me an example of a leaver who had called her recently for help with fitting a child seat in his car. She googled the model and talked him through the process.

Gregory told me her team is led by women, a fact that they have a giggle about sometimes, ‘Because in Gloriavale it’s patriarchal, male-dominated society. And there are women who are not going to let this happen, but supported by fantastic men – not saying the men aren’t involved, they are. But there’s certainly a determination there.’ She told me that in forming the charity, they brought leavers onto the Board of the Trust. ‘We didn’t have any other models to follow from other high-demand control groups, that wasn’t something that we could find here, in Australia or New Zealand. They might well exist in other parts of the world, but we did the best we could to come up with a strategy we thought would work to support leavers, and really it’s just gone from there.’

Gregory believes that other support organisations can learn from the ways the Leavers’ Support Trust is doing things. ‘I think it’s definitely reproducible, and we would like to think that once we have expanded a bit more, got a bit more information and wisdom behind us, that we would love to be able to work with other groups to help them establish similar charitable groups.’

Not all models will have a Liz Gregory or her dedicated team available, but the Gloriavale Leavers’ Support Trust presents a comprehensive model of the kinds of supports that are required to truly help people who have come out of high-demand groups. Most of the people I’ve interviewed have been lucky to come across one or two channels of assistance.

While some former cult members won’t require the same levels of assistance as Gloriavale leavers, who have grown up in a community totally isolated from mainstream society, there are aspects that we know they will require. Psychological assistance, practical assistance and a support network. Many are looking to the Trust’s model to see whether they can do something similar for former members of the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church or the Jehovah’s Witnesses. All of these would be fantastic initiatives, but not all groups have as big a network to turn to. A wider, more openly available support system would be able to do much more good than relying on individuals with such high levels of determination and drive as the indomitable Liz Gregory.
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CULTIC BEHAVIOURS ACROSS SOCIETY


‘The most dangerous part is how normalised cult behaviours are in everyday workspaces and friendships.’

– Kayla Burnett, former member of The Greater Neverlands, a survivalist commune in Crestone, Colorado, US



Coming out of a cult – especially if you were ‘born in’ – forces a person to completely reassess their perspective on so many things. Figuring out which thoughts are your own and which have been influenced by your upbringing can be incredibly difficult.

Relearning who you are is a long process – one that involves taking stock of things that many people may never bother to examine. Someone who has had good, extensive therapy for a troubled childhood or a traumatic incident may be more familiar with the concept of not taking their initial response to various situations at face value. Therapy helps to highlight the (often flawed) foundations those responses are born out of. But all of us can benefit from questioning why we think the way we do. Which thoughts and behaviours from our upbringing and our particular segment of society should we perhaps rethink?

Until I met my current partner, I assumed I’d have children at some point in my life. We met in our late twenties, and I raised the topic of children early in our relationship, thinking it was important to me. When Joe told me he didn’t think he wanted children, his response meant I had to stop and fully assess whether this was a dealbreaker for me. To my surprise, this allowed me to consider whether I truly wanted children or if I was just basing this decision on societal and family expectations. My mother has never put any pressure on me to have kids, but I do know she would make an excellent grandma, and that she’d love to have the role. Other family members are more overt about their belief that procreation is the only valid choice. Questioning this assumption I’d always had about my future revealed that I did not, in fact, want to be a parent. When I see humanity destroying our planet, I’m glad I’m not bringing anyone else into this mess. I certainly won’t stop fighting hard for action on climate change on behalf of future generations – and when I see my friends with their wonderful kids, I also appreciate that I have more time on my hands to devote to the causes I believe in. Parenting looks incredibly hard to me, and I really love my life. Not wanting kids might make me sound selfish, but I’d rather have children that I know I want. I suspect too many people become parents because they assume they have to, and once they have children, well, you’re not really allowed to talk about regretting that decision. As a woman in my thirties, I’m asked all the time when I’ll have kids, and when I say ‘never’, I’m told I’ll change my mind. Societal pressure is real, and we can quickly internalise external expectations without realising.

When I think about how many other beliefs I may hold that are based on flawed assumptions, I come up with capitalist concepts such as neoliberalism. Neoliberalism posits that market forces, devoid of any regulation and state controls, are the best hope for our future. That privatisation will always result in better outcomes than public institutions due to the mechanism of competition. Again and again, from shocking neglect in aged care to wage stagnation in the face of record profits, it’s made clear that neoliberalism does not provide the best outcomes for the majority of people. Yet it continues to underpin so many aspects of our society.

British columnist and activist George Monbiot writes, ‘So pervasive has neoliberalism become that we seldom even recognise it as an ideology. We appear to accept the proposition that this utopian, millenarian faith describes a neutral force; a kind of biological law, like Darwin’s theory of evolution.’

Neoliberalism is a political doctrine purposefully pursued by those who stand to gain the most from it. With the use of calculated propaganda (think trickle-down economics), it aims to reform society with the support of those who stand to lose the most. It’s the approach that has so many of us unable or unwilling to see a problem with making profits out of the human need for secure housing. From the point of view of Western countries, it’s easy to see the issues with the forms of ‘socialism’ practiced in China or the autocracy of Russia, but much harder for us to see the problems with our own social fabric. We live in free democracies! We’re clearly superior! But all systems have their pros and cons, and we shouldn’t take for granted that ours has everything right. Especially when there are those who stand to profit from increasing inequality.

In this chapter, we will look at cultic behaviours across society. You may have already recognised some aspects of cultic behaviour in your own life, having read through the previous chapters. Even the honourable Reverend Tim Costello sees these things in himself as a rabid AFL fan. As he told me, ‘The umpire always robs us. And every Essendon supporter I know hates Collingwood, and we actually are pretty comfortable in our prejudices.’ There are areas of life where it can be fairly harmless to engage in this kind of cult-like thinking, but there are others where it poses a risk. Daniel Koehler’s work on radicalisation is helpful. He considers radicalisation a normal phenomenon in society, citing sports, the animal rights movement and veganism as examples. It’s the pairing with ‘an ideology that inherently denies individual freedom (or equal rights) to persons not part of the radical person’s in-group, and thusly the degree of ideological incompatibility with mainstream political culture’ (his italics) that creates a powder keg.

Reverend Costello observes a yearning for direction, from Scouts to Guides to football clubs: ‘We humans do look for people who have clarity and give us guidance. And we even are wired for loyalty and authority, and it happens in secular contexts as well as religious. One only has to think of Trump’s hold on the Republican party to see the same principles I’m talking about at work.’

COMPANIES

While some former cult members can be susceptible to replicating the dynamics in their personal relationships, many are also highly attuned to recognising and veering away from them in other contexts. Cassandra Robeldo grew up Mormon in Utah and told me she’d just left a job that utilised tactics of ‘manipulation, shame, sexism and us vs them mentality. Three different therapists told me it very much paralleled what I experienced in the church. I believe society itself has produced a lot of harmful structures and systems.’

It’s common to hear examples of cult-like behaviour playing out in the business world – over and above companies that are clearly cults like NXIVM. When I launched Let’s Talk About Sects, many people asked me if I planned to cover Apple. David Segal wrote about the process for new Apple Store recruits for The New York Times in 2012: ‘Training commences with what is known as a “warm welcome.” As new employees enter the room, Apple managers and trainers give them a standing ovation. The clapping often bewilders the trainees, at least at first, but when the applause goes on for several minutes, they eventually join in.’ He continued, ‘If there is a secret to Apple’s sauce, this is it: the company ennobles employees. It understands that a lot of people will forgo money if they have a sense of higher purpose.’

When Florida hairstylist Alf Posen watched the recent documentaries about NXIVM, he suddenly realised his working environment had a lot of parallels with the dynamics of a cult. He told me that he was broke while working there despite the business charging clients up to $250 for a haircut (with colour services costing even more) and there were demands of free labour. He was told he wasn’t allowed to have any passions outside of cutting hair, and his charismatic boss shared many of his ‘weird health beliefs’ with Alf, encouraging him to believe the same. After leaving the salon, Alf had difficulty making simple decisions and doubted his own judgement. He had flashbacks and was eventually diagnosed with PTSD.

Fostering a cult of personality around a charismatic leader is common practice in the business world. Often, those leaders may come to exhibit disturbing levels of control over their staff. In addition to the problematic leadership style of Adam Neumann at WeWork, the working culture he fostered there was easy to compare to a cult. He called WeWork ‘the future of work’ and pitched it as a way of life rather than attractive co-working spaces. A former employee told Gabriel Sherman for Vanity Fair, ‘Adam would have meetings on Sunday, and you could never miss those. And sometimes it wouldn’t happen, or it’d happen hours late and you’d be there all night. You’d cry in the bathroom all the time.’ Sherman wrote, ‘Neumann inculcated in his post-collegiate staff a belief they were members of a vanguard changing the world.’ A former senior executive told the journalist, ‘I realised after I got there it was a cult.’ Naturally, Neumann positioned negative press coverage as persecution and blamed WeWork’s demise on others.

Uber continues to be described as a revolutionary industry disrupter, but many say it’s a form of Ponzi scheme destined to fail. Under the leadership of co-founder and CEO Travis Kalanick, sexual harassment and bullying were allegedly rife in the toxic work culture of Uber. In 2019, after not having shown a single profit on Uber’s annual returns since its launch, Kalanick cashed out over US$3 billion of shares. He’d exited the business under intense pressure from investors who saw his never-ending controversies as damaging Uber’s brand. Shortly before departing, footage of Kalanick berating an Uber driver went viral. His apology seemed to acknowledge that his leadership style wasn’t working: ‘It’s clear this video is a reflection of me – and the criticism we’ve received is a stark reminder that I must fundamentally change as a leader and grow up. This is the first time I’ve been willing to admit that I need leadership help, and I intend to get it.’

Encouraging words; however, actions speak louder. Kalanick’s subsequent venture, CloudKitchens, lacks Uber’s corporate governance structure and the checks and balances that were in place there. It has lost hundreds of staff due to its ‘alpha-male’ culture. An unnamed employee told Business Insider that Kalanick was in no way reformed. In fact, in some ways, he was worse: ‘The man leading CloudKitchens is incredibly concerned with secrecy and preventing any challenges to his control, and he has designed the company with that in mind.’

Elon Musk became the richest person in the world during the pandemic. He also directed his Fremont, California, Tesla factory employees to work 60-hour, six-day weeks beginning in August 2020. Incident reports from Tesla between 2014–2017 documented 100 instances of ambulances being called out for workers suffering from dizziness, fainting spells, chest pains, abnormal breathing, and seizures. This number is in addition to hundreds more times that ambulances called out for injuries. ‘Excessive mandatory overtime’ is expected of Tesla workers, though pay ‘is near the lowest in the automotive industry’, wrote a worker in 2017. ‘Recently, every worker was required to sign a confidentiality policy that threatens consequences if we exercise our right to speak out about wages and working conditions.’ Year after year, Musk has claimed Teslas will be self-driving by the following year. Year after year, Tesla stocks increase, yet the fully autonomous vehicle remains out of reach. Electric vehicles are the future, and space travel is an impressive feat. But fair questions of a billionaire should not be off-limits. As many have found out, any criticism of Elon Musk on social media results in a wave of defenders refusing to hear a bad word against him.

What Elizabeth Holmes was trying to do at Theranos could have made a big difference in healthcare, but there was a reason she shrouded her one-drop blood analysis system in secrecy: the thing she was promising was not possible. She told staff, ‘This is a revolution, and you’re part of something that is going to change our world. What higher purpose is there in life than to be able to be doing that?’ Former Theranos lab associate Erika Cheung told documentarian Alex Gibney ‘She was a really good idol to have. In a sense, I was super naive and almost drank the Kool-Aid a little too quickly.’

Cheung soon discovered that emails were being monitored. Holmes became increasingly paranoid about her safety and Theranos’ ‘trade secrets’ – so much so that she hired bodyguards and extra security and had bulletproof glass installed in the office. Holmes would regularly work in the office until midnight, claiming she only needed four hours of sleep per night. Employees were also expected to work incredibly long hours and come in on weekends.

Anyone who informed Holmes that what she wanted to achieve wasn’t achievable was told to consider working elsewhere. After voicing serious doubts about how the product could work, Ryan Wistort, who was in research and development, was told that ‘perhaps he wasn’t Silicon Valley enough’ and that he needed to have more belief in the vision of the product. Similarly, Ian Gibbons, a PhD qualified biochemist, felt it was his duty to speak up when things weren’t working. Over time he was demoted, and his office was taken away from him. Gibbons was called to testify at a patent lawsuit and was under pressure from the company not to appear over concerns that his honesty under oath could undermine Holmes. His wife, Rochelle, told Gibney that his fear he would lose his job led to him dying by suicide. The only communication Rochelle received from Theranos after her husband’s death was a request to return his confidential company documents.

Ultimately, John Carreyrou’s Wall Street Journal article exposed the issues at Theranos with the help of some former employees, and Holmes was eventually charged with fraud and conspiracy in 2018. Ken Auletta, who’d written a glowing profile of Holmes for The New Yorker in 2014, said to Alex Gibney: ‘She was a zealot. And a zealot is such a believer, a true believer in what they’re doing that they’re blind to the reality of what’s happening.’

Holmes and Neumann took in the likes of billionaires and former US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger. Rupert Murdoch invested millions in WeWork as well as Theranos, while Japanese multinational conglomerate SoftBank’s CEO Masayoshi Son reportedly invested US$18.5 billion in WeWork.

I’ve had a few toxic workplace experiences myself, though they can’t compete with the ones just mentioned. Even so, I’ve certainly worked ridiculous amounts of overtime for no extra pay and at the expense of my mental health. I work in the arts, and unfortunately, it’s endemic in the arts (at least in Australia) for people’s passion to be co-opted by an industry that burns them out; it’s common knowledge that the entire sector is undervalued, so to some extent, you do need to love it to work in it. I’ll never forget the wide, bloodshot eyes of a former colleague as he stood on a red carpet at a big opening. Our company had worked for months to put on this event, and even though he had just heard that his father was in hospital undergoing a serious medical emergency, my colleague did not leave the red carpet. Perhaps it didn’t matter whether he could have done so without repercussion – the fact was he didn’t feel that he could, and that feeling didn’t come from nowhere.

Former Jehovah’s Witness Sherrie D’Souza told me, ‘I left a workplace two years ago where controlling behaviours . . . were very triggering to me. I felt I was dealing with an organisation that was behaving very similarly to the JWs that I had left.’ Sherrie’s experience shows that we can learn from cult members in identifying toxic workplace behaviours. Maybe the companies I’ve mentioned haven’t been as damaging to individuals as a cult (though some certainly have), but the breadth of damage, particularly across huge employers, does impact large numbers of people.

MULTI-LEVEL MARKETING

Former Kenja member Bevin Hudson told The Sydney Morning Herald that the cult was like ‘a pyramid sales system, similar to Amway . . . Processors herd the greater body of members into fee-generating endeavours, with . . . Dyers sitting atop the cash flow.’

The rise of multi-level marketing (MLM) has caused a lot of damage worldwide, and the tactics used by MLM companies are often the same ones used by cult leaders; comparisons between the two date back to the 1980s. Lawyer Douglas M. Brooks has represented victims of MLM schemes, including Amway. Short for ‘American Way’, Amway recruits distributors to sell health, home and beauty products, and to recruit more distributors into their own teams to do the same. Brooks writes of two former Amway sellers: ‘Kerns’ and Butterfield’s experiences in Amway included mass meetings with enthusiastic distributors giving standing ovations to high-level Amway speakers, mysterious terminology, relentless focus on recruitment, positive thinking, the avoidance of any questioning of Amway or its high-level distributors, and the tendency for Amway distributors to dedicate more and more of their time and energy to the organisation, often at the expense of their relationships with friends and family, despite the lack of financial success.’

Australian former Amway distributor, Greg was told to embrace his upline as family and look to date other single Amway distributors. There was a gap to fill, as Amway conference attendees were told ‘we should treat “negative” friends and family as a deadly threat to our business’.

Former distributor Bexten Maina from Canada told me that after joining, relationships he’d cultivated over 15 years ‘went to crap’. He lost thousands of dollars as he attempted to follow the Amway instructions, which included getting rid of all non-Amway products from his house to help cultivate the mentality of a winner. As a result of his experiences, he told me, ‘I have become wary of the self-awareness positivity industry.’

After Melissa left the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church in New Zealand, someone invited her to an Amway meeting. She went along but said, ‘It felt very cult-like, and I didn’t go back.’

In 1979 the US Federal Trade Commission (FTC) investigated accusations that Amway was a pyramid scheme, but their ruling found that it did not fit the definition. This ruling was key to legitimising multi-level marketing, resulting in the proliferation of this predatory business model.

Most MLM organisations hold huge retreats and conferences where successful distributors share their incredible stories of success from the stage before being showered with applause and gifts. They regularly ask distributors to make lists of people whom they could approach to recruit or sell to, and all negativity is frowned upon. Emphasis on relentless positive thinking and affirmations is rife. Distributors have spoken about being expected to attend conferences even when they’d be missing a loved one’s wedding. There’s love bombing when you join, and most MLMs work very hard to provide a sense of community. They emphasise #BossBabe power and the concept that running your own business is superior to the 9-to-5 grind – all while instilling a sense of higher purpose.

Those who buy into MLMs regularly alienate friends and family even when they’re not explicitly told to, as it can be pretty unrewarding maintaining a relationship with someone you love when all of their communication becomes about trying to sell you things. Those up the chain often tell distributors that their loved ones are undermining their ambition and potential if they don’t keep buying products. The pressure on distributors to continue to purchase inventory can be massive, and the onus is always on the individual if success is elusive, never on the organisation. Douglas M. Brooks told Casey Bond for HuffPost, ‘As part of the cultic conditioning that takes place, [what] you’re taught right from the beginning is that if you fail, it’s your own fault.’

Another attorney interested in the schemes, Rick Storkan, told Amanda Montell for Bustle, ‘MLMs are extremely similar to cults. They recruit participants through the use of false and misleading information. Moreover, they psychologically manipulate their distributors through thought control.’

A Mormon couple started LuLaRoe, a women’s clothing MLM most famous for its ‘buttery soft’ leggings which boasts a huge number of Mormon stay-at-home mothers among its distributors. Their lifelong training in converting people through missionary work can be a real benefit for the MLM distributor’s countenance and attitude. Repeated ‘no’s are less likely to have the impact on these sellers that they’d have on me. At LuLaRoe, anyone not meeting their expectations of a return and daring to question the set-up is told they have a ‘victim mindset’. The organisation encouraged distributors’ husbands to quit their jobs, with former representatives believing this was to make them more reliant on the ‘business’ and put all their eggs in one basket. When someone left LuLaRoe, current distributors were instructed to stop communicating with them.

More than 50 lawsuits have been filed against LuLaRoe since 2016, and in January 2019, the Washington state Attorney General filed a suit accusing LuLaRoe of being a pyramid scheme. LuLaRoe settled for over US$4 million and agreed to update a number of its policies. Still, the settlement meant that the law remained unchanged, and the predatory business model remained viable for future operators. A statement to the LulaRich documentary filmmakers from the company read, ‘We continue to bring greater focus to our mission of improving lives and strengthening families through the principles of entrepreneurism while continuing to educate small business owners about the opportunities found in personal responsibility and individual choice.’

Studies have shown 90–99 per cent of distributors lose money in MLMs. The ethics of this financial structure are clearly unsound, particularly when most of those losing money can ill afford to do so. There’s a gendered element to this, too, as the majority of MLM distributors are women, and often stay-at-home mothers.

I remember being surprised when Joe and I were told all about Isagenix by none other than his cousin, Melissa Caddick. Isagenix is an MLM that pushes dietary supplements, and since Melissa had spoken to us previously about childhood pressures around her weight, I assumed she was telling us about it because she found the products helpful. It didn’t occur to me that Melissa was pitching the product to us because she was looking to make extra cash.

A friend posted some weight-loss photos on Facebook around this time, with a caption inviting people to message her if they wanted to know her secret. I didn’t message her, so I’ll never find out what her secret was, but I have a feeling it was MLM-related.

MLMs are banned in Bangladesh, China and Saudi Arabia. Interpretations of Islam consider the MLM system to be haram, as ‘it is based on Gharar [the sale of what is not present], gambling and injustice’. In other countries, the line between multi-level marketing and pyramid schemes is blurry, but the general idea in most jurisdictions is that a company structure is a pyramid scheme if you can’t make money through selling an actual product. The fact that most people can’t make money in the majority of multi-level marketing schemes unless they recruit others to their ‘down line’ (i.e. to sell underneath them) and send a percentage of their sales back up the line doesn’t seem to be enough to make these businesses fit the definition of a pyramid scheme. Even when the blurred line is of concern, authorities haven’t been able to do much about it.

In 2014, the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) initiated proceedings against an MLM called Lyoness, alleging that it was a pyramid scheme. In a media release, the ACCC said that Lyoness ‘offers commissions to members who recruit new members who make a down payment on future shopping’. ACCC Chairman Rod Sims said, ‘The concern with pyramid schemes is that the financial benefits held out to induce potential members to join up rely substantially on the recruitment of further new members into the scheme. For these schemes to work so that everyone can make a profit, there would need to be an endless supply of new members.’ In 2015, the Federal Court found that Lyoness did not constitute a pyramid scheme under Australian law. Other jurisdictions have had more luck: in January 2019, Italy found that Lyoness’s business model constituted a pyramid scheme and fined the company €3.2 million.

Since the Lyoness court decision in Australia, the ACCC has not pursued a case against another MLM. You can see another parallel between cults and MLMs – the limited legal avenues available to hold either to account. Surely our society should be doing more to protect people from being manipulated, but all we have are toothless laws that effectively protect the right of these organisations to manipulate.

MARTIAL ARTS AND FITNESS

Martial arts schools are incredibly hierarchical in nature, and Chung Moo Quan is a specific example of a martial arts school that became a cult, with a con artist at the top who was eventually charged with conspiracy to defraud the United States.

In a notice of filing in June of 1992 related to a case against Chung Moo Quan by the Illinois Attorney General, the plaintiff’s fourth amended complaint referred to ‘Basic Operations of the Chung Moo Quan Organization’ and documented various accusations against the defendants. It’s among these that the cultic elements of the organisation are laid bare. Notable points relate to ‘lessons in life’ provided to students, including an assured place in the afterlife for those who had advanced in rank; that students shouldn’t trust those outside Chung Moo Quan including family members; that leaving Chung Moo Quan would result in a pitiful and mindless life; that students should sell all their belongings and give the proceeds to the school; and that students should obey all instructions from higher belts whether they related to training ‘or other aspects of life’.

Until I started researching Chung Moo Quan, I’d never heard of the prevalence of grifting within this particular business model. There’s even a term coined for martial arts schools that are more about making money than about teaching anything useful: ‘McDojo’. Sure, martial arts schools, like any business, need to make money to survive, but shiftier establishments promise black belts in unrealistic timeframes for students willing to pay the price. There’s a danger when people come out thinking they’re highly qualified in a martial arts practice when they are not.

The way some of these schools operate can tip them over into MLM territory, and what can also make them a bit culty is the way that those at the top insist on deference and create a culture that makes criticising or questioning them unthinkable. There are forums dedicated to helping people spot and avoid McDojos, and these forums also offer tips on how to find legitimate training courses. Numerous Australian businesses are mentioned on these boards. One of the popular forums can be found at bullshido.net – ‘bullshido’ is a term adapted from bushido (Japanese for ‘warrior way’) that refers to fraudulent and deceptive practices in martial arts.

Culty elements can also show up in other physical training environments. Australian millionaire founder of the F45 fitness franchise Rob Deutsch says, ‘Our clients become friends, and they start hanging out and have coffees before and after sessions. Through this cult-like environment, we have built a really strong community.’ Deutsch’s words may be tongue-in-cheek, but people do complain of losing friends to F45. One Redditor shared that the WhatsApp chat for their F45 group consisted of ‘daily inspirational messages that suggest that you should only hang out with people that want to see you succeed and cut ties with friends who do not support your lifestyle change’.

In the US, CrossFit describes itself as ‘a lifestyle’ that ‘works for everyone’. Many publications have written pieces on the cult-like aspects of CrossFit, which is a program that includes workouts, diet plans and a supportive community. University of Otago sociologist Marcelle C. Dawson suggests that the program, with its ‘emphasis on voluntarism, performative regulation and mutual surveillance’, is better described as a ‘reinventive institution’ than a cult.

Former CrossFit devotee Jason Kessler wrote, ‘It’s not exactly a cult, but there’s definitely an “us versus them” mentality.’ He says that when he was really into it, he became the ‘evangelising asshole’ who helps perpetuate the idea that CrossFit is a cult. Kessler also says that it’s impossible to avoid getting hurt at some point doing CrossFit, but that injuries will always be pinned on the individual. ‘You’re supposed to push yourself to the limit, but when you hit the limit and pay the price, you’re the idiot who went too far.’ This is not uncommon in any high-intensity exercise program, of course. But CrossFit acolytes are known to come after anyone who says a negative word about the program.

SELF-HELP

The self-help industry by definition appeals to people looking to change their lives, which makes them vulnerable to persuasive techniques. There are many who flock to it looking for a guru to show them the way to success or fulfilment, and there are many self-styled gurus utilising problematic strategies across a largely unregulated industry.

I’ve mentioned a number of cults in this book that formed from self-help-style courses, and I’d suggest that there are many more currently teetering on the cusp. You don’t need to look too far to find devotees fawning over charismatic leaders who charge inordinate sums of money while relying on volunteer labour, and who incorporate some potentially dangerous methods in pushing their attendees towards apparent life-changing ‘light bulb’ moments.

A lot of these courses teach that attendees need to move away from a ‘victim mindset’ in order to take control of their lives. Certainly, for some people who have experienced trauma in their lives, this approach may be beneficial. But others will likely need proper recognition of what they’ve endured before they can move on. And for many, the social and economic imbalances that make their lives more difficult remain in place, so it makes much more sense to fight to change these than to just shake off the part of them that identifies as a victim. It’s telling that many of the people advocating they do so are straight, white men.

In recognised areas of public health, professionals are required to sign up to standards of practice. They undertake credentialed, properly assessed professional training, and have knowledge of the psychological issues that may be exacerbated by certain approaches. In contrast, the self-help industry is wildly unregulated, and some of the techniques that certain practitioners use can exacerbate mental health problems and even land people in hospital. Incredibly long and exhausting days, intentionally uncomfortable temperatures, and missed meals are a core part of some well-attended seminars.

If self-help gurus can reflect on the potential harms of some of their methods (rather than sue for defamation when criticisms arise), and work to create an ethical framework that mitigates the risks, there’s no reason they can’t continue to profit from their businesses – and continue to help those who benefit from their processes. Unfortunately it can be hard to keep your ego in check when an ever-increasing audience sends ever-increasing adoration your way. When gurus come to believe their way is always the best way, and when their bottom lines shoot further and further skyward off the back of problematic techniques, some kind of regulation might be the better approach.

REHAB

Charles Dederich learned a lot of what he brought into Synanon from Alcoholics Anonymous. Dederich would command the room with his speeches at AA, which took a less religious and more psychological and philosophical bent over time. He also started to become sceptical of the softer, supportive approach of AA, as well as the fact that the organisation didn’t work with those addicted to drugs – only those experiencing alcoholism. Narcotics Anonymous did exist at the time, but it wasn’t as ubiquitous as AA.

Dederich decided to lead groups outside of AA that would welcome drug users, and he quit his job as a model maker to embark on a personal mission to rehabilitate people with addiction. He registered Synanon as a not-for-profit in 1958. Those who joined were expected to go cold turkey on their addictions. There was no medicinal component to the Synanon flavour of rehabilitation. This approach doesn’t seem to have been based on much more than Dederich’s whims. Certainly, he had no background in therapy or research – his personal experiences with AA aside. But his meetings were attracting more and more people who seemed to get something out of the unorthodox confrontations of The Game and the otherwise encouraging community. In a 1980 deposition, Dederich said, ‘I say this with as much humility as I am capable, which isn’t very much, but when I sit down and start to talk, people start gathering . . . it just happens. I can’t stop it.’

Synanon had cultic tendencies from the very beginning, but came into its own as a full-blown cult when it shifted its focus from drug addiction treatment to its second phase: a utopian society. Shaved heads became a requirement of all incoming residents. Dederich was quoted as saying, ‘We are in the people business just exactly as if we were building Chevrolet axles.’ As they were in the people business and hungry to feed the pipeline, Synanon was happy to receive the ‘juvenile delinquents’ being delivered to them directly from court rulings and placements by concerned family members. To deal with these young residents, Dederich created something he called the Punk Squad. Here, his idea of tough love came into full force, as the kids were subjected to bootcamp-style treatment. When this didn’t seem to have the desired effect, Dederich reneged on one of Synanon’s initial core rules, and violence was introduced into the organisation’s treatment plans. Children were physically abused as punishment and were also subjected to the psychological impacts of The Game.

Former Synanon members share their stories on several online message boards – some are public, and some are private – and I’ve read multiple anonymous posts that detail shocking treatment. Allegations by those who claim to have had firsthand experience in the Punk Squad are especially disturbing. There are recollections of children in their mid-teens being stripped naked and beaten in front of the other residents for indiscretions, including attempted suicide or escape; accounts of teenage girls and boys being punched in the face and stomach by adult men; Games lasting 36–72 hours without food or sleep. Former members’ lives have been impacted forever by their traumatic stays of six months or more.

The legacy of Synanon continues today. A 2007 Mother Jones article claimed that at least 50 teen programs could ‘trace their treatment philosophy, directly or indirectly’ to Synanon. Journalist John Dougherty wrote that as of 1996, ‘More than 2,000 therapeutic communities created to treat drug addicts . . . are modelled on Synanon.’ These include Straight Inc, which was closed in 1993 after a number of lawsuits relating to abuse and kidnapping; The Seed, which was accused of using brainwashing techniques akin to those used in totalitarian societies; the US organisation Kids Inc, which paid out US$10 million to settle child abuse lawsuits; and various wilderness programs that were shut down after children died as a result of their ‘tough love’ approaches.

The abuses endemic in the multi-billion dollar ‘troubled teen’ industry in the US might seem far away to all of us here in Australia – we don’t have quite the same issues, although you don’t need to look far to find horrific abuses in our juvenile offender systems, particularly when it comes to Indigenous youth. But in the realm of drug and alcohol treatment programs, there are echoes of the Synanon approach to be found here, too.

There are treatment facilities in Australia that take a ‘tough love’ approach and require incoming residents to cease communication with their loved ones. Nicole Lee, adjunct professor at Australia’s National Drug Research Institute, says that there’s no evidence strict rehabilitation treatments work better than compassionate ones, nor that cutting people off from their families is helpful – in fact the opposite is true for most addicts. Lee cautions that, ‘there’s no other health sector where someone whose only qualification is that they have experienced a problem can design and open a treatment service . . . I know what it’s like when you are desperately looking for a solution, and someone says they have it. But if it were that easy and that successful, we would all be doing it right now.’

CANCEL CULTURE

The term ‘cancel culture’ has become so overused and so co-opted that the words have little meaning anymore. At this point, ‘cancel culture’ could be considered a thought-terminating cliché.

If you ask vocal right-wing commentators, cancel culture is where freedom of speech is at risk, when someone is ‘not allowed’ to say what’s on their mind for fear of ostracism from the masses (whether this actually results in any material damage to their income or platform or not). But humans have always used shame to uphold their sense of morality in the public sphere, and weaponising the term ‘cancel culture’ can be a way for people to avoid being held to account for saying something broadly unacceptable.

One usage of the term results in any legitimate criticism being completely disregarded, and in a person accused of a misdeed not bothering to examine and atone for the hurtful or offensive thing they’ve said or done. On the other hand, there are many people who will absolutely reject everything a person says if they have once said or done something problematic, even if they have since worked incredibly hard to make up for their wrongdoing. I’ve noticed this behaviour in myself: if I agree with something someone has tweeted, I’ll usually check before I engage with their tweet to make sure they haven’t been condemned for other things they’ve said previously. I’m not convinced this is healthy or encourages robust debates in the marketplace of ideas.

Both sides of the cancel culture equation can be seen as cult-like in their approach. The persecution complex is high in the former, while the latter seeks to pursue an unattainable level of perfection that fosters a constant fear of doing or saying the wrong thing. And when perfection isn’t attained, a perpetrator may face a form of shunning. These are features of pretty much every cult I’ve ever looked at.

It feels fair to me that if someone rejects your very humanity, you can feel justified in rejecting their opinion. LGBTQI+ people being told they can be ‘cured’ of their totally natural urges or that they should live the rest of their life without acting upon them is damaging and dangerous. Someone with a large platform should carefully consider whether their words and opinions could cause harm. If so, they should refrain from expressing those harmful opinions in the name of kindness – even if they are sincerely held beliefs. Someone on the receiving end of this kind of harm can choose to ‘cancel’ that person and their hurtful perspectives from their life. Words have consequences, and how we respond to criticism says a lot about us.

In The Open Society and Its Enemies, Karl Popper wrote of the paradox of tolerance, ‘If we extend unlimited tolerance even to those who are intolerant, if we are not prepared to defend a tolerant society against the onslaught of the intolerant, then the tolerant will be destroyed, and tolerance with them.’ This approach underpins a great deal of cancel culture, but Popper’s follow-up comments are less often recalled: ‘I do not imply, for instance, that we should always suppress the utterance of intolerant philosophies; as long as we can counter them by rational argument and keep them in check by public opinion, suppression would certainly be most unwise.’

An open society should have a healthy exchange of perspectives from a diverse range of participants. However, when that debate begins to undermine the institutions of democracy through its intolerance, we have a problem. An individual expressing an intolerant view who is open to respectful discussion should probably be tolerated, but if that individual forms a movement that pushes this intolerant view, that movement should not be tolerated.

Popper’s conclusion is worth reading in full. It feels incredibly relevant today, almost 80 years after its original publication in 1945. He suggests that suppression by force may be necessary as leaders could forbid followers from listening to rational argument, framing it as deceptive, and teach them to answer instead with violence. Popper submits that incitement to persecution and intolerance should be considered a crime in the same way as incitement to murder.

CON ARTISTS

Edgar Bronfman Senior of the Seagram liquor fortune once wrote a testimonial for a course he had taken through an organisation called Executive Success Programs, or ESP: ‘If everyone were to go through this training, the world would be a much better and safer place to live.’ Keith Raniere ran ESP, which was a precursor to NXIVM, and Bronfman Senior attended at the behest of his daughters. He became estranged from them in the coming years, as he came to the realisation that Raniere was running a cult. When his daughter Clare accused him of funding anti-cult campaigner Rick Ross to sabotage NXIVM in 2011, he wrote to her: ‘Whether or not you want to believe me, I do not lie, and I love you two very much. Someone is not telling you the truth. Why don’t you try and figure out who that might be? Who has something to gain? Certainly not me. What would be my motive?’ Bronfman Senior passed away two years later, totally estranged from Clare, at the age of 84. Clare had bankrolled Raniere and his various endeavours and court cases to the tune of tens of millions of dollars, and she is currently serving six years and nine months in federal prison.

I’d suggest that most cult leaders are con artists of a sort, but not all con artists are cult leaders. While it takes a high degree of manipulation – and one might assume certain narcissistic tendencies – to rip people off, in my case with Melissa Caddick there wasn’t the same desire for worship or to always be right. I think she enjoyed some amount of praise and adulation for the sums of money she pretended to be accruing on behalf of her clients, but holding control over their lives wasn’t of particular interest. For my part, like so many cult followers, I believed she had my best interests at heart.

Bernie Madoff ruined the lives of hundreds of intelligent, educated people through history’s biggest Ponzi scheme, defrauding investors of an estimated US$17.5 billion. Anna Sorokin posed as wealthy German heiress Anna Delvey and deceived a number of institutions and acquaintances to the tune of US$275,000. Israeli fraudster Simon Leviev, better known as the Tinder Swindler of the Netflix documentary series, posed as a millionaire playboy in need of temporary loans when he got in trouble, and conned women across Europe out of an estimated US$10 million. All were described as charming and charismatic. Just as Melissa’s story has been fictionalised by the Nine Network’s Underbelly, in the past year alone there have been countless scammer stories turned into entertainment. We are a species that cons and gets conned, and nobody ever thinks it will happen to them.

When faced with the devastation they have left in their wake, many con artists choose not to deal with the fallout. They might head overseas to a country without extradition agreements. Or, as in Melissa’s case, they might do something more drastic. It’s hard to get your head around what they thought the ultimate outcome would be. Did they think they could get away with their fraudulence forever? Was it an impulse control issue, where only the short-term future mattered? Did they get some kind of a kick out of being able to fool so many?

Even as I know I shouldn’t blame myself for being duped, I draw a little comfort from knowing that people more intelligent than I have been taken in by someone they thought they could trust. I take greater comfort in the fact that even media tycoon Rupert Murdoch lost US$121 million that he invested in Elizabeth Holmes.

TOXIC FANDOM

Enthusiastic fans can sometimes become so impassioned that they tip over into enacting problematic behaviours, which usually take the form of bullying. Toxic fandoms have always existed, but their mechanisms have become more apparent with the advent of social media. Previously relegated to specific message boards online or encountered at sci-fi conventions or the like, fans will now mobilise in huge numbers on platforms like Twitter, and when they do, they can have an overwhelming and dramatic impact.

K-Pop supergroup BTS’s fanbase is literally known as ARMY, and like a real army, the BTS ARMY will rally for activist causes championed by BTS. After BTS and their label donated US$1 million to the Black Lives Matter movement, ARMY mobilised to match the donation and raised an additional US$1 million for the cause in just over a day. As impressive as that is, there are less-positive aspects of having a huge fandom. K-Pop idols in Korea regularly face the ire of their own toxic fandoms and are stalked, harassed and have their private lives pored over as much as Taylor Swift or Louis Tomlinson. Korean pop idols go through intense training to reach near-perfection in their performances, and the media training they receive as part of the process includes preparing them for what they’ll face from crazed fans.

The line between healthy fans and toxic fans is the ownership they feel over the person or franchise that they are a fan of. As their fandom becomes a key part of their identity, there is also a big dose of ‘us and them’ – not just with those who aren’t fans, but with fellow fans who aren’t as dedicated or don’t have as much in-depth knowledge as the ‘real fan’.

Toxic fans seek out like-minded groups that support their toxicity, and where members feed off each other in an echo chamber. These echo chambers encourage bullying attitudes towards those who disagree with them while also reinforcing feelings of superiority and/or persecution within the fandom. The in-group mentality might be what justifies terrible online attacks on others. Toxic fans will often circulate a post that they see as being insulting to the object of their fandom to the rest of the group in order to recruit their army for an online attack. In the worst cases, this can move from online harassment into doxxing, stalking and death threats.

Australian radio host Ash London made an offhand comment about former One Direction band member Louis Tomlinson’s ‘ratty facial hair’ when trying to describe which one he was to a co-host. As Tomlinson’s fans issued huge numbers of death threats and abuse, Tomlinson chimed in and tweeted to his tens of millions of followers, Probs best to stay on private for a bit longer love! with a thumbs-up emoji. Instead of calming down his toxic fans, Tomlinson gave them the green light to go after London, who was forced off social media at the time. When Junkee covered the incident, journalists at the publication who hadn’t even written the story had to switch off their notifications due to harassment from Tomlinson’s fans.

When Jillian Mapes wrote a mostly positive review of Taylor Swift’s folklore album for Pitchfork in July 2020, it was accompanied by an 8/10 score (an aggregate of all Pitchfork staff scores). Swift’s die-hard fans (known as ‘Swifties’) were not impressed, and they doxxed Mapes. With her personal information out in the public domain, she was receiving death threats on all channels at all hours of the day and night. She tweeted, It sucks to be scared of every person milling about outside or feel like you can’t answer the phone. Mapes eventually deleted her Twitter account and hasn’t returned to the platform since.

The wrath of toxic fandom isn’t limited to those outside the group – infighting within the fandom can turn just as nasty. Young LGBTQI+ Swifties – some living in countries where being out can pose a great personal risk – have been outed to their families by other Swifties in retaliation for disagreements over the meaning of Swift’s song ‘Betty’.

Another aspect of these kinds of pile-ons is online hate groups that coalesce around targeting specific famous individuals. Christopher Bouzy founded a platform called Bot Sentinel, which is an online tool that, through machine learning, gives transparency over Twitter accounts. It analyses them for organised manipulation tactics, inauthenticity, country of origin (which can make a difference depending on the trending topic at hand) and trolling. Bot Sentinel released a report into the coordinated hate targeting of Prince Harry and Meghan Markle in January 2022 that showed ‘single-purpose hate accounts have turned targeted harassment and coordinated hate campaigns into a lucrative hate-for-profit enterprise’. It found that the account owners were benefitting from YouTube’s monetisation model to the tune of £2.8 million. It also found that Meghan Markle hate accounts impacted wider royal news coverage.

It’s always been profitable to instil a sense of community among fans, but the rise of online fandom has coincided with the rise of personal branding. Fostering fandoms that feel a deep personal connection – not only to the art but also to the art’s creator – is now both easier and more profitable than ever. Taylor Swift is one of the savviest operators when it comes to her fans, spending hours liking their updates and arranging surprises for them. And while Swift may not approve of their more toxic actions, her business sees only profit from the overzealous loyalty. ‘Us and them’ can be an intentional part of an artist’s personal brand now, from Beliebers to the Beyhive, and this kind of fandom now spills over to embrace business and media figures such as Elon Musk and Joe Rogan.

It’s disturbing to think that the spread of misinformation, disinformation and hate could be incentivised as profitable by social media networks. But it goes some way to explaining how so many of us have seen friends and family members fall prey to conspiracy theories these last few years.

THE MONARCHY


‘When I watched the Harry and Meghan Oprah interview, it was scary how much I related to everything they were saying.’

– Former member of a breakaway Baptist sect, western Sydney



The above former cult member wasn’t the first person to make this connection. The way that Prince Harry and Meghan Markle described their experiences in the British royal family struck a chord with many who’ve had experience of high-demand groups. Sarah Landry, a former follower who now speaks out against the guru Nithyananda, tweeted: Did any other cult survivors listen to Meghan Markle describe being isolated, without access to her passport, afraid to speak up and denied access to mental health care, and shout, ‘It’s a cult!’ Seriously. And Amanda Montell, whose father was once entrapped in Synanon, wrote of the Oprah segment, ‘I felt like I was watching interviews with people who’d survived a cult.’

The limitations on personal freedoms and choices for those born into a royal family are severe. If Meghan Markle and Diana Spencer are anything to go by, those who marry in don’t seem to have it much easier. As an Australian, it seems increasingly odd that my own nation remains under the monarchy. Since the Whitlam dismissal by the Governor-General on behalf of Queen Elizabeth, and the lack of any attempt to fix our constitution following this crisis, nobody can claim the monarchy has no power here. It had the power to oust a democratically elected prime minister, and nothing has changed since.

The concept of monarchy was originally of a lineage born to rule and appointed by God to this duty. The British royal family lives in ostentatious wealth, and even then, Australian taxpayers have to pay ludicrous amounts of money to facilitate trips by royals to visit their loyal Australian subjects. Harry and Meghan have shown that it’s not even enjoyable for those privileged enough to be a part of it. As human beings, it seems wild that we cling to the idea that the monarchy involves anything romantic or desirable – especially those of us who hold up democracy as the best system of governance. There’s a clear conflict between these two systems, not to mention the laundry list of atrocities committed against the traditional custodians of this land (and many others) perpetrated through colonial expansion in the name of British kings and queens.

It’s interesting to compare the monarchy with cult leaders and the worlds they’ve built for themselves. Like members of the monarchy, cult leaders will often assert that they have a God-given right to rule, and sometimes people in high levels of cult leadership also experience disillusionment, like Harry. David Ayliffe is the only person I’ve come across who took over his cult leadership after his leader’s death, saw the house of cards for what it was, and eventually dismantled it. It’s hard to imagine the British royal family doing anything of the kind.

THE MEDIA

In progressive countries, we like to think of our media as our fourth estate – a free press that holds our leaders to account. In many cases, this is true. But there are powerful groups that work hard to stifle the independent voice of the media, be it through exerting political pressure and slashing funding at our public broadcasters or via lobby groups and rich media owners with their own specific agendas.

When certain topics are only covered in certain ways, the use of our media institutions as a propaganda machine becomes apparent. This is a topic too vast for a small segment in a book about cults, and many good books have already covered it. Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky’s Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media examined the subject in 1988, and the market challenges to traditional media channels haven’t done much to change this aspect of the landscape.

More and more, we see leaders deny interviews to journalists who are critical of them, and the knock-on effect is that the outlets that want access to these sources become less critical. In addition, private channels that are reliant on advertising can’t help but censor themselves if a story will negatively impact their owners’ profits.

Unfortunately, concerns about these very real problems can feed into another cult-like behaviour: the demonisation of ‘mainstream media’ by those who want to push their fringe beliefs. As we’ve seen, cults love to restrict the media intake of their followers. They prefer to keep their messaging on track and unchallenged, and differing narratives pose a risk that they will be questioned. When a sitting president of the US is pushing his followers to disconnect completely with entire segments of that nation’s media, he’s following this trend to the letter.

GANGS

For young people in lower socioeconomic neighbourhoods, gangs can offer protection, belonging, structure and purpose – many of the same things that drive people to join a group that turns out to be a cult. Gangs usually consist of a strict hierarchy and unquestioning following of the instructions of superiors. They operate in similar ways to cults, and, in most circumstances, there is coercive control and disconnection with those who disengage from the group.

Most people join gangs because they see few other options. A gang can provide a method of survival in fairly dire circumstances and a way to take some kind of control over a life that may be low on opportunities. There are in-depth studies available around gang psychology, and the phenomenon is certainly worthy of the entire books written about it.

Research shows that gangs tend to be male-dominated. Engaging with groups that exhibit this particular take on masculinity can be an appealing way for disenfranchised men to take back some of their sense of lost power. Thinking about why young men join gangs may help us understand the attraction to other problematic groups.

THE MANOSPHERE

‘The manosphere’ is an umbrella term encapsulating a fairly toxic area of (mostly online) misogyny, including incels (involuntary celibates), MRAs (men’s rights activists), MGTOWs (Men Going Their Own Way) and more. The term ‘involuntary celibate’ is credited to a woman who started a support website for those who, like her, felt alone with the lack of sex in their lives, but it became completely co-opted by young men who are angry with a world that taught them women are a prize to be won.

Instead of these incels looking into their own attitudes towards women to try to understand why they might not be having sex, they place all the blame on the women who give all their attention to ‘Brads’ or ‘Chads’ – attractive jock types who don’t resemble the face that stares back at them in the mirror. Such men may feel that they deserve sympathy for their inability to get laid, but their ideology doesn’t recognise women as humans with agency and choice. Theirs is a reactionary movement that yearns for the rolling back of feminist gains. Even while they detest the Brads and Chads, what they really crave is male supremacy and the entitlement they feel to be borne out in their real-world interactions.

What started as a sad little corner of the internet grew into hateful and threatening online trolling, and turned deadly with incidents such as Elliot Rodger’s 2015 mass murder spree in Santa Barbara and Alek Minassian’s van attack leaving ten people dead in Toronto in 2018. Clearly, a number of these young men were getting radicalised into perpetrating heinous acts in the name of their belief system. On 12 August 2021, 22-year-old Jake Davison killed five people in Plymouth, Devon, in the UK before turning his gun on himself. He subscribed to various incel-related YouTube channels.

Far from respectful support groups where men can talk openly about issues that affect them, MRA organisations have been designated as hate groups by the Southern Poverty Law Center. Many of the problems they purport to be trying to solve, such as men’s overrepresentation in suicide statistics and unequal parental custody, are better countered by the gender equality work that feminists have been focused on for decades.

In internal communications with other members, MRAs will often talk about having taken the ‘red pill’ or having been ‘red-pilled’. This is a reference to the movie The Matrix – where the main character is offered the choice between a red pill and a blue pill. The red will reveal the true nature of existence, while the blue pill will allow him to continue living in blissful ignorance. In the case of MRAs, the idea is that the dominant narrative of male privilege is an illusion. Taking the red pill supposedly allows adherents to see the world as it truly is: a place run for the benefit of women at the expense of the rights of men. It’s highly conspiratorial thinking that turns a blind eye not only to the history of the structural oppression of women but also to the presence of men in positions of power in almost every institution across the world. In fact, any advances women have made are seen as displacing the rightful owners of power: men.

In one of the movement’s formative texts, Warren Farrell’s 1993 book The Myth of Male Power, the author frames women as being a threat to men’s rights because they hold sexual power over men but can also bring them down with false accusations of assault. Anders Breivik echoed some of these themes in the manifesto he wrote before murdering 77 people in Norway in 2011.

Another part of the so-called manosphere is a group known as MGTOW. Followers attempt to live their lives completely devoid of relationships with women. Mike Fallek and Paulina Pinsky, hosts of the Hashtag Cult podcast, describe MGTOW as just that – a hashtag cult. They sum up MGTOW as being an online cult focused on eugenics, misogyny, men’s rights, workout regimens (specifically lifting) and red-pill ideology. The group certainly has many overlaps with cult-like thinking, as do all of the groups in the manosphere.

Jason Wilson, a senior investigative journalist at the Southern Poverty Law Center’s Hatewatch blog, wrote in a 2018 Guardian article: ‘Fascism . . . is an exacerbation, a more militant extension, of the patriarchal relationships between men and women that have persisted for centuries.’ The article was a response to the Toronto van attack, and in it, he advised the media not to take the victimhood narrative put forward by incels at face value. Through his work, Wilson has drawn a link between the manosphere and hostility to those who pose a challenge to white male supremacy, including feminists and the LGBTQI+ community.

TERRORISTS, EXTREMISTS AND RADICAL MOVEMENTS

The ‘Olympic Park Bomber’ Eric Rudolph was responsible for several bombings and attempted bombings by 1996. His targets included an abortion clinic, a lesbian nightclub and – most famously – the Atlanta Olympics, an event that he saw as promoting ‘the values of global socialism’. To verify correspondence was really from him and not a copycat, Rudolph would use a code when corresponding with police: 4–19–93 – the date the Waco siege ended in tragedy.

The events at the Branch Davidians’ Waco compound inspired the resurgence of another concerning movement in the US: white supremacy. According to author and human rights activist Leonard Zeskind, ‘The Branch Davidians were not white supremacists. But now, a broader section of the far right sees itself in Waco, and says, “We’re being suppressed. For our beliefs and our guns.”’ Zeskind reported that by the end of March 1993, during the siege, a bevy of white supremacists calling themselves ‘Constitutionalists’ – had ‘landed among the media’. These included Aryan Nations leader Louis Beam; Richard Ortt of the Constitutional Foundation Association; Floridian Gary Hunt, who published the patriot newspaper Outpost of Freedom; and Kirk Lyons, the Aryan Nations attorney, who held a press conference to say that he was representing cult leader David Koresh’s mother.

One individual with sympathies for this group was 24-year-old army veteran Timothy McVeigh, who came to Waco during the siege and sold pro-gun, anti-government bumper stickers with slogans like ‘BAN GUNS: Make the street safe for a government takeover’.

According to Lee Hancock, the authorities’ decision to cover up their mistakes and silence their agents on anything related to the case for years was a big contributor to the conspiracy theories that burst forth in the resulting information vacuum. With the ATF and the FBI not owning their errors from the start, the narrative of a heavy-handed government attacking a harmless, law-abiding sect gained a lot of traction. Hancock also describes the television coverage of the tragedy as ‘the addictive voyeurism that shaped today’s nonstop disaster-and-disinfo-tainment news cycles’.

The Waco tragedy followed an incident at Ruby Ridge, Idaho, which in 1992 also involved a shoot-out with the authorities and the deaths of innocent people when authorities attempted to apprehend Randy Weaver, who’d brought his family to a remote cabin in order to evade a court appearance for weapons charges.

In the aftermath of these two incidents, with their aggressive government responses, America saw a rise in the right-wing ‘militia movement’. Chip Berlet and Matthew Nemiroff Lyons posit in their book Right-wing Populism in America: Too Close for Comfort that the Ruby Ridge and Waco incidents helped coalesce a push that successfully halted mid-nineties gun control legislation. This included not just the Patriot movement itself, but also an amplification of the apocalyptic and conspiracist message that ‘if gun rights were restricted, a brutal and repressive government crackdown on gun owners would quickly follow’.

Berlet and Nemiroff Lyons explain how the issue of gun rights could snowball as each group’s particular paranoias were added into the mix: ‘The suppression of gun rights was seen by some as merely the opening act in a broader plan of tyranny’, with the ultimate beneficiary being the global secret elite vying for control of the US via the UN. And, well, there’s more: ‘While for many this was a secular narrative, an apocalyptic and millennialist End Times overlay was easily added by Christian fundamentalist elements in the movement. Another overlay was anti-Jewish conspiracism.’ The solution was armed citizen militias.

Timothy McVeigh would go on to perpetrate the Oklahoma City bombing on 19 April 1995, on the second anniversary of the Waco fire. The bombing killed 168 people, including 19 children. Within two years, the army vet who’d sold bumper stickers at Waco had progressed from a pro-gun, anti-government stance to a much more deadly ideology. While he may have hoped his domestic terrorism would inspire others in the militia movement, most were appalled by his actions. Timothy McVeigh later told the police that he and his accomplice, Terry Nichols, had considered a targeted assassination of those involved in Waco, including Janet Reno, but instead went with the attack on the federal building.

Journalist Dara Lind draws an alarming line between early public support for the government’s actions at Waco and a drop in support following the Oklahoma City bombings, concluding that McVeigh’s aim to draw attention to, and prompt criticism of, the Waco incident was actually successful: while people weren’t necessarily sympathetic to the perpetrators themselves, they ‘managed to ignite a public debate that ended up making a lot more people sympathetic to their grievances’. As Lind points out, after 9/11 it’s difficult to imagine the mass murder of American citizens resulting in any terrorist’s complaints being taken seriously, ‘And this is where it’s fair to start wondering if, perhaps, this would have happened if McVeigh, Nichols, and the movement they represented weren’t overwhelmingly white.’

Speaking on the twentieth anniversary of the deadly sarin gas attacks in Tokyo, Fumihiro Joyu, the former spokesman for Aum Shinrikyo, said that he didn’t view Aum as unique. Whether it’s a nationalistic country or a political theory, ‘The ideology may sound different, but fundamentally it’s the same: We are 100 per cent right, our opponents are completely wrong; it’s our job to save the world.’ Joyu drew similarities between Aum and ISIS, including ‘elite members, a hatred of the US, the belief that the end of the world is coming’.

For those who choose to join a group that turns out to be a cult, there are many factors at play; some are ‘push factors’, some are ‘pull factors’. Push factors include difficulties the individual may already be facing in the outside world – environmental disadvantages such as oppression, lack of opportunity or sense of isolation. Pull factors are the elements that draw someone in: the promise of financial reward, a sense of purpose or enlightenment, or feelings of belonging. The same is true for those who join extremist groups, although their pull factors might also include a desire for revenge over a perceived injustice or the chance to be a hero. If the pull factors are the recruitment tools, then why would we want to be pushing anyone into their path?

Deradicalisation expert Professor Hamed El-Sa’id, of Manchester Metropolitan University, writes, ‘What matters is not simply the conditions of the individuals who join violent extremist groups, but rather the communities where they come from. In short, both internal and external factors combine to radicalise and recruit for violent extremist actions and organisations.’ As El-Sa’id emphasises, fixing the issues in our own societies is the key preventative measure governments can take to prevent violent extremism.

If you want an idea of how Australia deals with its current extremist threats, in early 2021, ASIO and the AFP reported that far-right extremism was on the rise. On 4 February 2021, Australian federal Labor senator Kristina Keneally moved a motion that the Senate note an increase in far-right extremism in Australia; that far-right extremism is often cultivated through conspiracy theories and misinformation; and that it tears at the fabric of Australia’s multicultural community. She moved that the Senate condemn MPs Craig Kelly and George Christensen for promoting conspiracy theories, as well as the National Socialist Network and other far-right extremist groups; she also called on the prime minister and the minister for home affairs to take action on the issue. The motion was passed, but only after Liberal Party minister Simon Birmingham removed the note around the increase in far-right extremism, added in condemnation of far-left extremism, and added in references to communism, anarchy and violence alongside Keneally’s original references to fascism and bigotry. He also removed the condemnation of the members for Hughes and Dawson, and removed the call for action from the prime minister and minister for home affairs.

The motion became a generalised statement against extremism in all forms and in support of Australia’s multicultural communities. The specific threat highlighted by ASIO and the AFP was completely removed. Greens senator Rachel Siewert noted The Greens’ opposition to the amended motion considering ‘the government doesn’t even agree that there has been a significant increase in far-right extremism. They took that out. That’s outrageous.’

The form of terrorism and extremism that most of us are most familiar with is of the Islamic flavour. There’s no denying it’s an issue, but in many cases, the media focus on this has undertones of prejudice. The constant calling on religious leaders to condemn terrorist actions doesn’t tend to occur when a radicalised Christian plans a massacre at an abortion clinic, such as in the case of Peter Knight in Melbourne in 2002.

The Federal Government did commence an inquiry into extremist movements and radicalism in Australia in 2021. A joint submission to the inquiry from the Muslim Collective and Liberty Victoria included, ‘over the past two decades there has been a focus on the danger of Islamist extremism at the expense of proper attention being given to the resurgence of far-right extremism’, and that this ‘myopic focus’ has meant the over-policing of Muslim communities, ‘with the result that the stigma of criminality has been imparted on a part of the Australian community (and erroneously perceived by some others to be reflective of the values of that community) . . .’ This is a direct contributor to the subsequent radicalisation of Australian terrorist Brenton Tarrant, who carried out mass killings at mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand. The submission suggests that an approach of ‘preventing radicalisation’ would be better served by addressing the societal factors that cause inequality, racism and declining trust in our institutions and the media, as these are the key drivers of extremism: ‘mistrust of institutions, and fractured identities’. This is, of course, a much more complex task for our lawmakers, who are often concentrating on delivering for their corporate donors and winning the next election through tax breaks.

*

Religion usually springs to mind when we think of someone being radicalised, but political passions can be just as easy to exploit. The similarities between cult-like behaviours and activist groups has not gone unnoticed by those within them.

A fact that surprises many is that Synanon leader Charles Dederich had a strong relationship with American union leader and civil rights activist Cesar Chavez; Dederich even donated Synanon money to support Chavez’s migrant farmworkers union. In the late 1970s, after a proposition which sought to enshrine farmworkers’ rights in Californian law was defeated, Chavez felt that his United Farm Workers members needed to get their act together. Dederich advised Chavez to incorporate The Game into his own practices.

On one occasion, Dederich brought Synanon residents to a union meeting and instructed them to set up the room. Unionist Cynthia Bell was there that day: ‘these bald-headed people (men and women) poured in with their white outfits.’ Bell observed how they worked together in silence, setting up the sound system and stage within minutes as Chavez looked on, smiling. ‘Not once did these people make eye contact with us.’

Apparently, Chavez told his followers that that was how he wanted them to be. This attitude was a symptom of the ills that led to the eventual demise of this group – yet another movement that achieved many good things but ultimately became too much about one man.

People’s passion for social justice and rejecting the ravages of capitalism can be exploited by manipulative personalities in left-wing activist circles. But today, what we’re seeing more and more of in the current political environment is the hijacking of progressive ideas around freedom and bodily sovereignty by right-wing, libertarian groups – something that has been exacerbated by the pandemic. Many of these groups operate as cults, or in cult-like ways, and they are usually the primary organisers behind anti-lockdown rallies, where they look to recruit from the anti-vaccination crowd as well as disenfranchised groups that may not be right-wing politically, but may have a well-founded mistrust of authority. Far-right forums in the US and Australia include threads where members discuss how to mobilise QAnon supporters and the broad range of people participating in ‘freedom rallies’. The male-only, white supremacist organisation Lads Society, whose membership invitation was turned down by the aforementioned Christchurch mosque terrorist, has been known to recruit by advertising itself as a fitness club. It pushes an accelerationist agenda that encourages the demise of society through any means necessary, creating polarisation and fragmentation with the idea that this will foster the conditions necessary for a race war that will pave the way for their white nationalist dream. Members of the Lads Society managed to gain positions in the Young Nationals, though they were eventually ousted. The Melbourne chapter of the Lads Society became the National Socialist Network in January 2021. New Zealand–born Thomas Sewell, who heads up the organisation, told the police after his arrest for armed robbery, assault and violent disorder in May 2021, ‘I’m a political soldier for the white race, and Adolf Hitler is my leader.’

CONSPIRACY THEORIES

Many former cult members I surveyed mentioned how government controls around COVID-19 and vaccines remind them of the way they felt controlled in their cult. Cult leaders would tell them that certain limitations were ‘for their own good’, and they sensed the fear that was guiding a lot of people’s responses to the pandemic. It’s easy to see how they could feel this way – and it’s exactly why our governments have to be more transparent and accountable. Public health measures have to match very clear guidelines that make sense and are explained to the population.

Many more respondents mentioned Trumpism and QAnon as the major cult-like behaviours that they witnessed in society. Grace, who grew up Mormon in Salt Lake City, says the far-right values the opinions of a few charismatic individuals such as Tucker Carlson, Donald Trump and Q. She recognises the message of ‘Just trust you are under threat, and only they can save you. Everyone outside of the group is a commie.’

Conspiracy theories are a huge part of most cults, and cults will often draw new members from the conspiratorially minded. They have already proven themselves open to alternative viewpoints that aren’t based in reality, and this can make them ripe for recruitment. For leaders facing criticism for the harms caused by their groups, a classic tactic is to blame a nefarious plot and the world’s elite rather than look inward and try to improve.

During the most intense period of the pandemic response in Australia in 2020, a member of my extended family started getting very angry with me online. I hadn’t seen them for a couple of years, but I had warm feelings towards them and thought of them as a progressive, well-travelled person. A mutual Facebook friend had posted some anti-vaccination content, and I pointed out some of the factual errors. Apparently this person found my response incredibly rude. They came out swinging and I was totally blindsided. Social media is a strange beast. I’ve had my fair share of confrontations on there, but when a relative I’d always thought of as a friend started calling me names seemingly out of nowhere, it really hurt. When they started telling me I was a fool who needed to do my research, I knew where they were headed.

It sounds like the correct way to approach something like vaccinations, mask-wearing or 5G – to do your research. To me, doing my research means going to peer-reviewed scientific journals and listening to those who have actually done the research. To conspiracy theorists, it means watching a bunch of YouTube videos that sound vaguely scientific but don’t involve any hard evidence that can be verified in any scientific way.

I gave my relative a call, at this point in tears, to remind them that I was a human being with whom they had a family connection. They continued to berate me. Tensions were high. I told them I loved them and then I hung up the phone.

Their next move was to send me the Plandemic video to watch.

If you haven’t had the pleasure of watching Plandemic, I don’t suggest you change your privileged position. The viral COVID-19 disinformation video has been viewed by millions and includes such pseudoscientific nonsense as: ‘Wearing the mask literally activates your own virus. You’re getting sick from your own reactivated coronavirus expressions.’

Of the proliferation in conspiracy thinking during the pandemic, Professor Julie Leask, who specialises in public health at the University of Sydney, said, ‘The general explanation in my field is in times of uncertainty people will seek more solid, clear-cut explanations to give themselves some comfort.’

This made me think of some of the reasons I’ve heard for people joining cults. Paul Ikazire, a former priest in the Ugandan doomsday cult The Movement for the Restoration of the Ten Commandments of God, said of its beginnings around 1990: ‘We had good intentions. The church was backsliding, the priests were covered in scandals and the AIDS scourge was taking its toll on the faithful. The world seemed poised to end.’

While conspiracy thinking is core to many cults, some conspiracy theories are even turning into cults of a kind themselves. QAnon is now widely understood through a cult lens, though its leadership model is abstract. There’s ‘Q’ himself, a mysterious figure with ‘Q level’ security clearance who drops (well, used to drop) perplexing clues that can be interpreted however the loudest followers decide to swing them. There’s Donald Trump, who is understood by QAnon adherents to be the rightful leader and saviour of the US, and indeed the world; but Trump did not set up the movement, he only refused to disavow it. The real power seems to lie in the hands of the various influencers who’ve found ways to manipulate the situation to cash in on supporting the amorphous conspiracy theory, whether via monetising their channels, selling merch or just enjoying the feeling of control and adulation. A recent data leak from streaming platform Twitch revealed a QAnon streamer had raked in over US$150,000 in two years, and this was on top of a reported US$84,000 in supporter donations.

Adrienne LaFrance wrote: ‘To look at QAnon is to see not just a conspiracy theory but the birth of a new religion.’ And that religion is now spawning cults of its own. Michael Brian Protzman, a QAnon adherent who’s known by Negative48 via his Telegram channel, made the news for convincing hundreds of followers to camp out in Dealey Plaza, Dallas, Texas, in late 2021 to await the return of John F. Kennedy. The arrival of the dead former president, whose bloodline Protzman claims is linked directly to Christ, was meant to prompt the return of Donald Trump as true leader of the US. He has also claimed that COVID-19 PCR tests are being used to track down this bloodline by the New World Order. Incidentally, Protzman is a Holocaust denier whose demolition company went into administration right around the time he was becoming a QAnon influencer. The new gig appears to be quite lucrative, with Katy Garner telling Vice that her sister had handed over US$200,000, and that her messages and phone calls were being monitored since she abandoned her children to head to Dallas and follow Protzman. When Protzman’s prophecies didn’t play out, the group began talking about needing to ‘experience . . . physical death’ and ‘come out on the other side’ as they left Dallas for Waco.

When you really get into the depths of what the QAnon belief system promotes, it’s pulled from a familiar old authoritarian playbook. Though it appears to eschew a leadership that exerts high levels of control and allows its followers to ‘come to their own conclusions’, the ultimate outcome, if it succeeds, will be an authoritarian regime. The conspiracies are just blood libel for a new generation, anti-Semitism and anti-science. If scientific evidence can be rejected when it conflicts with the plans of the powerful, who stands to gain? A ‘post-fact’ world only benefits the agenda of those at the top of it, who aim to control the narrative.

Researcher Sarah Hightower has had her eye on QAnon for years and was talking about its potential to become widespread before most of the media had even heard of the phenomenon. She also studied Aum Shinrikyo and has drawn close parallels between the two groups. Aum Shinrikyo was based around Shoko Asahara’s ideas of the impending apocalypse, but it is also one of the few groups to have moved into actively trying to bring the apocalypse about. Devotees released sarin gas on the Tokyo metro system in March 1995, killing 11 and injuring thousands. Had the operation gone according to plan, it would have been an awful lot worse.

Aum Shinrikyo drew some ideas from science fiction, in particular Isaac Asimov’s The Foundation series. That series is based on the idea of a mathematician developing a way of predicting the future called ‘psychohistory’, which theorises that while individuals’ actions can’t be guessed, those of large groups can be. Using this method, the mathematician predicts the impending demise of the Galactic Empire. He then creates a group of intelligent people with various skillsets to become the foundation of the new empire. With a Japanese generation being brought up on comic books and science fiction, these ideas were fascinating and appealing to many, and the cult has been described as a real-life fantasy for members who sometimes came from a background of fantasy obsession. Aum Shinrikyo even advertised their ability to teach levitation in magazines like Twilight Zone and produced anime recruitment videos, which you can check out on YouTube.

Today, QAnon’s operations draw comparisons to a LARP (live-action roleplay) or an ARG (alternate reality game). The ‘Q drops’ are certainly clue-like and open to interpretation. Decoding them is unlocking a mystery, and the big online community egging each other on fulfils the crowdsourcing element of the game. There are also narratives in popular culture (think The Da Vinci Code) that feed into the belief system, which perhaps help it make sense to some.

‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.’ Attributed to Edmund Burke in 1770, the quote is a great reminder of the necessity to act. Yet it was not written by Burke; no record can be found of him saying anything like it. It’s a common misattribution, and as with many things in our lives, we can easily be mistaken for thinking Burke really said it. I’m sure nobody had ulterior motives in misattributing the quote – but misinformation (incorrect information), like disinformation (intentionally false information), has a way of spreading. If you honestly believed that a cabal of paedophiles had infiltrated the highest levels of government and were drinking adrenochrome harvested from the blood of children (as QAnon claims), I’d like to think you’d want to do something about it. In that respect, the actions of Edgar Maddison Welch might be considered admirable. In December 2016, 28-year-old Welch fired three shots inside Comet Ping Pong restaurant, believing he could save the children held captive as sex slaves in its basement. He was an adherent to the Pizzagate conspiracy, a QAnon precursor that cropped up in the wake of Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign emails being released by WikiLeaks. There was no basement, there were no children, and Welch was sentenced to four years in prison.

Every year, Hollywood pumps out blockbusters with heroes who disregard the lies of ill-intentioned leaders and come out, guns blazing, to save the day. When we learn about the history of Nazi Germany, most of us want to believe that we would be the family to house Anne Frank rather than the one that informs on their neighbours hiding the persecuted to the Gestapo.

Pizzagate became a part of the wide-ranging web of conspiracy theories sucked into the vortex of QAnon, and even Welch’s arrest was framed by some adherents as a false flag operation intended to purposefully undermine the ‘truths’ they had uncovered. The belief system is so adaptable that it’s almost impossible to argue someone out of it.

Cult researcher Brian Birmingham interviewed Sydney-based former QAnon adherent Jitarth Jadeja for the Cult Education Institute’s Cult News. Jadeja’s response to a question about what drew him into the world of conspiracy theories is telling: ‘I needed to feel special, I wanted answers, I wanted to mean something, be significant in some way, to know that despite being a consummate failure in every aspect of my life from career, education and relationships, that there was still some way I could not feel like someone on the lowest rung of the social hierarchy that I was.’

A 2020 American Political Science Association study found that ‘women are significantly less likely than men to endorse COVID-19 conspiracy theories and that this gender difference cuts across party lines’. In the statistically insignificant sample size of my family, it’s certainly men who are most vocal about their conspiratorial beliefs.

My extended family members have variously told me that I’m in a cult and that I’m a cult leader for believing the mainstream media and for trying to convince my vaccine-hesitant loved ones to take the COVID-19 vaccines. I try to understand what has made them think the way they do. Modern society told them to get woke, and after they did, they were then told that they had been born with all of the advantages in life. Yet they find themselves at a certain age, perhaps not quite where they thought they might be. Could they be disillusioned, and feel cheated?

My impression is that there are many white men in a similar position, experiencing a power vacuum. There’s a gulf between the actual power (or lack thereof) that they feel as working- or middle-class men and the label of privilege bestowed upon them by progressive peers and media. Is it easier for them to blame a secret cabal that’s working to keep them down than it is to look inwards?

In August 2021, when Californian surf school owner and former high school teacher Matthew Coleman murdered his two young children with a spearfishing gun, Jitarth Jadeja wasn’t surprised at all. In fact, he thinks it’s only a matter of time before we see much more of this. Coleman told the FBI that he had been ‘enlightened’ by QAnon and was experiencing visions and signs telling him that his wife had passed her ‘serpent DNA’ on to their children. He felt that his ten-month-old daughter and two-year-old son had to die before they grew up to be monsters.

Canadian QAnon influencer Romana Didulo instructed her 70,000 Telegram followers to ‘Shoot to kill anyone who tries to inject Children under the age of 19 years old with Coronavirus19 vaccines/ bioweapons or any other Vaccines’, though she revised ‘shoot to kill’ in a follow-up post to ‘hold and detain’ until such a time as the perpetrators (one assumes diligent parents and medical professionals) would be tried by a military tribunal and ‘executed via firing squad or hanging’.

In September 2020, followers of Q were instructed by a Q drop to ‘Deploy camouflage’ and drop all mentions of Q and QAnon. The term ‘QAnon’ was to be positioned as a media construct. It had become toxic, and the movement needed to shift away from it. There hasn’t been a new Q drop since December 2020. In Australia, many people – I have more than two relatives among them – are following Q-adjacent conspiracies with no idea that they were once related to the QAnon phenomenon.

In my case, my relatives became increasingly aggressive when I made the mistake of trying to share peer-reviewed science and fact-checking articles in response to the disinformation they were sending me. Unfortunately, when people are too far down a rabbit hole, their conspiracy thinking turns into full-blown delusion, and attempting to disprove their beliefs is a losing battle. When one told me that I was in my own cult and probably believed that the 2020 US election result was legitimate, and when the other said I was the ‘leader of the Sheep Cult’, I had to draw the line, prioritise my own mental health and cease communication with each of them.

Ironically, it’s thanks to my years of cult research that I know the only thing you can do for people who are at this point is to stay in their lives and remind them of the other things the world has to offer, like love and family connection. It’s almost impossible to untangle someone from the all-consuming web of conspiracies once they’re too far in. Usually, they need to see something they can’t reconcile or reach a point of wanting to get out themselves. Unfortunately, even as someone who understands this fully, I don’t have the bandwidth to remain in touch and weather the insults. I tried. I pushed down my indignation and spent the dwindling reserves of my patience trying. It had already been a rough year. I had to stop. It hurt that we couldn’t seem to have a productive and respectful conversation, but the best I can do now is wait for them to hopefully find their way out the other side and be happy for them if and when they get there.

In today’s information-rich world, there are disinformation merchants purposefully disseminating anti-scientific and demonstrably false videos, articles and websites in uncontrollable numbers. There are troll farms on the payroll of those with the means and the motive to seed believable social media personas. Some organisations seem to work with the sole objective of creating conflict. This has been well-documented with the innocuous-sounding Internet Research Agency, who patiently built pages like BlackMattersUS, Back the Badge and MinersforTrump for months, then baited followers from all sides to clash. They funded Black Lives Matter rallies by providing unassuming organisers with bank cards while simultaneously organising the pro-police movements that confronted them. These are facts that feel for all the world like conspiracy theories. In the pandemic, similar tactics give the appearance of widespread scientific scepticism where there is none. This works to empower the sceptical, who feel that they are part of a larger group that shares their perspective and propagates further scepticism. And even when these followers are faced with the evidence that they are being manipulated, they don’t change their views. In a truly impressive sleight of hand, they are led to believe that any source they’re sent that contradicts their understanding of the world is the true disinformation, and it’s the rest of us who are being manipulated.

The phenomenon makes me think of the Order of the Solar Temple. As part of that cult’s rituals, Joseph Di Mambro and Luc Jouret conducted elaborate ceremonies to coincide with the phases of the moon. Apparitions of so-called ‘Ascended Masters’ would sometimes appear alongside Di Mambro at these ceremonies. When Di Mambro’s own son, Elie, became aware that the apparitions of the masters were generated by audio-visual trickery, he shared his knowledge with the other followers and left the cult. Around 15 members left with him, but others chose to stay – believing that even if the apparitions were illusions, they’d been created by leadership for a good reason. One explanation was that they were an unfortunate but necessary mechanism used to keep the weaker souls content. Those who stayed were able to strengthen their faith despite proof they’d been conned. Many would end up dying for their beliefs, while Elie was murdered for exposing the lie.

QAnon-related conspiracy theories are not going away, and they have been growing in Australia in the wake of the pandemic. At a Melbourne anti-lockdown/anti-vaccine rally in 2021, Claire Woodley performed the song ‘I Am Australian’; Claire is the daughter of Bruce Woodley of The Seekers, who wrote the song in 1987. She dedicated her rendition to the ‘brave victims of satanic ritual abuse’. Many countries around the world have had to contend with vaccine hesitancy, but there’s a huge difference between people who have genuine questions or have had poor experiences with healthcare systems in the past and those who are actively pushing disinformation. People who are duped by disinformation feed into a pool of the population that is ripe for potential radicalisation. In February 2021, Victoria Police made a submission to a parliamentary inquiry into extremism that included, ‘online commentary on COVID-19 has provided a recruiting tool for right-wing extremist groups, linking those interested in alternative wellness, anti-vaccination and anti-authority conspiracy theories with white supremacist ideologies.’

Questioning authority is vital to limiting its corruption. There are multiple examples of the public being lied to via propaganda. Just look at the tobacco lobby of the past or those who have a vested interest in denying climate science today. It’s not a character flaw to refuse to accept everything at face value and to want to make informed decisions, but when our own politicians are embracing black-and-white thinking and thought-stopping slogans to get them ahead in the polls, we’ve clearly got some damage to undo.

POLITICS

When our leaders take on qualities that reflect those used by exploitative gurus or messiahs, we should run a mile. In the Western world, the clearest recent exemplar of many of these qualities is, of course, Donald Trump.

At the Generation Training Center (a rebranded Master’s Commission; an Assemblies of God–related program that numerous ex-students believe to be a cult), an anonymous author shared a participant’s experience in which, during election time, students were told to bring their ballots in. Those who weren’t registered to vote were supplied with voter registration cards. They were all supervised as they were instructed to follow the pastor’s ‘recommendations’ on how to vote – for the Republican party.

Donald Trump’s support among Evangelical Christians in the US is well documented, and Remy Attig had this perspective following his own time in the Master’s Commission: ‘I tell people that if I wasn’t a queer person, I probably would be one of these Trump supporters because I wouldn’t have ever had to reflect and think about things differently. Which is also quite tragic to think that that could have been my reality.’ Remy suspects that were he not queer, he would have found it easier to accept the teachings of his church.

Remy is not the only former cult member who’s mentioned the name ‘Donald Trump’ to me. David Ayliffe told about his cult leader, ‘I saw so much of Violet Pryor in Donald Trump. And I’ve always, ever since I’ve been through that experience, I can see through people who are abject liars, who are telling you something with authority or whatever, but you know that it’s a downright lie.’ Kelly Daniels, who left The Living Word Fellowship at 15 but whose mother was always the real devotee, told me that he recognised a few cult behaviours in the outside world: ‘Trumpism, conspiracy theory-land, and on the other side extreme wokeism all seem examples of cultish authoritarianism.’

When I asked author Lyn Millner if there were any lessons she thought we could learn from the Koreshan hollow earthers, she pointed to the spooky similarities between Cyrus Teed and Donald Trump: ‘It’s easy to look at the Koreshans and say, “How could these people who were educated, who took the time to learn Latin and perform Shakespeare, and who had an orchestra, how could they believe the Earth was hollow and that we lived inside of it?” Well, guess what? We are all living inside of bubbles. We’ve formed these tribes based on our beliefs.’ To Millner, the hollow earth becomes a metaphor. ‘We don’t believe we live inside of a hollow earth, but we totally live inside of our own bubbles, and we reject things, especially today, we just cling onto our beliefs in the face of evidence to the contrary. And it’s just striking how similar we are today to how the Koreshans were then.’

Forensic psychiatrist and president of the World Mental Health Coalition Dr Bandy X Lee has written extensively about Donald Trump’s mental state and the danger that a person with his presentations poses for democracy. When faced with the so-called Goldwater Rule, a section of the American Psychiatric Association’s Principles of Medical Ethics that states ‘it is unethical for a psychiatrist to offer a professional opinion unless he or she has conducted an examination and has been granted proper authorization for such a statement’, Lee says it is pertinent to reference the Declaration of Geneva, whose terms she suggests mandate ‘that physicians speak up against destructive governments’, and were formed as a response to Nazism. She believes that the perspectives of mental health professionals being sidelined during the Trump era was catastrophic in undermining the country’s ability to understand and prevent its dangers.

In an interview with Scientific American, Dr Lee was asked what attracts people to Trump. Her response was narcissistic symbiosis, whereby ‘The leader, hungry for adulation to compensate for an inner lack of self-worth, projects grandiose omnipotence – while the followers, rendered needy by societal stress or developmental injury, yearn for a parental figure’, and shared psychosis. Her antidote is simple: ‘The treatment is removal of exposure.’

Dr Lee was also asked a version of the question I always ask former cult members: how much do you think the leader really believes in what they teach, and how much do you think is manipulation of people to get what they want? Journalist Tanya Lewis asked Dr Lee, ‘Do you think Trump is truly exhibiting delusional or psychotic behaviour? Or is he simply behaving like an autocrat making a bald-faced attempt to hold onto his power?’ Lee’s response, like that of so many former cult members, ‘I believe it is both.’

Resistance to questions and criticism is core to the way that most cult leaders operate. A lack of transparency and a lack of accountability help to foster an environment where the leader cannot be questioned or where questions don’t prompt any reflection or change in approach. Of course, this is an attitude that is endemic across society, and the Morrison government in Australia and Boris Johnson’s government in the UK regularly attempted to normalise these attributes, which once would never have been tolerated. The key words to listen out for from our government ministers are those usually trained into them by PR professionals: ‘I reject the premise of the question.’ Unless followed by a counter to the premise of the question (spoiler: it never is), this is a classic avoidance technique. An organisation that sets itself up to make decisions that impact millions of people without proper transparency and accountability is working towards unilateral decision-making, which is clearly authoritarian as well as being open to corruption.

The Freedom of Information Act 1982 provides the right to request access to government-held information, including about policies and decisions. Exercising the right to submit a freedom of information (FOI) request is one way that the public and journalists can keep the government accountable. Anyone can make a request in writing. An August 2021 report by the Grata Fund found inappropriate and unreasonable refusals to grant FOI requests, unreasonable delays in processing, and overuse of exemptions.

Between 2014 and 2018, funding for the office was slashed from AUD$5 million to just over AUD$2 million after the Abbott government attempted – but failed – to get rid of it entirely in the 2014 budget. A Guardian Australia investigation in 2019 found the refusal of FOI requests had reached its highest level since tracking began in 2010–11, alongside those being granted in full dipping to a record low of 50 per cent. The underfunded office had also been dealing with a 72 per cent increase in the volume of complaints about the process. In November 2020, The Guardian acquired data showing Prime Minister Scott Morrison’s office met FOI statutory deadlines in just 7.5 per cent of requests across the 2019–20 financial year.

Independent senator Rex Patrick won a case at the Federal Court for FOI requests to release information pertaining to records around the prime minister’s so-called ‘National Cabinet’, pulled together to deal with the COVID-19 pandemic in Australia. Morrison’s assumption was that calling it a ‘cabinet’ precluded it from FOI laws, but the Court found it was not a real cabinet and, therefore, not exempt. As Australian Human Rights Commission President Professor Emeritus Rosalind Croucher told the inquiry, ‘It’s important that emergency situations do not become a broad justification for unnecessary increases in executive power to the detriment of democracy.’ In response to this finding, Morrison introduced a new Bill to prevent the release of further information. At the time of writing, Patrick has commenced Federal Court proceedings to take on the government’s delays and underfunding of the system.

A democratic government in a country like Australia should not need to be taken to court to fulfil its obligations under the basic democratic ideals of openness and transparency. The documents being requested by the public, journalists and other bodies under FOI legislation are government documents, and as such, they are already owned by the public. It is our taxes that pay for this work, and unless there is a reasonable justification (many do exist related to privacy or national security), then there should be few obstacles to releasing such information. Deliberate underfunding and understaffing of the departments that look after these requests is a huge problem, and we should not accept this from our leaders.

One of the many promises Scott Morrison’s coalition government made when it came to power in 2019 was that it would create a federal independent commission against corruption (ICAC). The model put forward in late 2020 by then Attorney-General Christian Porter was largely viewed as useless, with the Labor party saying it was the version ‘you establish when you don’t want to establish an integrity commission’. When NSW’s popular Premier Gladys Berejiklian decided to resign in October 2021 due to being investigated by the state ICAC, Morrison said of the NSW corruption commission, ‘It is certainly not a model that we would ever consider at a federal level and I think that has been on display for some time. You have got to have processes that assume people are innocent before they are thought to be guilty and that is a real problem.’ No matter that there was no presumption of guilt, only an investigation commenced. By the time Morrison called the 2022 federal election date, there remained no federal ICAC, and in January 2022, Australia received its worst-yet result in the global Corruption Perceptions Index.

Even in the running of the government itself, we see a lack of checks and balances – most notably in the last couple of years, over the safety of women. Well-run businesses have proper procedures in place so that women are treated with respect and equality. The Liberal party housed the ‘big swinging dicks club’. Former Liberal MP Julia Banks told the ABC, ‘It is not the place of governance and order and control you’d expect, and professionalism. It just doesn’t have any of the sophisticated, institutionalised procedures or policies, particularly in regards to workplace culture, that every good corporate organisation has.’

As prime minister, Scott Morrison’s record on secrecy is almost unparalleled. His secret holiday to Hawaii coincided with Australia experiencing its worst-ever bushfire season, and it was exposed when he was photographed by a fellow tourist. When asked at a September 2019 media conference whether he’d requested the Trump administration include Hillsong pastor (and Morrison’s personal mentor) Brian Houston on a state dinner invite list, the prime minister dismissed it as gossip. Months later, in March 2020, he told 2GB radio’s Ben Fordham, that they’d put forward a list of names, and Houston’s had been one of them. During Sydney’s harshest lockdown in 2021, Morrison posted a throwback photograph of himself with his family on social media on Father’s Day. This had the appearance of intentional misdirection when it turned out that he had travelled to see them in person while the rest of the state was following the health guidelines and unable to visit their own fathers.

While individuals have seen their savings and businesses decimated by pandemic lockdowns, many benefitted from the federal government’s JobKeeper scheme. Nobody criticised the quickly rolled out, imperfect method of getting money into the pockets of those who desperately needed it during an unprecedented situation. Later it was revealed that no clawback clause was included for companies who overestimated how much impact the pandemic would have on their income, so companies received millions of taxpayer dollars even though they were sometimes turning record profits. Whether this was a design feature or an oversight, calls for a transparent register of who received what have been ignored. If it would be unfair to change the law in hindsight, the very minimum due to the Australian public on such a massive overspend of taxpayer money is transparency.

As immigration minister under Tony Abbott, Scott Morrison was a key architect of Australia’s ‘turn back boats’ policy – he put the military in charge of Operation Sovereign Borders and created terminology around ‘on-water’ matters that somehow excluded any requirement for scrutiny over the details of the operation. Questions from the media were answered with merely ‘that’s an on-water matter’. After facing intense criticism over his national vaccination roll-out in mid-2021, true to form, Scott Morrison decided to make a military man, Lieutenant General John Frewen, Co-ordinator General of the National COVID Vaccine Taskforce. Australian National University Professor of the Strategic and Defence Studies Centre John Blaxland thought Frewen a good pick, but wrote, ‘I have broader concerns about Australia’s growing tendency to call in the defence force to deal with crises outside its usual remit. These are crises that could or should be dealt with by well-resourced civilian government agencies and institutions.’ Others suggest, with good reason, that putting a defence force representative up as the face of Operation COVID Shield at press conferences could well have been a tactic to help our elected representatives avoid fair questions about their decisions.

These examples point to a leader who seems to think that transparency and accountability don’t apply to him and that he should not be subjected to questions about his decision making. When we rely on personal standards and tradition in our political structures, they can easily fall to those who would ignore the social norms of their predecessors. Scott Morrison is unlikely capable of cultivating the cult of personality that Donald Trump has, but he’s shown many of the cracks in our systems that could easily be exploited to greater effect by someone more charismatic.

TOTALITARIAN GOVERNMENTS

Psychiatrist Robert Jay Lifton interviewed 25 Americans and 15 Chinese nationals who had been subjected to Chinese communist thought reform processes during the Korean War. He analysed these interviews in his 1961 book, Thought Reform and the Psychology of Totalism: A Study of ‘Brainwashing’ in China. In this book, he identified eight criteria for thought reform, which I’ve summarised below:


1.   Milieu control. This is about control of the environment, including through isolation, communication and access to information. It can also include limitations on sleep, diet, living arrangements and timetable.

2.   Mystical manipulation. This is usually where prophecy, lines to God or another higher power, or access to some other source of truth comes in. It’s an appeal to a higher purpose that demands faith or trust. This aspect usually includes some kind of ‘ends justify the means’ trade-off that pushes people to do things they otherwise would not.

3.   Demand for purity. The world is divided into good and evil, where evil encompasses any behaviours that don’t fit with the higher purpose. In constantly striving for perfection, humans will always fail. Failures are used to create guilt and shame, and keep people questioning themselves, looking inwards rather than outwards.

4.   The cult of confession. Various sins or misdeeds are required to be constantly confessed to a leader or group. Instead of creating an environment of support or reflection to help people improve, this is about keeping them in a state of guilt and shame, and using knowledge of their shortcomings to exploit them.

5.   The sacred science. Lifton describes this as a group’s basic dogma being ‘an ultimate moral vision for the ordering of human existence’. The ideology is positioned as the ultimate truth, which cannot be questioned.

6.   Loading the language. This is, of course, the use of reductive jargon that Lifton terms ‘thought-terminating cliché’.

7.   Doctrine over person. Experiences that contradict the ideology are reshaped and sometimes completely rewritten to fit the narrative of the group. This can include minimising personal issues and making them about the failure of the individual instead of examining where they might really be stemming from.

8.   Dispensing of existence. This is the ‘us and them’ mentality. Those with differing belief systems or ideologies are dehumanised and unworthy.



You’ll recognise each of these criteria in some form from cults. As Daniel Shaw writes, ‘Totalitarian dictators study and invent thought reform techniques, but many cult leaders may simply be exhibiting characteristic behaviors of the pathological narcissist, with the attendant paranoia and mania typical of this personality disorder.’

If you read the memoirs of Jung Chang, who grew up in Communist China, and Hyeonseo Lee, who grew up in North Korea, it’s not hard to see how leaders Mao Zedong and Kim Jong-il could easily be viewed as cult leaders. Both are considered examples of heads of state intentionally built around a cult of personality – like that of Adolf Hitler. In North Korea, every house must display a portrait of Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il, and citizens can be punished if they don’t manage to save their leaders’ portrait from a house fire – never mind if they were concentrating on saving their children. During China’s brutal Cultural Revolution, there was an unofficial requirement for every citizen to always carry Chairman Mao’s ‘Little Red Book’ full of quotations. Upon Mao Zedong’s death, Jung Chang questioned the authenticity of feeling displayed through the overwhelming outpourings of public grief: ‘Weeping for Mao was perhaps just another programmed act in their programmed lives.’

Much has been written about these kinds of leadership styles, especially with regards to Trumpism and developments in the US, including the 6 January 2021 Capitol riot. The radicalisation of those who rioted suggests the nation’s democracy is at risk. I’m not going to go into too much further detail, except to say that some of the same strategies that might keep individuals from falling into cults may also help with the kinds of societal fragmentation that leads to embracing authoritarian governments.

George Monbiot speaks about community building as being vital to stopping the current slide towards authoritarianism and conspiracy thinking. He suggests that those on the progressive side of politics need to focus on ‘bridging communities’ rather than ‘bonding communities’. Bonding communities are what you get when one group bonds together against an ‘other’ – this is what we see with cults. In contrast, bridging communities are built when we intentionally seek to work together with those of different backgrounds. According to Monbiot: ‘We can’t survive without a sense that we belong to something – and you can see fascism as an extreme expression of the need for belonging.’

Monbiot’s bridging communities versus bonding communities is why it’s so useful to explore where the Venn diagrams of these problematic groups overlap. So much comes down to black-and-white thinking. Absolutism breeds inflexibility in followers, and worse, leaders who preach it are often flexible in the most damaging ways possible. A society that empowers people to avoid being abused by governments, partners, bosses or cult leaders is a society that embraces grey areas, understanding and genuine empathy.
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WHERE TO FROM HERE?


‘Cult behavior exists in all of us. Compassion for ourselves and others is the only antidote I know.’

– John Bair, former member of Branhamism
(The Message) in Southern West Virginia, US



The #MeToo movement was stymied in Australia due in large part to our overzealous defamation laws. Women (and men) who have been the victims of abuse in this country have long known how dangerous it is to speak out, and this environment allows for abusive behaviours to continue unabated. Often the damaging impacts of toxic leaders are known for years before anyone is held to account, and usually that only occurs when the sheer volume of complaints about an individual are impossible to silence any longer. While it was also volume that meant the #MeToo movement had such an impact overseas, here it seemed to just fizzle out. The media faces these risks as much as the individuals do, though big media organisations have more resources at their disposal to counter them. Former Attorney-General Christian Porter, previously a supporter of defamation reform himself, initiated defamation proceedings against the national broadcaster and one of its journalists over their coverage of a historical rape allegation against him. He eventually discontinued the case, but the prospect of litigation like this will continue to silence those with stories to tell.

Many former cult members I speak to ask for anonymity because they fear retribution – and particularly in Australia, defamation suits. A former member of a breakaway Baptist sect says, ‘There needs to be laws protecting former members who speak of their lived experiences without risk of defamation and also thorough investigations on cults when allegations are made.’ Similarly, a former Sukyo Mahikari devotee submitted, ‘There should be a way for complaints against a group to be investigated – rather than just being labelled as “disgruntled ex-members”, maybe we could be treated as people who have valuable insider information, which we can provide anonymously.’

The term ‘whistleblower’, as much as multinationals and governments alike work to undermine its credibility, could, perhaps, be useful with cults. Ex-Mormon Dustin Harker is interested in borrowing further from the corporate world, and wrote to me, ‘Transparency is key to overcoming abusive behaviours. Financial transparency laws for churches in the US (as exist in Canada, for instance) would be an obvious first step. The LDS church also subjects its leaders to NDAs and harshly punishes those who speak out against its institutional failings. Some form of faith-specific whistleblower laws could also help in holding organizations accountable for abuses of power. In-faith FOIA [Freedom of Information Act] of some sort would be amazing as well.’

It’s not only defamation laws that keep exposure of abuses in check. Still today, an online search of news archives on Serge Benhayon and Universal Medicine won’t produce certain results. Esther Rockett’s blog details a long and incomplete list of links that were removed from Google search results after complaints of defamation and copyright infringement by UM. As in, the articles are still there (well, some of them are), but you won’t be able to access them via a Google search. It’s an insight into the limitations of search results that you might be unaware of. When Rockett’s own blog was removed from the Google search index after UM complaints, she published two new blogs. A Sunday Telegraph article by Jane Hansen in 2015 details 36 blogs removed from the internet entirely from by a firm called Internet Reputation Australia; the firm was hired by Benhayon and Universal Medicine.

Lance Martin’s wife left him after she devoted herself to UM, and he later found emails from Serge Benhayon encouraging her to do so. Jane Hansen’s article details the work that UM did to damage Martin’s business as a repercussion for sharing his story. Martin told the journalist: ‘By keyword loading on the business name they attached these blogs about me and they do a lot of link sharing on Twitter and Facebook, whoever they are attacking, and then Google starts ranking them higher and higher until it’s the first thing that came up when you googled my business. The blogs intimated I was an abusive husband, which is contrary to the facts.’

*

In the aftermath of the 1994 deaths related to the Order of the Solar Temple, France established a Parliamentary Commission on Cults. A resulting body, after a few iterations, became Miviludes in 2002 – which remains the current French government agency whose name (in French) stands for the Interministerial Mission for Monitoring and Combating Cultic Deviances. In 2001 France also established a new misdemeanour under law, targeted for application against cult leaders, called ‘abus de faiblesse’ (abuse of weakness).

The main work of Miviludes is monitoring and investigating cultic groups, public education on the dangers posed by cults, connecting victims with support services, working with the police to assist their understanding of cults, and coordinating law enforcement action where appropriate.

The ‘Principles of action’ page on the Miviludes website treads a careful line between religious freedom of belief, and harms caused by coercive groups:

‘Miviludes is not intended to define what a sect is. It also does not keep a register of sectarian movements. With the mission of observing and combating sectarian aberrations, it is interested in the attacks that may be brought, by any group or individual, to public order, to laws and regulations, to fundamental freedoms and to security, or to the integrity of people through the use of techniques of subjection, pressure or threats, or through practices promoting mental control and depriving people of part of their free will.

‘In accordance with the principle of secularism, Miviludes refrains from making any value judgment whatsoever on doctrines, theories or beliefs as such, its object being to systematically denounce sectarian excesses and to fight against them.’

Miviludes lists ‘dangerousness criteria’ that include mental destabilisation, exorbitant financial requirements, breaking away from usual environment, attacks on personal integrity, enrolment of children, antisocial discourse, and attempts to infiltrate public authorities. It states, ‘A single criterion is not sufficient to characterise the existence of a risk of sectarian drift and all the criteria do not have the same value. The first criterion (mental destabilisation) is however always present in cases of sectarian aberrations.’ Miviludes classified the Church of Scientology one of France’s most dangerous cults in 2006, and fined it €600,000 in 2009 for defrauding members.

In spite of its careful wording, many see the agency’s purview as being too broad, and it faced budget cuts and lost much of its strength of voice in the media over recent years. France’s reputation for a lack of religious tolerance – seen in its ban on the hijab in public spaces, more and more ridiculous in the light of mask mandates – can’t have helped. But in the wake of the pandemic, Miviludes tracked the emergence of some 500 cults, with citizenship minister Marlène Schiappa saying, ‘You have new gurus who are using the pandemic to preach practices of “well-being”,’ as a cover for ‘psychological subjugation and efforts to take money and goods’. The agency received over 3000 referrals in 2020, a 40 per cent rise over five years, and had its budget increased dramatically at the end of 2021.

Other countries take a more education- and information-focused approach. Switzerland set up a public information centre on religious cults in the wake of the Solar Temple murder-suicides, with Geneva’s Continual Justice Minister Gérard Ramseyer saying, ‘We don’t want to infringe people’s beliefs, but we do want people to be aware of the danger some of these groups pose.’ Belgium created an organisation with a similar remit, the Centre for Information and Opinions on Harmful Sectarian Organisations (CIAOSN), based on the recommendation of a parliamentary inquiry into cults in 1997. Neither Australia nor New Zealand have any such organisation. Cult Information and Family Support (CIFS) in Australia is a volunteer-run support group. It helps many people, but it doesn’t have the funding or institutional backing to be able to do anything like the work of Miviludes.

In March 2021, Belgium fined the Jehovah’s Witnesses €12,000 for discrimination and incitement to hate based on the treatment of 16 former members who had been shunned by the religion. Former elder Patrick Haeck, who was disfellowshipped after raising concerns about sexual abuse, initiated the proceedings. Over time, 15 additional ex-JWs joined his case. The court said in its ruling about the impacts of shunning, ‘The organisation propagates an exclusion policy among its local faith communities and thereby jeopardises many pillars of our fundamental rights. At no point did the religious community consider the very adverse consequences for the victims. It is the task of the judiciary to stop such practices. Religious doctrine is not above the law in our society.’ This presents an interesting precedent for other cults that behave in the same way, though placing the huge burden on former members to bring cases to court is not ideal.

Many ex-devotees of religious cultic groups suggest that properly examining the expectations around their charitable status is a first step towards countering their harms. Though this would not help in a lot of the cases I’ve researched, where no charitable organisation exists, it’s one place to start. As a former Exclusive Brethren member suggested, ‘Revoke charitable or tax-free status for groups that maintain a culture of secrecy. Let charities be subject to the Freedom of Information Act, so that their teachings are available for scrutiny, and their financial dealings are transparent.’

It doesn’t seem at all unreasonable that we should expect transparency from organisations that are claiming tax breaks. In fact, it seems rather odd that there is any religious exemption in Australia from transparency in these cases.

Fire This Time is one group where charity status would have no bearing, and where former members believe that any government intervention would be totally unhelpful. As one person told me, ‘I don’t think you could prevent a group like this with laws given that the people vulnerable to recruitment are already inclined to believe the Canadian state is morally bankrupt. They may be victims of unjust Canadian settler colonial law governing many aspects of their lives and survival. It would only give the group another soapbox.’ Her suggestion? ‘I think teaching young people the signs not only of cults but of abusive relationships (romantic, workplace, family) in middle or high school might help.’

Helen Zuman maintains that she has no regrets about her time at Zendik Farm, in spite of the impact it had on her life. She says, ‘I think maybe the most fruitful approach would be not to pull out the weeds (i.e., cults) but to identify and remedy deficiencies in our cultural soil. Would people be seeking meaning and belonging in cults if both were freely available elsewhere? Would they be joining surrogate extended families if our birth families and villages (or village equivalents) were intact? Probably not. So let’s take a look at what might be broadly lacking.’

This brought to mind the words of former Mormon Dustin Harker: ‘There is great value in tribal groups in general. If outsiders are unwilling to see the value that adherents gain from participating in these organizations, they will ultimately fail to engage meaningfully with their harms.’

In the US, Marc Carson became a local congregation leader in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. For his non-church work, he gained some certifications in ethics and personality development, and as a result started to notice some issues. He thinks we shouldn’t take for granted that there may be a lack of understanding about ethics within these groups. Marc’s suggestion is: ‘Belief-centered organisations should at least need to re-certify based on ethical standards every year. The certification should also serve as an information point which would be informative to leaders who have never undertaken formal ethics training. For example: “Do you provide your lay members direct access to information on the ethics of religious leadership practice? Examples include (resources follow) . . .”’ As he says, ‘If the organisation considers itself ethical it should be happy to complete this.’

Many former Mormons told me they thought the whole religion should be shut down, but Paige, who was born into the sect in Nashville, saw a necessary distinction between regular followers and those in leadership: ‘I think trying to shut them down just adds to the “persecution” factor. People don’t want to get out. They legitimately believe it’s the only true church, and you give everything to stay in. They wouldn’t see shutting these groups down as a good thing, they’d see it as a violation of their religious freedom, and for the layperson at the bottom, it would be. The corruption is at the top. So, I want to say no, it shouldn’t be shut down. But disincentivising the financial part of the organization could have a negative impact on the top and make real change.’

David, who grew up in the Plymouth Brethren Christian Church in New York, perhaps put it most simply by proposing that leaders should not be allowed to continue to lie to their followers when it comes to such things as the stories of former members and contentious historical events: ‘I think any group should be exposed to the truth and see if it can stand.’

LIMITING CULTIC BEHAVIOURS IN YOUR OWN LIFE

As we spoke about coercive control laws, Liz Gregory wondered how we could legislate against the heart of humanity; the desire of each person to use the tools at their disposal to get their own way. Gregory has a point that is echoed by former Living Word Fellowship member Caleb LaPlante, who told me, ‘Cults are complicated. They’re not good; they should be avoided. But they play at our very humanity, and our relational needs and our relationship wants.’ Caleb points out that it’s important for people to be aware and informed about the dynamics of cults, and to learn about the dangers of these types of systems. Once we do, we’re better able to identify them when they show up in our lives, and we can stay away from them if they start to encroach.

Advocates for laws around coercive control are also advocating for broad funding for education about how it operates. The aim is to increase understanding and recognition of when it is occurring. The fact that domestic abusers and cult leaders seem to come up with many of the same behaviours to keep their victims in line does, indeed, suggest that it’s an intuitive part of human psychology. So what can we do to make sure that we’re not using unethical techniques ourselves to get what we want?

Some turn to self-help, but as we’ve discussed, huge parts of the self-help industry are predicated on teaching methods of manipulation and coercion. Ruwan Meepagala, who spent time in OneTaste, told me that empathy was a big part of what was taught in his cult. He believed founder Nicole Daedone was one of the best at using empathy as a weapon, as she displayed incredible intuition and a talent for telling people what they needed to hear: ‘Very often she would seem like she was mind reading, but really she could just feel people’s emotions with such accuracy that it is a gift. I mean, you could help a lot of people, and I think she did help a lot of people with it, but she also used it for selfish gain.’

It’s not true empathy if you twist what you find out about people’s emotional states to take advantage of them. But we do, as human beings, need to find a balance between advocating for our own needs and accommodating the needs of others. Some believe this is why capitalism is the most effective system that humans have come up with for advancing our species; it turns our selfish motivations into the momentum that propels our ingenuity and productivity. And yet it’s also destroying the very planet we live on.

How do we find a balance between fulfilling our own ambitions and making space for others to also flourish? Most of us do manage to find a way, but many don’t, which is perhaps why they end up in unhealthy relationship patterns where they exploit or are exploited by others.

Ruwan is unique among the cult leavers I’ve spoken to because he remains largely positive about his time with OneTaste. In response to a question about what advice he’d give to someone who might be looking at joining a similar organisation, on what they might want to look out for, he said, ‘This is certainly not a popular opinion, but I don’t regret going into OneTaste . . . if there’s some group that’s like this, that seems to really help, just recognise that just because someone is helping you doesn’t mean they don’t also have an ulterior motive.’ Ruwan’s advice is to remain cynical and to be aware that even the best things can come with bad things.

I tend to assume that most people are doing their best to contribute positively to the world around them. It’s an assumption that, on the whole, brings more benefit to my life than it does damage. But boundaries are important. And the wide-ranging propensity of cults and cult leaders to condemn psychology tells me that if you find yourself constantly feeling that you’re taken advantage of, or being told that you’re taking advantage of others, then what you probably need is a good mental health plan from your GP.

We might be familiar with the biblical ‘sins of the father’, but former Siddha Yoga follower Daniel Shaw explores a more nuanced application of the concept in his book Traumatic Narcissism: Relational Systems of Subjugation. Shaw is also a psychoanalyst, and he looks at the intergenerational nature of what he terms the ‘traumatic narcissist’; someone who has experienced their own traumas in childhood and brings those to the next generation, and especially to their children. Adult traumatising narcissists have a preoccupation with maintaining their infallible superiority and entitlement, and they defend their dogma with vigilance. ‘The psychotic nature of this delusion of righteousness should not be overlooked or minimized: the traumatizing narcissist is often intelligent, socially adept and highly functioning, convinced of his own sanity and skilled at making others feel crazy.’ Shaw suggests that all cult leaders are, in fact, traumatising narcissists.

The vast majority of abusers have suffered abuse themselves. They have learned their terrible behaviours somewhere, and they have developed maladjusted coping mechanisms to make it through life. They then cause trauma for others, who may or may not continue the cycle of abuse. Unless we work much harder to deal with deficits in education, inequality and poverty, and at valuing the worth of each individual in our society, we are going to continue to see these kinds of harms perpetuated.

STOP SEARCHING FOR UTOPIA

Former Branch Davidian Jeannine Bunds said, ‘I guess everyone is looking for Utopia, Shangri-la. You don’t want any problems. It wasn’t all bad times, you know. The people in this are great. They’ll give you the shirt off their back. They’re nice, like everyone else in the world. Except they believe this.’

There’s a reason that the word ‘utopia’ literally means ‘no place’. Human beings are entirely fallible; any society has a huge number of competing priorities within it. Anyone who has led a large organisation will have experienced a problem that doesn’t have an easy solution, and situations where one party’s interests have had to be discarded in favour of another’s.

Cults, for the most part, represent one person or a group of people’s vision of a better future, whether through self-improvement, pursuing a godly existence, or an alternative lifestyle community. They only become a cult when those at the top decide that they should always have the final say, that whatever they choose is correct, and that the end justifies the means. This is when they fall into coercive control methods, no matter if they were built on an idea of equality and collective decision-making or not. Clearly, any authoritarian system presents the opportunity for such leadership to occur.

‘I want revolution, not evolution’ is a sentiment I’ve come across many times – and I see the appeal. On many fronts, particularly as a woman in the world, I want a revolution, too. But where revolution may not be possible or imminent, we shouldn’t dismiss the evolution that may yet take us a way along the road. I’m quite aware that this is an approach that sees many condemned as moderates who will never affect great change, but ongoing progress has always been a combination of giant leaps and small steps. In the worst instances, utopian visions resulted in genocide and mass death; Mao Zedong’s China, Stalin’s Soviet Union, Hitler’s Germany. In so many cults, the original vision is utopian, but the utopia quickly becomes a dystopia.

Journalist and futurist Kevin Kelly coined the term ‘protopia’ in 2011. It describes ‘a state that is better today than yesterday, although it might be only a little better’. Protopia is an iterative process – an ongoing operation rather than a destination. We have evolved as a species because we have always found ways to overcome the forces that threaten our cohesion and our future. There’s a reason we arrived at democracy after so much trial and error. But much of our democracy has become corrupted by capitalist interests that don’t put human rights and equal societies at their centre. It can be easy to fall into despair or to direct your energy into the wrong utopian vision as a result. Adopting a protopian approach may help.

*


‘Psychologists and theologians have in common the need for a certain modesty here. They need to avoid playing God and reject the notion that we have anything like a complete solution . . . We do well to continue to focus on our commitment to individual autonomy and to identify and combat patterns of violence.’

– Robert Jay Lifton, Losing Reality: On Cults, Cultism, and the Mindset of Political and Religious Zealotry (2019)



I hope you’ve gained something from this selected tour of some of the cults in our midst, how they operate and why turning a blind eye to them in the name of freedom of choice is problematic. I don’t have a complete solution by any means, but I will leave you with three key areas we can explore that may help give victim–survivors hope for a better future.

1. UNDERSTANDING AND ADDRESSING COERCIVE CONTROL

Working to understand coercive control better as a society so we can more easily identify it, and creating consequences for those who apply it may be one way to effectively tackle dangerous organisations. Some of this work is already being done around new coercive control laws, but these are currently limited to intimate relationships.

It would make a big difference if coercive control techniques, including as they relate to cults, were a part of the school curriculum, at both a primary school and high school level. This training should also be extended to university populations, particularly for international students who are often targeted by certain groups that are highly deceptive in their approaches. Private and religious schools as well as public schools should be required to teach on the subject. Many who practise coercive control on others are unaware that they are doing so, or even what is wrong with using the techniques that they may have been brought up understanding as normal. They, too, stand to gain from learning how coercive control operates, and why it is harmful.

Those who then continue to use coercive control on others need to be held accountable. This accountability does not have to be carceral, but for repeat offenders, there does need to be a way of stopping them from inflicting emotional damage on more and more people. One suggestion I’ve heard is mandatory disclosure, such as a public register. Certainly I think there should be ways of barring repeat offenders from having sway over other people’s lives, be it via a company or religious leadership.

Making coercive control a crime is somewhat contentious, but laws don’t just reflect a society’s values, they also guide them. They can be the first step towards shifting the paradigm of understanding about how and why something is not only wrong but detrimental. When you grow up in a society that regularly rewards liars and authoritative leaders, it can be hard to imagine a world where this is no longer the case. But this shift is entirely possible.

2. CREATE PATHS TO EXIT SO THERE’S REAL FREEDOM OF CHOICE

A lot of the current conversation in Australia as it relates to freedom of religion has to do with freedom to believe, and to not be persecuted for your beliefs. We need to go an extra step here.

As an atheist, I’m totally comfortable with the idea of everyone having the opportunity to explore different religions and decide for themselves which path makes sense to them. What I don’t understand is why the same isn’t expected of those who have different faiths. Why are they not held to a standard requiring them to give their own children the opportunity to explore other faiths, or even the idea of having no faith?

There are many religions that encourage questions as well as deep conversation and debate over the tenets of their belief systems. If society truly believes that freedom of religion is important, it should extend to everyone. No group should be able to restrict a member’s education, media intake and reading materials. No group should be able to silence questions and hold on to secrecy, especially when it purports to be about a person’s very salvation.

One thing the government and our social services can provide is a support system for those trying to find a way out of a cult. If we believe these groups should be allowed to continue to exist in their highly damaging ways, and if some are protected by religious freedom legislation, then we have a responsibility to help those who need to exit.

Here’s what Stephen Forrest, a former Exclusive Brethren member in New Zealand, wrote to me: ‘If these groups should be classed as religious liberty, then our governments need to be willing to cover the survivors under ACC (accident compensation) act for any long standing losses of income that may arise due to ongoing effects of the c-PTSD [complex PTSD – a condition usually associated with repeated traumatic events]. It’s highly unfair that our governments are allowing these groups to cause people long term harm, of which neither the cults themselves nor the government will agree to accept any responsibility for. How can that be justice? The full burden of the damage is being left for the “victim” to bear. This, in my view, is a terrible injustice.’

Stephen’s suggestion? That religious groups be treated in the same way as workplaces. If an employer is operating a dangerous workplace that winds up harming the worker and that worker loses income as a result, then accident compensation covers the employee. The government (via accident compensation or similar) should be required to accept the ultimate responsibility to cover former cult members for any losses incurred. Stephen’s proposed solution would mean that the survivor would not be left to shoulder the burden alone.

He has a point. For all of the arguments that people in cults are free to leave and we can’t limit their freedom of choice to join a cultic group, people are also free to leave a harmful workplace. The big difference is that a workplace is held responsible if they leave with mental health problems as a result of their experiences. Those cases are by no means straightforward, but paths to compensation exist.

Sherrie D’Souza grew up in the Jehovah’s Witnesses in Sydney and Perth, and has started up the Australian chapter of Recovering from Religion, an American 501c3 organisation whose board she also sits on. She had the same idea as Stephen: ‘Employers cannot bully and harass their employees – there is legislation, WHS legislation, National Employment Standards & FairWork Australia that govern employment behaviours. Why is there not the same for religious organisations? Why do we tolerate their intolerance? Why can we not regulate or form some sort of governance for religious organisations? People have the freedom to believe what they want and to practice that belief in a way that they want, but that should not translate to abusing others.’

Ideally, high-demand groups would take some responsibility for exiting members by setting them up with the finances to make a new life for themselves, and systematic shunning would be made illegal so some of the most damaging aspects of leaving are dissolved. Currently, we know that many high-demand groups let former members leave with nothing. In the worst cases they have no money, no home and no community. Some leavers have immediate needs that have to be met in terms of housing and food, and they need job training programs to help them integrate with mainstream society. In less extreme cases, they still need support networks and affordable (ideally free) therapists who are trained in how cults operate.

Most of all, those who exit need somewhere to turn – somewhere they can feel that they are not alone. Shannon Bundock told me, ‘Ultimately, I believe that people need to make their own decisions. They can’t be forced to leave. The state legally forcing a group to disband would not be effective at changing the psychology of being a member of a cult. People also need to be able to see a route out.’ I agree with Shannon’s assertion that, like abusive intimate partner relationships, for people to leave they need to have options. ‘Fear of being homeless, financially destitute and isolation are all huge barriers to exiting.’

My research into cults is mostly restricted to English-speaking countries, and high-demand groups do seem to be much more common in the US than many other nations. I used to think this was just because of the population size, but Megan, who spent time in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints in Wyoming, pointed out, ‘If this country had a safety net, fewer people would find cults attractive.’

Australia has more of a social safety net than the US, to be sure; we have national healthcare and more accessible benefits, generally speaking. But it’s getting eaten away at all the time, and many still fall through the net. Before the COVID-19 supplement, 88 per cent of people claiming Newstart Centrelink benefits in Australia were living in poverty. With the small bump to the now-named JobSeeker payment after the supplement was withdrawn, 85 per cent of recipients are still living in poverty. Our safety net is not enough.

What former cult members need are organisations similar to the Gloriavale Leavers’ Support Trust in New Zealand, only properly funded by the government for people who require help exiting any kind of high-demand group. They need access to mental health support and, most of all, they need ongoing support to help set them up in their new lives.

3. LISTEN TO VICTIM–SURVIVORS

Working on my podcast Let’s Talk About Sects and this book has taught me that there are so many people who are trying to speak out about their experiences. They want somebody to listen. So many more people would speak up if they weren’t afraid of legal action or of being made to feel ashamed for having been a part of a cult.

We also need to do better when it comes to our coverage of cults in the media. As Helen Travers, who spent her childhood in the Jehovah’s Witnesses in Colac, Victoria, wrote to me, mainstream media outlets ‘need to expose the reality of life inside these cults or cultish religions on a regular basis, not just once every couple of years.’ I’ve already noticed this improving in some publications. In recent years there have been more articles run on the ABC and in The Guardian that take a nuanced approach, when not too long ago the only coverage survivors could hope for was a sensationalist segment on the likes of A Current Affair – which, to give the program its due, has lifted the lid on many problematic groups. This progress is encouraging, but there’s still a long way to go. The questions former members are asked by the general population can be perplexing – they skew toward victim blaming, and this can totally discourage them from sharing their stories. If the media can do more to frame these stories in a way that makes the public realise that this could happen to any one of us, and that it is not the fault of those who fall victim to manipulators, this would go a long way to encouraging those who leave to speak more freely about their experiences, and – hopefully – deter others from following the same path.

Listening to victim–survivors is well understood in the ‘believe women’ approach to gendered abuse, and I would like to see this extended to those who have exited high-demand groups. Framing them as anti-cult activists or disgruntled people with an axe to grind is highly damaging and needs to stop.

Those who have suffered at the hands of high-demand groups and endured the aftermath of leaving can’t be the only ones advocating for change. They have enough going on already; they are busy trying to pick up the pieces.

Before she started the Gloriavale Leavers’ Support Trust, Liz Gregory would often find herself thinking about the situation in the cult and what could be done about it. ‘And I would pray, why is no one doing anything? And then it just sort of dawned on me: Who is going to do this? You can’t expect the leavers to advocate for themselves and to bang on the doors of government ministries and do whatever. They’re busy. They’ve got families, some are traumatised. They’re starting a new life. They don’t know what to do necessarily or how to do it in those early years.’ Gregory continued to turn the issue over in her mind. Who cared enough about these people to take up the cause? Eventually she realised the answer was staring back at her in the mirror. That she and her network were the only people, potentially in all of New Zealand, who were invested enough in the wellbeing of the leavers and those still at Gloriavale to help. ‘And it wasn’t until it dawned on me that we had to do something, it became really clear that that was the answer all along. Me.’

The Gloriavale Leavers’ Support Trust model is one of the few I’ve seen really making a difference in people’s lives after they exit this cult. Gregory’s work is inspiring, and she told me, ‘I’ve learned a lesson: that small people, little people, insignificant people with big, loud, determined voices who do not give up can actually create change.’

I hope that some of the lessons held in this book from those with direct experience of cults will help you to advocate for former cult members when you next hear an acquaintance dismiss someone who has fallen prey to a cult as ‘weak-minded’ or ‘a fool’. When we truly understand this could happen to anyone, and that so many people in cults never even made the choice to be in them in the first place, but were born into them, we are able to be more empathetic and motivated to figure out what we can do to curtail some of the extensive damage that is evident and that continues today.

After all, notwithstanding my own atheism, there but for the grace of God go I.
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GLOSSARY

These are groups mentioned in Do As I Say.

Aum Shinrikyo

A Japanese apocalyptic cult led by Shoko Asahara that released sarin gas on the Tokyo metro, killing 14 people and injuring hundreds more. Asahara was executed in July 2018 along with 12 of his followers for their crimes.

Branch Davidians

David Koresh (born Vernon Howell) led his followers into a prolonged siege at Waco, Texas, in 1993. The siege ended in the deaths of Koresh and 78 of his Seventh Day Adventist offshoot sect members, including 21 children under the age of 16.

Children of God / The Family International

David Berg’s cult is best known for the practice of ‘flirty fishing’, whereby women seduced men in attempts to recruit them. The cult fostered an environment that pressured women to make themselves available sexually, and resulted in the sexual abuse of many children. Berg was never held to account for his crimes, and died in hiding in 1994.

Chung Moo Quan

A martial arts school/cult led by John C. Kim, who claimed he could jump from an 11-storey building to perform a flying side kick and land without injury. Kim was eventually jailed for conspiracy to defraud the United States Internal Revenue Service.

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints / Mormons

Founder Joseph Smith claimed that an angel directed him to unearth golden plates from which he translated the Book of Mormon, which underpins the belief system of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. While modern Mormons reject polygamy, Smith himself wed around 30 women, though his multiple marriages were kept secret from the majority of his followers.

The Mormon church is often not classified as a cult. I had 75 survey respondents who identified as former Mormons; 75 per cent of these considered the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints to be a cult, 24 per cent said ‘maybe’, and one respondent said that it is not a cult but that it is a high-demand religion.

Exclusive Brethren

See Plymouth Brethren Christian Church.

The Family

One of the most notorious Australian cults, The Family was headed by Anne Hamilton-Byrne who followed a mix of New Age and doomsday religious beliefs. She sourced children through adoption scams that she aimed to bring up as a new, perfect race to take the world forward after Armageddon. In reality, the children were being starved and beaten. Following their rescue by police, Hamilton-Byrne never saw any prison time for her crimes, and the victims have yet to see any restitution.

Fire This Time

A Vancouver-based radical socialist organisation headed by Ali Yerevani. Multiple former member testimonies reflect that it operates as a cult under Yerevani.

Giriraj Govardhan Gaudiya Math

A Hare Krishna temple in Murwillumbah, New South Wales, founded by India-based guru Srila Bhaktivedanta Narayana Gosvami Maharaja.

Gloriavale Christian Community

A New Zealand commune founded by Australian Neville Cooper, later known as Hopeful Christian. Best known for members’ identical dress – a uniform designed by Cooper – and headscarves worn by women.

The Hayden Bible Fellowship

An evangelical Christian church in Idaho, United States. Former member Nikki Wright describes it as a cult.

Hare Krishnas

See ISKCON.

Heaven’s Gate

Led by Bonnie Nettles and Marshall Applewhite, who were known to followers as Ti and Do. In 1997, 39 devotees (including Applewhite – Nettles had previously died of cancer) died by mass suicide in San Diego, California. They believed that their souls would board a UFO that was following the comet Hale-Bopp, which would then take them to the next level of existence.

ISKCON

ISKCON is the official name of the group better known as the Hare Krishnas. It stands for the International Society for Krishna Consciousness. The group is usually recognised as a religion rather than a cult, but many former members have troubling stories that suggest cult-like tendencies.

Ideal Human Environment

James Salerno’s cult based on leadership experiments in the Australian outback. Salerno was referred to as ‘Taipan’ by his followers, and was eventually arrested and convicted for child sexual abuse.

Jehovah’s Witnesses

Jehovah’s Witnesses believe that Armageddon is imminent, and that when it takes place 144,000 followers will go to Heaven while the ‘other sheep’ will be resurrected on a restored Earth under God’s Kingdom. I had 40 former JWs respond to my survey, 39 of whom said they consider the group to be a cult, while the other said ‘maybe’.

Kenja

Kenja Communication is named for its Australian co-founders Ken Dyers and Jan Hamilton. It teaches communication techniques and Hamilton’s ‘klowning’ classes, as well as ‘Energy Conversion’ meditation which Dyers adapted from Scientology’s auditing process. Dyers died by suicide following multiple allegations of child sexual abuse in 2007.

Koreshanity

Cyrus Teed theorised that the Earth is hollow, and we all live on the inside surface of it. He formed a utopian communist community in Estero, Florida, in 1892, and he and his followers were known as the Koreshan Unity.

Kosmic Fusion

A New Zealand–based New Age group founded by an Indian-born couple known as Sree Maa and Shri Ji. Former member Iphigenie Amoutzias writes, ‘The goal was to liberate the “incarnational soul” from the lower, dense energy bodies and matrix that we had accumulated over so many lifetimes.’

KwaSizabantu

A strict non-denominational religious cult in South Africa, with branches of the mission around the world. Stories have emerged of harsh physical punishment of children and of sexual assault. KwaSizabantu produces aQuellé bottled water products.

The Living Word Fellowship / The Walk

Founded by John Robert Stevens, upon his death The Living Word Fellowship was taken over by his wife Marilyn and her new husband Gary Hargrave. Hargrave shut the group down after numerous allegations of sexual abuse by high-level members.

Master’s Commission

An Assemblies of God discipleship training program which a number of former students believe to be a cult.

The Move

Followers of The Move rejected mainstream society and headed into the wilderness in the 1970s, building isolated communities in harsh, remote locations to set themselves up for the coming Apocalypse. Founder Sam Fife told devotees that should he ever die, they could consider it proof that he was a false prophet. Fife passed away in 1979.

The Movement for the Restoration of the Ten Commandments of God

A strict religious Ugandan doomsday cult that ended with the deaths of hundreds of followers in a church fire that some understood as suicide and some as murder. With mass graves located after the fire, estimates of the casualties range from 700 to more than 1000. The destiny of the sect’s founders Credonia Mwerinde and Joseph Kibweteere remains unknown.

New Kadampa Tradition

Kelsang Gyatso’s Buddhist movement with followers mainly in western nations. The NKT is best known for its protests against the Dalai Lama and its claims that the Tibetan spiritual leader is persecuting them.

NXIVM

The self-help cult that counted some well-known Canadian actors among its members, including Smallville’s Allison Mack and Battlestar Galactica’s Nicki Clyne. Best known for branding ‘slaves’ in its secret society DOS (Dominus Obsequious Sororium), which founder Keith Raniere claimed was run entirely by the women, but he was really at the top. Raniere was sentenced to 120 years in prison for crimes including sex trafficking.

OneTaste

A once-booming business based around classes on the female orgasm, started by Nicole Daedone. Daedone attended classes at the Lafayette Morehouse intentional community and The Welcomed Consensus commune before she trademarked her ‘Orgasmic Meditation’ practice. OneTaste is facing investigation by the FBI for labour law violations and sex trafficking.

The Order of the Solar Temple

Co-founders Joseph di Mambro and Luc Jouret started the Order in 1984, which followed various New Age, Christian and UFO beliefs and mostly operated out of Switzerland, France and Canada. In October 1994, 53 bodies were discovered in a presumed mass suicide. A number were later found to have been murdered. Believers understood that they were transiting to the next plane of existence.

The Order of St Charbel

The ‘Little Pebble’ William Kamm’s sect is rooted in Catholicism and based in the Nowra region of NSW. Kamm is best known for receiving messages from the Virgin Mary on the thirteenth of every month, and for his Royal House of David, which consisted of 84 ‘mystic wives’ who would take the world forward with him after the coming Apocalypse. Kamm was sentenced to five years in prison for child sexual assault charges.

Outreach International

An Australian religious sect based out of Melbourne, started by Tony Kostas sometime after attending one of Billy Graham’s crusades. Kostas believes that he battled with Satan in a Moscow hotel room in the early 1970s, and that this battle led to the fall of the Soviet Union two decades later.

Plymouth Brethren Christian Church

A fundamentalist religious organisation whose members are best known by their conservative dress, including headscarves for women. Under current leadership, Brethren business interests have become hugely profitable. Many are surprised to learn of the high levels of alcohol abuse that are reported to occur throughout Brethren communities.

The Seaside Sect

The colloquial name for an Australian polygamous hippie cult run by Alistah Laishkochav, born Ian Lowe. Laishkochav served prison time for multiple crimes related to child sexual abuse, and returned to his native New Zealand where he died at the age of 83.

Synanon

A drug rehabilitation program started by Charles ‘Chuck’ Dederich in 1958, before becoming a full-blown cult in later years. Members all had to shave their heads, and Hollywood stars would often visit to participate in ‘The Game’, Dederich’s verbal sparring sessions. Followers placed a rattlesnake with its rattle removed in the mailbox of lawyer Paul Morantz, who nearly died from the resulting bite.

Two by Twos / The Truth

A fundamentalist Christian cult started by William Irvine before he was ousted and the sect became more secretive. It claims to have no name and no leader. ‘Workers’ circulate rural communities in pairs, staying in their houses. There are numerous allegations of child sexual abuse.

Universal Knowledge

An Australian New Age organisation that hosted stalls at Sydney’s Mind Body Spirit Festival, and taught courses including ‘The Next Evolutionary Step’ and ‘Universal Healing’ – the latter about healing the planet and other people with crystals and energy techniques.

Universal Medicine

Serge Benhayon’s NSW Northern Rivers alternative therapy organisation, which was found to be a destructive cult by a jury when Benhayon sued blogger Esther Rockett for defamation.

The Welcomed Consensus

RJ Testerman’s cult based around ‘DODates’ or Deliberate Orgasm Dates and communication games. Nicole Daedone attended before she started OneTaste.

The Workers’ Institute of Marxism–Leninism–Mao Zedong Thought

The women followers of Aravindan Balakrishnan believed that an invisible machine called JACKIE – an acronym for Jehovah, Allah, Christ, Krishna and Immortal Easwaran – could control household appliances, read their thoughts, and would incinerate them if they tried to escape the man they called ‘Comrade Bala’ – who was the covert leader of the world, and, in fact, God himself. In 2015 Balakrishnan was sentenced to 23 years for various charges including false imprisonment, child cruelty and rape.

Zendik Farm

A US-based organic farming intentional community that believed it was rejecting the ‘DeathKultur’ of mainstream society and working towards creating ‘ecolibrium’.

Zion Full Salvation Ministry

Violet Pryor’s Sydney-based religious cult that was eventually taken over by one of her ‘Pillars’ David Ayliffe, who disbanded it after spending some time going over the books and realising that it was all based in misrepresentation and lies.
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