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    Prologue


    You’re probably in a cult, you just don’t know it yet.


    Don’t believe me? See if you recognize one of the world’s most notorious and widespread sex cults, with members spanning the entire socioeconomic spectrum.


    Followers flocked to a charismatic leader. He radically changed American culture, and maybe even the world.1 He was edgy, rebellious, and said exactly what the youth of America were thinking at the time. His revelations were sexual and pushed the boundaries of American culture. Men worshiped him with their money, women with their bodies.


    Survivors of his cult—a few of them teenagers when they joined—initially arrived with bright eyes and visions of grandeur.2 Little by little, they began to feel trapped, caught in a world they hadn’t signed up for—filled with high commune walls, isolation, and constant surveillance. These young women were often paraded in public, luring in the money and bodies of others with their sexuality.


    They had fallen down the proverbial rabbit hole into a world where none of the normal rules applied.3 To the outside observer, they lived glamorously, while internally they sublimated themselves in order to play their parts, allowing their emotions to be deadened and suppressed, and their bodies and labor to be exploited.


    Even years after their leader’s death, the cult rakes in millions from followers of the Playboy brand.4


    How did so many come to believe that Hugh Hefner was changing the world for the better?


    * * *


    This description wasn’t Jim Jones, the Branch Davidians, NXIVM, or the Children of God. The Playboy Organization, more or less accepted by mainstream society, isn’t the far-away, sinister, and strange world we think of when we hear the word cult. How could an organization so well-known actually be something a cult scholar like me could compare to a sex cult? 


    I was born and raised in the Children of God, a sex cult known as one of the most notorious religious sects in the world.5 It’s what most people would call a “real cult.” As a survivor, a scholar, and someone who has already written one book about life behind the walls of the cult, I find a stunning number of parallels between the life I survived and what is woven throughout the reports of the survivors of life at the Playboy Mansion. 


    After surviving fifteen years in isolation under religious extremists, I escaped to America and threw myself into education. I became an intelligence officer in the US Army—another kind of total institution. Later I studied terrorists for my job, then earned my master’s in organizational psychology at Harvard during the pandemic, just as the world slipped into its own strange, cultlike isolation. 


    Across all these worlds, I saw the same patterns repeat: the pull toward group control, the high cost of leaving, and the sacred assumptions that keep members tethered. Watching the pandemic unfold, I was fascinated but not surprised to see isolation do what it always does: push us into increasingly polarized mindsets, so disconnected from our fellow Americans that it sometimes feels like we no longer share the same reality. 


    In The Culting of America, I explore ten core aspects of group dynamics that I have developed to define what makes a cult. I talk about how the dynamics are used in cults and extreme groups to achieve coercive control, but also how they show up in socially accepted “cults” (like the US Army) and where we find that same behavior in groups we don’t call cults—the groups we are all in. Through meticulous research and interviews with sociologists, psychologists, cult experts, and survivors, I make the case that if we look at our regular groups for signs of cultiness, we have to acknowledge that harmful group behavior exists on a spectrum, not a binary—and it is present in even some of our best “good” groups.


    The truth is, many of the dynamics that scholars have used to rely on as markers of extreme groups have become strikingly common as primary features of many of America’s mainstream groups today. I see cultlike behavior everywhere, in so many groups, and it’s been increasing in intensity at a frightening pace. When I put it all together—everything I’ve studied, everything I’ve experienced as a cult survivor—I can’t help but feel that we are living through the culting of America. And my guess is that you feel it on some level too. 


    I’ve spent my life attempting to understand cults, which I’ve learned is inseparable from understanding human nature, human needs, group psychology, and culture. Braided through the story of my life are truths I’ve come to know—that human beings will do almost anything to be accepted by a group, that we all search for belonging and purpose more than anything else in life, and that, at the end of the day, extremism is harder to recognize than any of us think. 


    As humans, we are programmed to look for connection, community, purpose, and an ideology to adhere to—these things give meaning to our lives. You are undoubtedly a member of many groups: families, companies, clubs, churches, political affiliations, communities, nations. You probably also have things you believe in with all your heart, ideas you will defend with passion against anyone who challenges them. But what if the very things that make you feel safest are also the ones trapping you the most? When does conviction turn into an us-versus-them mentality? When does loyalty turn into loss of autonomy?


    This book will attempt to answer these questions and more, and ultimately leave you with the biggest question of all: What cults am I in?


  




  

    Introduction 


    Good Cult/Bad Cult


    It’s one of the most well-known groups in the world, recognized for both its pageantry and its violent missions, and many bodies have stacked up in its name. It uses tools of programming and influence like enforced isolation, chanting, appearance and attitude control, and a unique vocabulary with specialized internal significance to reinforce internal culture. This group is not shy about its design to break you down in order to build you back up. It demands strict obedience, requiring members to swear a binding oath of unquestioning loyalty to the Constitution and to obey lawful orders—violations of which may lead to imprisonment or, in extreme wartime cases, death. Never does it relent in its continual, exhaustive expectations of its members.


    But it also provides unique learning resources and money for education, has one of the most robust healthcare plans of any American organization, and offers a generous retirement plan. The group is commonly used as a social elevator for people who would otherwise live in poverty. It provides members with an unparalleled camaraderie, sense of belonging, and the satisfaction of pursuing a clear objective alongside driven, like-minded people. The majority of former members—even those who have been required to kill in devotion to the mission, have been forced to invade another nation under false pretenses, or have had to bomb civilians—say they are proud to be veterans of the United States Army.1 


    * * *


    What makes a group a cult? And who decides? There are lots of lists and they don’t all agree. As both a cult survivor and a scholar of cults and extreme groups, I feel none of the current definitions are exactly right. I think what is sometimes lost in translation is that it isn’t a simple binary question that can be easily answered with a check yes or no. A cult seems easy to define from the outside. We’ve probably all seen a quick listicle of “how to tell if you are in a cult.” Most Americans, with the specter of Jonestown, Waco, and Charles Manson in our recent history, truly feel we know what makes a cult. But the only thing that cult scholars can agree on is that what makes a cult has many hidden layers and is anything but easy to define. 


    The group I grew up in, the Children of God, is a capital-C Cult. Nobody would argue that a group guilty of using religious prostitution to gain money and followers, and which eventually became known for the extreme labor trafficking and sexual abuse of its children, was a very bad cult. Everybody outside the cult I have ever spoken to accepts this, and most of them believe that they would never fall for anything like it. Most people, it seems, think of extremism as a line in the sand, where you stand on one side or the other. But what I learned from my time studying the border of Afghanistan and Pakistan as an intelligence officer in an Army combat aviation battalion is that even when a boundary looks clear on a map or from a safe distance, there’s just not a sharp line when you’re hovering right over it. In fact, crossing that line is incredibly easy to do, especially when you are surrounded by others who look and think just like you, sharing your utter dedication to the mission at hand. 


    We Americans love the idea of the binary: black-and-white thinking,* good versus evil, our destiny manifest, and something we can be as sure of as the “fact” that we are number one. Since the publication of my memoir Uncultured, in which I unapologetically compared the US Army to a cult, I’m often asked if the Army might be a “good cult.” We need the idea of a good cult because we cannot bear the cognitive dissonance of admitting that one of our oldest, largest, and proudest organizations—one we all help fund with our tax dollars—might also be a high-control and high-demand institution where group behavior can, and does, trend toxic. If we look closely enough, we might notice that an army, while it may be beloved, is a total institution* whose job is to program individuals to conduct violence on behalf of the state. We might notice, in fact, that when a military unit goes away to training or war, they are by definition going in for a cultic experience. 


    As much as we love our binaries, we Americans also love our blinders. We turn to patriotism rather than acknowledge these parallels and apply what experts have learned about extreme groups. We don’t ensure that the leaders we put at the top aren’t narcissists behind all that charisma that earns them stellar evaluations. We certainly don’t train soldiers on how to determine when the logic is breaking down. If the Army is a “good cult,” what does it owe its members in return for the exploitation of their labor and the sublimation of self that will, by definition, be required for mission success? What are we failing to see behind the veil of conviction that we are the “good guys?” 


    From my experience as an intelligence officer at war, I know we don’t keep the “good guys” safe by exclusively studying other good guys, or by assuming that bad things will never happen to us. We do it by learning as much as we can about the enemy. By studying the tactics of our culture’s most extreme and dangerous groups, we can learn how to keep ourselves, and our groups, safe. But this also requires the willingness to accept that the “good” groups we’re in may already share some of those toxic traits, and we may already have lost some of ourselves to make way for group identity to take over. 


    When I first started to tell my story and share the things I was gleaning from my studies that led to this book, I was met with primarily two responses: people musing that the Children of God was an “obviously evil cult,” and proud Americans stating that the “US Army is a wonderful organization.” From my lived experience with both, I knew it wasn’t that easy to boil down at all. As often as people laugh at my habit of drawing parallels between the cult and the Army, they also rush to assure me, and I think themselves, that there are obvious differences between a reviled sex cult and the revered US Army—and I agree. It’s only when I try to define the exact difference between those two groups in the precise, scholarly, and research-based language that we use to categorize organizational dynamics, that it becomes significantly more complex to define what those differences are. People say to me that the US Army simply cannot be a cult because we “have to have an Army, and we’ll always have war.” So I’m stuck wondering if one of the major factors in whether we choose to call something a cult is how socially acceptable—or simply necessary—we find that group to be. We can more easily overlook red flags the more used to something we are, or the more we think we need it. 


    But what if “cult” isn’t a yes-or-no label at all? What if it’s a sliding scale—and we are all somewhere on it? For this book, I propose we set the binary aside, and reject the idea of an “obviously evil cult” or a “wonderful organization,” because real life just never divides that cleanly. Instead, we’ll look at all our groups through the lens of what I call “the cultiness spectrum” in order to find the parallels in toxic behavior that might be hiding in plain sight—even in our most beloved groups.


    I believe a cult is both a list of qualities a group possesses and also a journey that the group and its members go on. These two cannot be easily extricated from each other. To help us assess where groups fall on the cultiness spectrum, I propose a ten-part framework, which gives a nod to both the qualities and the journey. 


    A cult is a group that:


    

      	has a defined, charismatic leader


      	requires a shared “sacred assumption”


      	pursues a transcendent mission so big it justifies sacrifice


      	demands continual sublimation of individuality


      	limits members’ access to outsiders


      	creates a private vernacular


      	programs an us-versus-them mentality


      	exploits members’ labor


      	enforces high exit costs


      	justifies extreme behavior as their endgame nears 


    


    At a certain tipping point in the cult journey, with the aid of inflexible group norms and strong systems, the leader practices nearly complete, and often coercive, control over its members. The “endgame” can include acts of violence, even on a mass scale, which the cult members continue to justify in pursuit of the transcendent mission. And it all makes sense to them, one step at a time. As long as the sacred assumption holds, anything is justifiable. 


    If your group has all ten of these features dialed up to extreme, congratulations, you are in a cult! And you probably have some strong feelings about that. For most of us, our recognition will be more subtle. You likely recognize some aspects of some of these qualities in some of your groups, and that’s not necessarily a reason to panic. Most of these features are not fundamentally harmful on their own—after all, Martin Luther King Jr. was a charismatic leader; high school football teams have an us-versus-them mentality; our most esteemed charities operate with a transcendent mission; and your friend’s Dungeons & Dragons group certainly has its own vernacular. The key is where these features fall on the spectrum of cultiness, how they operate in combination with the others, and ultimately, what harm they cause to yourself and others. 


    By breaking these ten cult-making features into individual parts of group behavior, we’ll be able to isolate and spot them in our regular groups, without all the fear wrapped up in the question Is this a cult? We’ll discover how these features tie directly to programming, influence, power, and control, and understand how they are weaponized in society’s “obvious” cults, like the one I came from, but also in socially accepted cults, like the US Army. And we’ll learn enough about these parts of coercive and controlling group dynamics to be able to see them in our own “good” and “normal” organizations, when perhaps only one or two dynamics are becoming problematic, long before it all gets out of hand and you have to call in someone like me to put a name on it—and long before you lose too much of yourself in the process. 


    To understand how cults show up in everyday life, we need to expand our mental map. When most people hear the word cult, they picture a doomsday commune in the desert, matching robes, isolation, and a charismatic leader with apocalyptic promises. And they’re not wrong. Those “commune cults” are real, and some of the most harmful groups in history fit that mold. I grew up in one. But that’s not the only way coercive control works. It’s not even the most common way anymore.


    In writing this book, I wanted to expand our collective imagination of what a cult can be. Commune cults are just one corner of the map. In my life and research, I’ve encountered at least three other kinds of cults that are just as real, just as damaging, and far more common than most people realize.


    The 1:1 Cult. The abusive relationship that operates like its own totalitarian regime. One person calls the shots, controlling everything from what their partner wears to who they talk to, what they believe, and how they see the world. It doesn’t always look like abuse—it can look like love, devotion, or protection. But if you’ve ever known someone who seemed to vanish into a relationship, whose light got dimmer instead of brighter, chances are you’ve seen a 1:1 cult in action. As they say in Alcoholics Anonymous, “It only takes two people to have a meeting”; well, the same is true for cults. 


    The Single-Family Cult. Not all cults need a congregation. Sometimes it’s one household. One parent—usually a father, sometimes a mother—sets themselves up as the voice of God, the law of the land, the center of gravity. Their children grow up in an echo chamber of fear and control, often under the guise of religion, culture, or simply “how we do things in this house.” When those kids try to leave, they face the same identity crises, exit costs, and lingering trauma as anyone fleeing a commune.


    The Internet Cult. The fastest-growing category, and the hardest to spot. It doesn’t have walls or uniforms. Instead it lives in group chats, TikToks, YouTube channels, and subreddit threads. These groups offer belonging, purpose, and identity. They speak in code, shut out dissenters, and often revolve around a single charismatic content creator or ideology. And like all cults, they promise transformation—but only if you buy in, follow the rules, and cut ties with anyone who doesn’t get it.


    Each of these groups can include all ten cult features I outline in this book—charismatic leadership, sacred assumptions, transcendent missions, the whole coercive package—just on a different scale. They don’t need compounds or matching outfits. They only need your trust, your loyalty, and your willingness to surrender autonomy in exchange for certainty and belonging.


    That’s why this book exists: not just to help us spot the obvious cults, but to shine a light on the ones we live inside every day—the ones we join not with a bang, but with a slow, quiet nod of agreement. Cults aren’t always far away and bizarre. Sometimes they’re intimate. Sometimes they’re inherited. And sometimes they’re just one click away.


    Understanding that requires both lived experience and a careful, outside perspective—which is why this book, while told in my voice, is the product of collaboration. It reflects a truly joint effort with my co-writer, Amy Reed. Our relationship began with my memoir Uncultured and has evolved over the years into a deeply creative and intellectual partnership. While this book remains personal and grounded in my point of view, every chapter and idea has been shaped through countless conversations, drafts, and redrafts with Amy. It wouldn’t exist without the unique strengths we each brought to the table—Amy’s writing craft and analytical nuance, and my obsessive research and firsthand experience. I am also immensely grateful to my talent manager, Lizy Freudmann , who contributed the essay “How America Was Born—and Learned It Was Special” in chapter 7, and to my friend and colleague Rebecca Slue (aka the White Woman Whisperer), who contributed the essay “From Groups to Community: A Shift from Performance to Presence” in chapter 11. I am still learning what community means, but I know I have found it in writing. 


    As Amy and I explored the inner workings of cults and control, we kept returning to one urgent question: Why are so many people vulnerable to high-control systems right now? One clue comes from President Obama’s 2017 farewell address to the nation, in which he warned us of the dangers of isolation and the silos that our world, upended by technology and globalization, has put us into:


    For too many of us, it’s become safer to retreat into our own bubbles, whether in our neighborhoods or on college campuses, or places of worship, or especially our social media feeds, surrounded by people who look like us and share the same political outlook and never challenge our assumptions. The rise of naked partisanship, and increasing economic and regional stratification, the splintering of our media into a channel for every taste—all this makes this great sorting seem natural, even inevitable. And increasingly, we become so secure in our bubbles that we start accepting only information, whether it’s true or not, that fits our opinions, instead of basing our opinions on the evidence that is out there.2


    These words are eerily prescient, given the presidency and epidemic that followed, both of which exacerbated the isolation and extremism Obama identified. Although many people were shocked by these cultural shifts, some of us witnessed what seemed like the natural progression of tendencies already entrenched in the collective American psyche. We are—and always have been, since those first religious extremists, the Pilgrims, set foot on American soil—a nation defined by the distrust of institutions, a persecution complex, and stubborn self-righteousness. In many ways, cults are the most American thing there is.


  




  

    Author’s Note


    Content Notice


    This book explores cults and other high-control environments, including the emotional, psychological, and sometimes physical harm they can inflict. If you are a survivor of such an experience, please know that some of the content may be triggering or emotionally activating.


    While this book and its accompanying workbook, Unculture Yourself, draw from research, lived experience, and the insights of others who have walked similar paths, neither is a substitute for professional help. Everyone’s healing journey is different, and it’s important to have support from professionals trained in the specific dynamics of cultic and high-control trauma.


    If you’re seeking guidance, a valuable resource is the International Cultic Studies Association (icsahome.org), which offers information and referrals for survivors, families, and professionals.


    Please take care of yourself as you read. Step away when you need to. You are not alone.


    On Perspective, Privilege, and the Limits of Lived Experience


    I am a white woman raised in a global sex cult, trained by the US military, and educated at Harvard. These three institutions—despite their differences—share an affinity for hierarchy, mythmaking, and charismatic control. Each one taught me something about power, and about the ways people are trained to follow it. That training lives in my body, and it shapes the lens through which I view the world.


    But as much as I’ve tried to expand my lens—to learn from the stories of others, to challenge the boundaries of what I was taught to see—I know it still has edges. I write this book as a cult survivor, a researcher, and a woman navigating systems that were never built for our full humanity. But I also write it from a place of whiteness, of access, of being granted the benefit of the doubt in rooms and systems where others are not.


    Whiteness has been my shield and my sword. It opened doors that should never have been closed to begin with. It softened the edges of my rebellion and made my critiques easier for mainstream America to swallow. It also, for a long time, let me believe I was the exception—that I could walk through these systems and stay intact, that I could win the game without questioning who the game was built for.


    We also need to state that the field of cult studies itself has long been shaped by white Western academics—people who, consciously or not, framed the definitions and thresholds of “extremism” through their own cultural lenses. That legacy has skewed which groups are studied, which abuses are taken seriously, and which voices get believed. And we are still reckoning with the reality that many of the tools used to analyze coercion and control were built inside the same institutions that have exercised it.


    I now know better. And I know that knowing better isn’t the same thing as doing better.


    So while this book examines cults and high-control systems with as much rigor, honesty, and lived experience as I can bring, it is not the final word. It can’t be. This is not a universal survivor story. It is not an exhaustive account of how cults harm people across lines of race, gender, class, ability, or faith. There are stories I cannot tell, and patterns I cannot see—not because they aren’t there, but because my perspective is incomplete.


    My co-writer, Amy Reed, also brings her own set of limitations in perspective—different from mine, but present nonetheless. As a queer woman and the granddaughter of a Filipino immigrant farmer, born to a biracial mother on one side and a white, rural, working-class lineage on the other, her experience stretches beyond whiteness and heteronormativity in ways mine does not. At the same time, her worldview is shaped by a liberal, middle-class upbringing, femme presentation, and often being read as white. Together, we’ve done our best to include a broad range of voices, but we recognize that even our most intentional efforts have boundaries. We are deeply grateful to Rebecca Slue—known professionally as the White Woman Whisperer—for her guidance and for lending her voice to close this book with the grace and gravity it calls for. Her words offer more than reflection; they serve as a companion—deepening the conversation around whiteness, complicity, and what it might mean to choose another way forward.


    And while writing this book, we have added another level of perspective—yours. So many of you helped me stress-test these ideas as I was developing them, offering your personal stories of the cults you survived and the nuanced systems of behavior control you encountered in families, fandoms, companies, churches, and more. You revealed patterns I never could have seen on my own. This book is stronger, more honest, and more expansive because of you. Thank you.


    I hope this book offers language and clarity for those seeking to understand their own group experiences. I hope it disrupts some of our most sacred assumptions. But I also hope it invites you to seek out the voices this book cannot contain—to learn from Black, Indigenous, disabled, queer, and global survivors whose insights stretch far beyond my own. Because if we are going to dismantle the systems that control and divide us, we need all of us. And we need to start by listening.


    —Daniella


  




  

    Chapter 1 (Part I) 


    Charismatic Leadership: A Hitler and a Churchill… 


    Two kids from communes found themselves in a New York City elevator one day, striking up a conversation that sparked an unexpected connection. That chance encounter would eventually lead Adam (from a Kibbutz in Israel) and Miguel (from a “five-mother collective” commune in Oregon) to build an organization together, taking the good from the communal experiences of their youth and eschewing the bad.1 Like any kids who grew up in a communal setting, Adam and Miguel understood the intensity of the connection between the members, a kind of funky communal-living math that added up to the whole being greater than each individual could hope to be on their own. They dreamed they could harness the power of community to change the way people worked, and eventually lived and studied. They were doing more than starting a business—they were going to change the world.


    What could go wrong? Early followers and investors seemed to believe that nothing could. The organization grew at a breakneck pace, recruiting young people from all over the world who were willing to dedicate themselves to a punishing work pace in the interest of the missionized message of change. And the package came complete with the messianic figure—Adam, the more charismatic of the two founders—who had become the peddler of the big dream.2 As he ramped up the transcendental messaging, investors and customers flocked to bring his vision into a reality. 


    But at some point, the focus on “we” became a focus on “me,” as Adam became the savior who was going to deliver everyone their wildest dreams. And though the red flags had been there from the start, when the growth was too rapid and the promises too vague, most folks threw caution to the wind in their desire to believe in him. 


    * * *


    From the beginning, the story of WeWork reads like a cult—complete with a navel-gazing focus on the charismatic leader, a grandiose vision, and intelligent individuals who should have seen the signs. They should have questioned Neumann receiving nearly $6 million in WeWork shares for transferring the rights to the trademark “We,” should have balked at having real estate he owned leased back to the company, really should have dug deeper when he made his wife (who also happened to be Gwyneth Paltrow’s cousin) the one to legally choose his business successor, and certainly should have sounded the alarm when he began to show the characteristics of an authoritarian and unstable leader.3 


    Instead, they just saw Adam—larger than life, handsome, the genius bringing it all together. And because he was unlike anyone else—an incredible salesman, tall and commanding, and with the ability to inspire anyone—they were willing to believe that he could deliver results nobody else could. By the time Adam was selling “me” instead of “we,” the process of deification had already begun. Today there’s no way to discuss the astronomical rise and inevitable plummet of WeWork without using the word cult. What started as a true desire to harness the power of community quickly morphed into a $47-billion, real-world lesson on the power of charisma and the delusion of crowds. 


    
The Essence of Charisma


    Over and over in American history, we’ve been privy to the meteoric rise, often followed by catastrophic fall, of a charismatic leader—a term itself that should call to mind as many negative as positive examples. Still, for as long as many of us can remember, scholars of leadership and management have focused on charisma as a desirable quality in a leader, something to be studied and emulated. Certainly we can think of leaders, people like JFK and MLK, CEOs like Bill Gates and Steve Jobs, any number of nationally recognized football coaches or pop stars or megachurch preachers, maybe even your own yoga teacher or the queen bee of your daughter’s middle-school clique, who can all be described with the ethereal moniker “charismatic.”


    Meanwhile, on the other side of the charisma coin, research from 2021 suggests that psychopathic traits are up to twelve times more common among corporate leaders than in the general population—which is probably unsurprising to anyone who’s held a corporate job.4 It’s the same as prison numbers, and I’d be willing to bet my Army career that if we polled military officer ranks, we’d find similarly high numbers associated with that vocation. The reality is, a lot of the traits common to antisocial and narcissistic personality disorders—charisma, persuasiveness, confidence—are widely considered effective leadership qualities in today’s America. In a commentary, Professor Simon Croom, part of the 2021 study's research team, tells us that “psychopaths can often be very successful for this reason, especially if they are high-functioning ones who are able to avoid detection over the long term.”5


    I grew up walking around the cult commune of my childhood quoting the words of David Berg—the random white dude who convinced tens of thousands of people* that he was the prophet of God for the end of days—and it didn’t feel much different than marching around Kandahar Airfield as an intelligence officer quoting General Petraeus in 2011, or the way everyone walked around Microsoft’s campus quoting CEO Satya Nadella when I worked there in 2016. So why did we become so obsessed with charisma? What happened to leaders who were simply great administrators? What happened to focusing on systems and rational thought, to paying attention to numbers and data, rather than how we can tweak facts to fit the messaging our charismatic leader wishes them to fit? 


    We live in a society that loves to deify individual humans for one reason or another—artistic ability, political savvy, sports wins, or because they were in a movie we all watched. Tom Hanks spoke at my master’s graduation—which, of course, I’ve mythologized ever since—and you better believe I’ll be crowing about that until the day I die. As we look at recent American history, however, we can see that as our world has gotten louder and louder, we’ve turned more and more of our interest and attention toward these charismatic leaders and the ideas they enthrall us with. I understand it well, as I’m an adult woman fully in the cult of Taylor Swift (self-described as Swifties, in case you’ve been living under a rock). This shift away from rational thought, reason, and systematic inquiry—those Enlightenment-era values that modern Western societies have so prided themselves on—and toward awe-inspiring leaders and their messages actually fits quite well with what we know about charisma, charismatic leaders and, well, cults.


    So what are these charismatic qualities, and how do we understand them as something we can explain, break down, and measure? According to Psychology Today, charismatic traits include things like “confidence, exuberance, optimism, expressive body language, and a passionate voice.”6 We tend to look at extroverted people, or those who are comfortable speaking often and with assertiveness, as charismatic people. Experts say charisma is not a personality trait, and that people can become more charismatic through working on it—in fact, much of modern corporate leadership coaching is based on that idea. But they also say you can’t necessarily “perform” charisma. However, as someone who grew up at the feet of cult leaders who were doing so with every breath, I have always felt that I learned how to, and in fact can, perform charisma.


    The leadership traits considered “charismatic” are certainly in high demand on the job market today. Even leaders at regular companies and organizations understand that having charismatic qualities will help them go far—and many pay hefty amounts to be trained on cultivating such traits. These leaders study things like presentation, speaking style, hand gestures, and eye contact, all of which will help them more effectively influence people. An article on Inc.com, an online magazine for private businesses—including startups, which, it’s worth noting, can be more than a little culty—tells its readers that “anyone can become more charming and engaging over time, all it takes is a little practice.” The article gives us seven ways to increase our charisma, all psychologist approved. These tips tell us to:


    

      	Start showing more expression in your face. 


      	Listen actively to what people are saying.


      	Practice reading other people’s emotions.


      	Share stories and anecdotes.


      	Ask rhetorical questions to encourage engagement. 


      	Set high goals, and express confidence that you can achieve them.


      	Use words that people can relate to.7 


    


    As I read this list, my mind goes back to the leaders I’ve worked under in the military, and to people like WeWork’s Adam Newman, and to the cult leaders who raised me. They all did these things. 


    Sociologist Max Weber, one of the founding fathers of sociology in the early 1900s (and who therefore has somewhat of his own cult following), gave us the term “charismatic authority.” The term itself has decidedly religious origins, where outstanding qualities are seen as a “gift of Grace,” a kind of divine endorsement that gives the leader his authority.8 This went hand in hand, of course, with the “divine right of kings.” Weber generalized the idea for everyday use, and in the 2020s the concept of charismatic leaders is applied broadly to politicians, military leaders, celebrities, CEOs, and many others. 


    Weber defined the difference between power and authority by telling us that power relies on force or coercion, while authority depends on subordinates recognizing and accepting the legitimacy of their leaders’ commands. Charismatic authority tends to endure the longest because the leader is viewed as flawless, making opposition to them feel like a betrayal of the entire system.9 Charismatic rule is often seen in authoritarian states, dictatorships, autocracies, and theocracies—the kind of governing we thought we left behind during the Enlightenment.10 


    Max Weber viewed disenchantment as a consequence of the modern world’s shift toward rationalization and secularization, suggesting that charisma emerged to fill the void left by the fading belief in magic. He wrote that charisma was a word “applied to a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is considered extraordinary and treated as endowed with super­natural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities. These are such as are not accessible to the ordinary person, but are regarded as of divine origin or exemplary.”11 Notice all that religious-sounding language? The charismatic leader brought back some of that sense of divine magic, but at a cost. One of the three types of domination described by Weber, in which the governed are willingly compliant, is charismatic leadership. 


    It’s no coincidence that cults appear to be having a moment of resurgence right now, and not just the obvious ones—everything from the health and wellness industry, to startups, to apps we can all download on our phone are displaying a startling level of culty tendencies. Cults tend to arise in direct response to times of social turmoil, and the early part of the twenty-first century has indeed been confusing and overwhelming for most of us. Amanda Montell, author of Cultish: The Language of Fanaticism and host of the popular podcast Sounds Like a Cult, says that American unrest (with a corresponding lack of top-down social systems that other developed nations enjoy—also known as “socialism” by those in the cult of late-stage capitalism)


    was also responsible for the rise of cultish movements throughout the 1960s and ’70s, when the Vietnam War, the civil rights movement, and both Kennedy assassinations knocked US citizens unsteady. At the time, spiritual practice was spiking, but the overt reign of Protestantism was declining, so new movements arose to quench that cultural thirst. These included everything from Christian offshoots like Jews for Jesus and the Children of God to Eastern derived fellowships like 3HO and Shambhala Buddhism to pagan groups like the Covenant of the Goddess and the Church of Aphrodite, to sci-fi-esque ones like Scientology and Heaven’s Gate. Some scholars now refer to this as the Fourth Great Awakening.12


    We find throughout history that charismatic leaders appear in greater numbers during times of social turbulence. According to sociologist Thomas Robbins, the responding groups that arise are “composed of people who are fearful of the future, who hope that by placing their faith in some charismatic leader they will eradicate the past and protect their lives against unknown and unseen dangers.”13 We saw this all too well when wellness grifters edged their way into the mainstream during the chaos of the COVID epidemic. If Dr. Fauci and Big Pharma couldn’t cure COVID fast enough, maybe the guy talking about Ivermectin could, or that pretty lady on Instagram who says all you need to do is clear your chakras (and buy her tinctures) to avoid getting sick. When we are scared, when the world feels uncertain, and when there are no easy answers, we are more likely to look to whoever is most persuasive in convincing us they have the solution to our problems. There’s a reason the world produced both a Hitler and a Churchill at the same time, and that they were able to rally whole nations—their own and others—around them.


    As you can see, an investigation into the history of the concept of charismatic leadership doesn’t take long to end up at cult leaders and murderous dictators. Once when I was discussing my own life stories, a psychologist told me that we study the extremes to understand everyone else. This is true for all kinds of groups and leaders: We can learn as much from the extremely “bad” ones as we can from those we think of as extremely “good” or successful. But during my graduate studies I noticed that every time we talked about the great qualities of leaders, we would quietly mention the dark triad of leadership—Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and narcissism—and every time, without fail, the professor promised that we would come back around to discuss them. We never did.


    What I realized is that when we talked about leadership, we framed effective leadership as inherently positive—so we studied examples of what most people would consider to be history’s most exemplary leaders. If someone meets our definition of a “good leader,” we don’t spend a lot of time examining the darker sides of the very same qualities that got them there. History’s charismatic leaders, both good and evil, are two sides of the same coin. And they often share an alarming number of the same “effective” leadership traits.


    Building on Weber’s theories, Dr. Rakesh Khurana wrote Searching for a Corporate Savior: The Irrational Quest for Charismatic CEOs, where he examines how corporate culture elevates leaders to near-mythic status—essentially bringing spiritual or sacred ideals into the secular world of business. Khurana suggests that while charismatic leadership reaches its apotheosis in religious cults, it is very present in everyday corporate life, in slightly less extreme ways. He argues that the ascendance of charismatic leadership in corporate life reflects a return to an older, more volatile form of authority—one that lacks the stability of institutional rule. As I read Khurana’s book, I was comforted to know I’m not the only one who is concerned about the parallels between cult leaders I’ve known and charismatic leaders I’ve served under—and all the motivation, influence, power, and control techniques I’ve seen them use. Khurana builds on Weber’s position that charisma and rationality are incompatible, further suggesting that Western societies have traditionally shifted from charismatic leadership to governance based on formal rules.14 After the devastation caused by Hitler and Mussolini, Americans became deeply wary of leaders who rely too heavily on personal magnetism. One of the key democratic achievements, Khurana notes, is our ability to distinguish the person from the position they hold. One of the best ways I’ve heard this separation explained is that in America, your surgeon can be religious and still respected—until he tries to not operate on you because God told him so.


    So what happened in the ’80s and ’90s for us skeptical, rationally minded Americans to begin to shift, in both business and politics, toward giving all credit to, and hanging all our hopes on, charismatic leaders? When we gave Lee Iacocca credit for “single-handedly” saving Chrysler, we tended to forget about the government bailout, political landscape, and a multitude of other contributing factors. When we focused on Bill Gates as an individual genius who built an empire, we told ourselves, and the world, a certain story about leadership—the one where the leader was central. 


    I think it’s because of what we can call a kind of apocalypse—the abrupt end of the industrial age and the cataclysmic shift into the information age, a change that began in the late ’80s and shook the world so hard that it left not a single business untouched. A 2002 Harvard Magazine review of Khurana’s book tells us that “the trend toward charisma may have started when the idea took root that if a firm was doing poorly or well, it was because of the CEO…The image of a CEO changed from being a capable administrator to a leader—a motivating, flamboyant leader.”15 Business and politics were quick to respond to this narrative. It was easy to discard the dirty language of making money and instead embrace that of mission, vision, values, and purpose.


    The charismatic leader soon took on a whole new quality in the world of tech, with the rise of Steve Jobs being the most famous example (perhaps now rivaled by the more overt cult leader Elon Musk). Venture capital paid attention and fell in line, and the turn of the twenty-first century delivered countless stories of unicorn companies brought to greatness by one or two charismatic guys, and once in a while, a woman. Simultaneously, we experienced the ascension of the charismatic leader in politics, culminating with American presidential wins on both sides of the aisle by men who oozed inexplicable charisma, albeit very different from one another—Barack Obama and Donald Trump. It can be argued that neither candidate was qualified for the job of the most powerful man in the world, but both rode to stunning victories nevertheless, amid so many millions commenting on their “likeability” and counting on them to “save America.” 


    The success of the charismatic leader approach in tech and politics over the past thirty years has led to many businesses becoming more insular and siloed, and ever more enthralled by and beholden to the single leader at the top. And then came the stories of the survivors—former employees of companies like Zappos, WeWork, LuLaRoe, and Twitter who have described how insidious the creep of power and control was. Both the fervent commitment and the deplorable actions usually reserved in our minds for folks in cults are becoming more common in our everyday companies. Just look at any tech startup in Silicon Valley, where employees commonly work sixty-plus hours per week without complaint, following a single genius at the top with unwavering loyalty and obedience—and plied with free beer on tap, built-in community, and the promise that their product will somehow save the world. Every startup manual (or TikTok video) coaches young people (usually white men) on how to ramp up their charisma and give their employees a sense of life-or-death purpose in order to better motivate them to dedicate their time, labor, and brain power—and often money or earning potential elsewhere—to the company “mission.”


    With the growth of the internet, we’ve also seen the rise of the “thought leader” and “influencer,” ever more popular with the debut of each new social media platform. The cultivation of a “personal brand,” in today’s lingo, includes some element of shaping one’s naturally occurring personality traits into a charismatic persona. The social media platforms we all use seem to have been built to be inherently culty, where it is all too easy to tune out anyone whose views don’t align with yours, where members are labeled “followers,” and where leaders are rewarded by the algorithm gods for collecting more followers. Social media has given a platform to people with no medical or scientific education who can claim to be health experts and spread wild, sometimes harmful ideas, and sell their products—like Anthony William, aka “Medical Medium,” self-proclaimed chronic illness expert and celery juice evangelist with no formal medical training, whose authority on health comes from the medical advice bestowed upon him by angels, and who is seemingly legitimized by his millions of Instagram followers and endorsements by people like the queen of alternative wellness herself, Gwyneth Paltrow (remember her cousin Rebekah Neumann, wife of WeWork founder Adam Neumann?).16 People with no discernable talents, skills, or sometimes any actual product besides themselves can become the biggest social media leaders of all, and all because of their charisma (think of, say, the entire Kardashian family). This form of fame is so ubiquitous that more than half of kids aged twelve to fifteen now say their top career choice is social media influencer—more than those who aspire to traditional careers like doctor, teacher, lawyer, or athlete.17 


    Commitment to these business, political, or cultural gods has only intensified as the world has increased in noise and confusion pulling us in every direction, and with once-in-a-lifetime emergencies becoming our daily norm. In the early 2000s, when I walked out of a separatist cult my grandfather had joined in the ’70s, it was much rarer to meet an American like me, someone who had been cut off by their family and friends because of their refusal to adhere to one leader, guru, or totalitarian way of life. Now it seems like many of us have that story—whatever side of the equation we are on.


    
The Road to Deification


    Jim Jones started as a Christian pastor who grew his Northern California congregation with progressive messages of inclusivity and love, but eventually the Peoples Temple became pointedly non-Christian, with a focus on Jones as the ultimate head—their god and messiah, if you will. And he worked hard to become so. In his youth, Jones worked to develop the persuasive and charismatic skills he first encountered in Christian denominations such as Pentecostalism—abilities that would later serve him in leading a cult.18 He honed these skills and, as Amanda Montell describes in Cultish, “boasting the intonation and passion of a Baptist preacher, the complex theorizings of an Aristotelian philosopher, the folksy wit of a countryside fabler, and the ferocious zeal of a demented tyrant,” he became “a linguistic chameleon who possessed a monster arsenal of shrewd rhetorical strategies, which he wielded to attract and condition followers of all stripes.”19 Once he found his place as a preacher, Jones turned to advocating racial equality, something that, as a white man in the tumultuous 1960s, made him stand out. Being a racially conscious white pastor became his unique value proposition, and he convinced hundreds of Black Americans to join his congregation, helping build a church that was integrated to a level unheard of at the time.20 


    Over the next few years, Jones proved himself to be a master of the cult leader’s playbook, finding ways to increasingly isolate his followers and build their righteous, persecuted, paranoid, and apocalyptic group identity. As he gained more and more control, Jones eventually renounced religion altogether, claiming that it had always been his plan to use religion to make Marxism appear more palatable. His followers, trained not to question him, didn’t blink—and they no longer needed religion because Jim Jones had successfully replaced God in their hearts and minds. Jones had long feared government intervention in his church, a paranoia likely intensified by a persecution complex. When press allegations eventually prompted an investigation, he and the group fled California for Guyana. By the time he’d coaxed them into geographic isolation, where he had complete access to exploit their labor, he’d also turned himself into the venerable messiah of the Peoples Temple. 


    Whatever he said would now be taken as divine mandate by his followers, who were, according to the journalist Tim Reiterman,* “decent, hardworking, socially conscious people, some highly educated,” who “wanted to help their fellow man and serve God, not embrace a self-proclaimed deity on earth.”21 But it was too late, and the process of Jones’s deification was complete—they would follow their messiah anywhere, even as far as repeatedly rehearsing the act of “revolutionary suicide” in preparation for their coming apocalypse. The writer Shiva Naipaul argues that the Peoples Temple was at heart a fundamentalist religious project “obsessed with sin and images of apocalyptic destruction, authoritarian in its innermost impulses, instinctively thinking in terms of the saved and the damned.” The result, Naipaul writes, “was neither racial justice nor socialism but a messianic parody of both.”22 Nearly 1,000 dead in a mass murder/suicide was the ultimate result of one man’s deification. 


    The process of becoming a charismatic leader—which can be understood in its most extreme form by studying cult leaders like Jones—includes an element of deification, or how the leader makes themselves appear to be godlike: infallible, all-powerful, and all-knowing—even in secular vocations such as business or war. Kings of old relied on the power of deification to confer authority outright, speaking of the divine right of kings, while the pharaohs of ancient Egypt named themselves directly as god-rulers. Pick up any modern book on leadership and you’ll likely find a discussion of the power of myth when it comes to leadership, of holding oneself a bit separate and above while crafting a singular story of the superhero leader who arrives to save the day. And doesn’t that sound just a little bit like Weber’s concept of charismatic authority infusing magic back into our workaday lives? 


    One aspect of deification has to do with “being saved,” even in secular form. If a religious leader—or army general, or startup CEO, or wellness influencer—is riding in on a white horse to save us from hell, or terrorists, or the toxic byproducts and existential disappointments of the modern age, then we can put our faith in them, ultimately unburdening ourselves of both the responsibility of having to take action and the discomfort of uncertainty. In chaotic times, their sureness and clear picture of the path forward are a relief, even if what we’re moving toward is a kind of apocalypse—at least we know what to expect. Culty leaders thrive on this kind of teleological thinking, that is, approaching the future as though the outcome is already decided, whether in our religions, culture, work, or political viewpoint (we’ll talk more about teleology in chapter 10). 


    In Leaders: Myth and Reality, General Stanley McChrystal (commander of all coalition forces deployed to Afghanistan to fight the war on terror) says that although leaders are the subject of much scrutiny, “too many of us, seduced by the mythology of what good leadership looks like, miss the reality. We intuitively know that leadership is critical to success in the modern world, but we don’t really understand what that leadership consists of.”23 So we use storytelling to build our myths of the singular, heroic leader at the center of the story, the Chosen One who is endowed with special talents and traits not shared by mere mortal men. This sounds an awful lot like the Great Man theory popularized in the 1800s, which asserts that those in power are entitled to lead because of the traits they’ve been born with, and that history is nothing more than a collection of biographies of great and powerful men. No modern historian or sociologist worth their salt would take such a theory seriously, and yet the myth endures, encouraging people to follow and, as McChrystal says, “emulate painted idols rather than real people.”24 


    Anyone who was either transfixed by Adam Neumann’s performance at a WeWork company offsite or who was brought to God by the early impassioned sermons of Jim Jones could tell you that “being in the presence of an effective leader often feels akin to the pull of beautiful music or a rousing speech…We are inspired by the charismatic leader, even when we can’t put a finger on why.”25 An important part of this particular magic of charisma is the power of holding oneself as someone a bit separate, which creates an element of mysticism and mystery that cannot be explained, and further emphasizes to followers that the world is full of uncertainty but the leader alone has the answers. Even the US military swears by their policies that forbid officers from fraternizing with the soldiers under their command, because heaven forbid you are seen as a human and they begin to question your orders and authority when things go bang.26 


    Because we’ve failed to understand why charismatic leadership often produces its magic effect, we tend to focus on the outward traits that we feel make a “good leader”—extroversion, personableness, confidence—which causes us to ignore the deification process as these leaders turn themselves into mini-gods in their own companies, military units, churches, startups, nonprofits, and fandoms. Because we don’t fully grasp why the myth of the charismatic leader endures, we select, train, and assess leaders in ways that seem flawed or insufficient. From this decade, we have cases like FTX, Twitter, and Theranos, companies who seem to “have fallen victim to an all too popular belief that ‘superhero’ leadership trumps boring management,” according to Harvard Business Review.27 And General McChrystal tells us that “leadership is often more about the symbolism, meaning and future potential leaders hold for their system, and less about the results they produce.”28 In this, Adam Neumann shone brilliantly. He took the concept of a single word—we—and infused it with so much meaning, symbolism, and future potential that people simply failed to notice that the results were far from what had been promised, and that nothing was adding up. 


    It can be argued that our attitude toward the charismatic leader has come nearly full circle to be religious once again. This worshipful, unquestioning relationship to leadership is culturally ingrained in those of us raised in the Western, Judeo-Christian world, which itself has been defined by millennia of hierarchical, patriarchal spiritual traditions. If you look outside business, politics, and religion to the lower-stakes world of pop culture, you even see this holy/royal tendency in our seemingly harmless female-centric cultural icons: “Saint” Dolly Parton, “Queen” Bey (Beyoncé), not to mention the influential Taylor Swift fandom who rarely questions her, fiercely defends her online, and quickly mobilizes against perceived threats—whether or not she weighs in. Americans love to worship, whether it’s a pop music star who makes them feel empowered and understood, a CEO who will lead them to abundance, a religious leader who will teach them how to be righteous and give them a ticket to heaven, or a politician who will help them take their country back.


    According to Max Weber, authority can only be exercised when followers recognize and accept it.29 And just like in ancient times when seasons of disaster sent people rushing back to their gods, today’s social turmoil drives us to demand guidance from charismatic leaders in our organizations and groups. The actual process of deification, becoming godlike to a group of followers, hasn’t changed. Charismatic leaders, who love to think of themselves as unique, actually set predictable enough patterns that they appear “to have all attended the same Messiah school,” according to renowned cult expert Dr. Janja Lalich.30 


    It all starts innocently enough, usually with a big idea to change the world, though if we look back to cult leaders’ childhoods, there are usually signs that should have been concerning. Jim Jones had always been manipulative, deceitful, and willing to do whatever it took to make people follow him, while David Berg of the Children of God was over-controlled and abused by his parents and was already a sexual deviant at a young age.* Elizabeth Holmes, the CEO of Theranos and an “emotionally withdrawn child of a once-illustrious family being driven by a jealous mother who wanted her daughter to make a name for herself,”31 declared to her father (a vice president at Enron!) at the age of nine that all she “really want[ed] out of life [was] to discover something new, something that mankind didn’t know was possible to do.”32 Adam Neumann’s parents split early, leading to a turbulent childhood during which he lived in thirteen places before moving to the US at twenty-two.33 Life on a kibbutz as a teen, however, stood out as a positive experience thanks to the close bonds he formed there. In retrospect, it’s perhaps unsurprising that a kid whose early life was so fractured grew up to found a company that wanted to change the world with the “power of community.” Cult expert Dr. Steven Hassan* once told me that he thinks all cult leaders grew up in cults, that is to say situations of complete coercive control and culty dynamics. While we’ll probably never be able to confirm that, it is an intriguing concept. 


    I’m not saying, of course, that any of these things mean the child in question was predetermined to grow up to be a cult leader. Plenty of children have divorced parents, are ambitious from a young age, or move around a lot. But cult leaders are often people with significant experiences in childhood that forced them to develop skills of manipulation, turning them into somewhat of an ingénue of charisma, who desires to recreate those manipulative patterns. It’s not always a bad thing—if they don’t make bad choices. Jim Jones, for instance, initially built a reputation by accomplishing what investigative journalist and Jones biographer Jeff Guinn called “absolutely magnificent things.” In a Vice interview, Guinn explained: 


    If Jim Jones had been hit by a car and killed somewhere toward the end of the 1950s, he’d be remembered today as one of the great leaders in the early civil rights movement, and he would have earned that reputation. That makes what happened to him even sadder and actually more tragic. He had the ability to do great things, and instead he used his talent for provocation, for manipulation, and as a result, he’s remembered today as a terrible person. Frankly he earned that.34 


    It is a pattern we see often: Charismatic leaders use their unique talents to build something that most people would agree is good, but at some point in their accumulation of power, a kind of switch gets flipped, and they begin to weaponize the control they hold over their followers. In Jones’s case, years of amphetamine and barbiturate abuse were certainly exacerbating, but more than anything, he had become intoxicated by his own power.35 Just as nobody ever knowingly joins a cult, few people set out to actually start one, I would argue. The problem is that these leaders inevitably drink their own Kool-Aid—being deified by their followers gives them increasing proof that they are God, and they start to believe it. 


    This desire to acquire followers often becomes apparent in the early adulthood of the charismatic leader on the road to deification, punctuated with a series of attempts—and failures—to build themselves something, anything, with a following. David Berg was nothing but a “failed Pentecostal preacher and wildly successful alcoholic” before finding his calling by saving lost souls searching for meaning among the hippies gathering in California, according to Lauren Hough, a fellow survivor of the Children of God and author of Leaving Isn’t the Hardest Thing.36 Adam Neumann experimented with multiple product ideas, launched a company that failed before finding his initial success with GreenDesk, and later exploded onto the entrepreneurial scene with WeWork. Elizabeth Holmes had mediocre grades before she got into Stanford through a back door, but ultimately dropped out anyway. She only got investment for Theranos because of strings her father could pull, and an overreliance on her charisma and famous ancestors.37 Keith Raniere was involved in starting a myriad of companies before finding “success” with NXIVM. Their stories all ring with a familiar note: These individuals needed to build something. What it was wasn’t important, as long as it came with followers. 


    Once they’ve built something, these charismatic leaders set their unique talents to code-switching in order to become something to one segment of their followers and something else to another, which Jones was known to be an expert at. Code-switching is an important tool in the arsenal of the aspiring cult leader, as it allows them to speak “in several tongues at once…appealing to different but overlapping audiences” according to Derek Beres, Matthew Remski, and Julian Walker of the hit podcast Conspirituality and book Conspirituality: How New Age Conspiracy Theories Became a Health Threat.38 It also has the benefit of keeping their followers off-balance, never knowing what will happen next. We can see this easily in the rantings of cult leaders (who usually show a fondness for having themselves recorded, so no “pearls of wisdom” might slip away). But we can also see it in the famously mercurial temperament of Steve Jobs; or in Donald Trump’s habit of nicknaming political opponents and allies alike; or even in a Bikram hot yoga teacher training, where students are yelled at, insulted, and forced to keep going to the point of fainting or vomiting—which then makes the little nuggets of approval feel like a sacred blessing.39 Hot-and-cold behavior is often accompanied by threats of “if you don’t like it, you’re free to leave anytime,” a loaded phrase intended to remind you of the exit costs you incur by disagreeing on any point with the guy at the top (more on exit costs in chapter 9).


    Aspiring cult leaders often become politically or socially active, which helps attract passionate and intelligent followers who are willing to work hard for change and are seeking a transcendent mission (more on this in chapter 3), such as save the world before the end of days (David Berg), unlock your ultimate potential (Keith Raniere), transform medical science (Elizabeth Holmes), become the first nation to ever win a counterinsurgency fight (General David Petraeus), or “elevate the world’s consciousness”40 (Rebekah Neumann and countless New Age and alt-health influencers). This grandiose mission can be weaponized to transform the worldviews of their followers, bringing them under a shared sacred assumption (more on this in chapter 2), which is usually centered around the absolute superiority of the leader or the group. 


    As we’ve touched on in this chapter, mythology is extremely important to authoritarian or charismatic forms of leadership—the leader derives much of their power from the mythology that surrounds them and justifies their authority in the first place. In cults, this mythology, a focus on the founder’s image and story (often accompanied by everyone celebrating the leader’s birthday), and the group’s origin story all contribute to the process of deification. The past failings of the leader can be included in this story: David Berg struggled until God called him to be a prophet, Adam Neumann had his string of big ideas, and Keith Raniere told fantastical stories about what conspired to keep success from his grasp prior to NXIVM. The cult leader knows he must address his earlier failure, so he writes it into his mythology: I just hadn’t found the right thing (or God hadn’t yet found me ready), and then after a sufficient number of trials and tribulations, I was chosen and saved. Cult leaders are usually the cult’s original salvation story, their example serving as a promise to their followers.


    With deification well underway, the cult leader turns their attention to blurring the line between themself and any God figure they may have initially claimed to be speaking for. In the Children of God, David Berg said his revelations and the words in the Bible were of equal importance, while David Koresh told his followers he was the Messiah come anew. Sarah Edmonson, one of the whistleblowers of NXIVM, tells us in her book Scarred: The True Story of How I Escaped NXIVM, the Cult that Bound My Life that Keith Raniere’s teachings “were making us…disciples. He wanted us to worship him.”41 Raniere bragged to his followers that he’d even had people killed for his beliefs. Meanwhile, at a campaign rally in early 2016, Donald Trump declared his godlike status to Americans when he bragged that he could shoot a man on 5th Avenue and his followers would still vote for him. The New York Times, in its review of The Cult of We: WeWork, Adam Neumann, and the Great Startup Delusion—the definitive insider account of WeWork—called Adam Neumann “a startup demagogue who aspired to be a demigod, but got hamstrung by his ego and greed.”42 The leader may also claim some actual godlike powers—like Jim Jones staging miracle healings, various New Age “channelers” talking with the Universal Spirit (or sometimes aliens) or accessing the cosmic library of the Akashic records, or Elizabeth Holmes perpetuating tales of medical miracles from her cunningly fake technology.


    The final step for these leaders in achieving demigod status is usually a ruthless culling of their formerly dedicated followers and the organization’s leaders. Jim Jones surrounded himself with only yes-men and -women, to the point that he was never criticized and constantly told how brilliant and wonderful he was. Keith Raniere moved people around in the NXIVM organization and threatened to demote people down his “stripe path” if they questioned him.43 David Berg was so dedicated to constantly replacing leaders to keep them off balance that his targets included his own wife and four children and many of the people who’d started the organization with him. Elizabeth Holmes testified that she owned 51 percent of Theranos and could fire CEO Ramesh Balwani at any time,44 which in practice included “employees who questioned [Theranos] technology, its quality control or its ethics.”45 Rebekah Neumann is said to have fired a mechanic for WeWork’s Gulfstream jet within minutes of meeting him because she didn’t like his energy. This wasn’t a one-time thing. “When her husband needed to thin out the ranks, Rebekah would allegedly walk through the WeWork offices looking for anyone giving off bad energy.”46 And everyone has heard way too much about Donald Trump’s penchant for firing people. 


    With their authority now nearly complete, and with nobody left who might dare to question them, these men’s (and occasionally women’s) paths to greatness predictably include isolating their followers, demanding more of their labor, demonizing formal education, discouraging followers from going to anyone but the leader themself for advice, and failing to delineate the edges of their own education or expertise (as true experts will do). They impose themselves further in their followers’ lives: giving reading advice or banning certain types of books, giving medical advice or forbidding traditional medical care, as well as giving exercise advice, sexual advice, or other forms of “life coaching.” Their aim is to convince their followers that the leader alone holds all the answers, while portraying the outside world as not only misguided but beneath them. Such controlling behavior may sound extreme, but look no further than your average evangelical Christian community and see how much power the pastor has over the everyday choices of his congregants. 


    And the reality is, being devoted to a guru or messiah figure without the ability to critically question is not just foolish but incredibly dangerous. As Thomas Robbins notes in the Encyclopedia of Religion and Society, when followers justify their leader’s unpredictable behavior (a pattern known as the “deification of idiosyncrasy”), and when there are no institutional checks on that power, it creates conditions where extreme or even violent actions can occur.47 Scholars like Roy Wallis and Steve Bruce, who write about the volatility of charismatic authority, say that this type of authority creates conditions that allow for sexual misconduct and violence, as seen in groups like the Peoples Temple, Synanon, and the Children of God. Charismatic leadership, they suggest, can open the door for leaders to act on their more destructive or harmful impulses.48 


    Charisma is so powerful that it can be impervious to rationality. In a review of Rakesh Khurana’s book Searching for a Corporate Savior, Craig Lambert writes that “charismatic authority is a precarious, profoundly vulnerable thing, as history has repeatedly proved,” and that


    allegiance to charismatic leaders is in fact antithetical to an open society. The atavistic corporate quest for charismatic CEOs, with its deference to the personality and vision of a particular individual, comes bundled with risks of abuse, misconduct, and incompetence. The results are now spread before us, and their name is not Legion, but Enron.49 


    As enamored by hero and superhero narratives as we are, it is far too easy for individuals to be deified in our society—from the online yoga teacher who claims a certain pose can heal your trauma, to the brilliant but erratic CEO of the startup you work for, to that Tony Robbins seminar your cousin won’t stop talking about, to the man who your aunt is still convinced the 2020 presidential election was stolen from. I like the words of Dr. Janja Lalich—a brilliant sociologist who once fell for her own political guru-turned-cult-leader, who in an interview warns us: “There are no gurus.”50 
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