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I dedicate this book to all those who have suffered from abusive mind control in the hope that it helps them heal. Freedom of mind—which includes critical thinking, pursuing facts, listening to one’s conscience, and acting with integrity—is the foundation of all our other freedoms, including freedom of religion.







AUTHOR’S NOTE

I was nineteen and attending Queens College when I was recruited—tricked—into joining a dangerous mind-controlling cult: Sun Myung Moon’s Unification Church. During my time in the group, I experienced a radical personality change, fervently believing and spreading the cult’s doctrine. I felt totally in control of my mind and thoughts—something I can now confidently say was not the case. It was only through luck, and some clever maneuvering on my family’s part, that I was able to free myself. I was a cult member for only two and a half years. I’m one of the fortunate ones. Since then, I’ve become a mental health professional and have devoted my life to helping people break free from destructive cults, passing on the lessons learned through my own deprogramming. Over the past forty years, I’ve gotten a close look at hundreds of dangerous groups—as well as individual relationships—and know what, exactly, makes them destructive and cultish. I have spoken out publicly about cults and have faced a lot of backlash from some pretty scary and powerful organizations. I’ve faced lawsuits, death threats, and slander upon my character. Still, I feel privileged to do the work that I do.

I talk to a lot of people, some of whom disagree with me, and it’s important for me—both personally and professionally—to be as unbiased and trustworthy as possible. The people whom I help—along with their families—need to trust that I am telling the truth. I have always sought to be nonpartisan and keep politics out of my work. But Donald Trump’s authoritarian tendencies, and the cultlike aspects of his presidency, have become too obvious to ignore. I realize that the title of this book, The Cult of Trump, and its central argument—that the president of the United States may be viewed as the leader of a cult—may be off-putting, if not outrageous, to some. I hope that my expertise, which I have gained through decades of work, will persuade you to continue with an open mind. My goal is not to write a political book about Trump—many have already been written—but instead to look at the Trump presidency through the lens of psychology, and in particular the psychology of mind manipulation and influence. I believe that the ultimate weapon against mind control is knowledge and awareness. That is what I try to provide in this book.

I have done my best to ensure that the material in this book is as accurate and verifiable as possible. Of course, when writing about another person, there is always a certain amount of subjectivity, and many opportunities for bias to creep in. I have no doubt that some will take issue with what I have written. I ask you to take the wider view. I also invite you to differ with me. My goal is to empower people to think for themselves, which may mean moving outside of our ideological bubbles.

This is a book about an area of human behavior that I liken to a dark forest. As a former cult member, I personally have seen the trees, as have millions of people who have escaped destructive groups and found their way to freedom. As a mental health professional, I’ve also spent decades mapping the contours of the cult mind control phenomenon. My hope is that this book may help point a way out of the dark forest of authoritarianism.

Steven Hassan

April 2019




INTRODUCTION

I know but one freedom, and that is the freedom of the mind.

—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

When Donald J. Trump announced he was running for the presidency of the United States, I had a hard time taking him seriously. Like many Americans, I could not imagine that a reality TV star—especially one so brash and controversial—might soon become the most powerful person on Earth. Trump and I grew up about a mile from each other in Queens, New York, but I knew little about him. I once watched about ten minutes of an episode of The Apprentice and switched stations. I was surprised by the intensity of Trump’s support, especially from evangelical Christians. He was a casino mogul and a notorious playboy and philanderer, who married—and fathered children with—three different women. He regularly told outright lies and, when challenged, would stubbornly double down on them. How could he possibly gain enough support among the conservative Christians who would be so important for him to be elected?

As I watched him pick off, one by one, his fellow GOP contenders, I had no choice but to take him seriously. I have spent many years studying influence—how people systematically use psychological and social techniques for their own ends. It became clear to me that Trump was exploiting those methods to great effect. He certainly was not playing by traditional political rules. He was a master media manipulator, calling media outlets like Fox News to insult his opponents and brag about his own accomplishments, attracting the attention of other cable networks like CNN and MSNBC with his circuslike behavior—and gaining an estimated $2 billion worth of free publicity.1 He was an entertaining, if blustery, speaker who used simplistic, almost hypnotically repetitious, terms. He gave insulting but catchy nicknames to his opponents—“Crooked Hillary,” “Lying Ted,” “Low Energy Jeb”—and used slogans that became rousing anthems at his rallies—“Lock her up” and “Build the Wall.”

I had a bizarre kind of déjà vu. It struck me that Trump was exhibiting many of the same behaviors that I had seen in the late Korean cult leader Sun Myung Moon, whom I had worshipped as the messiah in the mid-seventies. Moon had promised to make America—indeed the entire world—great. He promised a re-creation of the Garden of Eden. No wars, poverty, crime. Everyone would live in harmony together in God’s paradise on earth. Moon, of course, was not a messiah, nor were his aims beneficent. That is the case with many cult leaders—they promise something that people want to believe in but that they can never actually deliver. They do so by utilizing a set of influence techniques that can be likened to a cult leader’s playbook.

I now believe—and it is the argument of this book—that Trump has gotten where he is today in large part because he has exploited that same playbook. Trump’s air of absolute confidence, his grandiosity—“Only I can fix this”—his practice of sowing fear and confusion, his demand for absolute loyalty, his tendency to lie and create alternative “facts” and realities, his shunning and belittling critics and ex-believers—these are the same methods used by Moon and other cult leaders such as L. Ron Hubbard, David Koresh, Lyndon LaRouche, and Jim Jones, to name just a few high-profile ones. Moon thought American democracy was satanic, and sought to install in its place a worldwide theocracy with himself at the head. His family and designates were 100 percent loyal and obedient. They promised to do whatever they were told, including, as I found out in my top leadership meetings, amending the Constitution to make it legal to execute those who were not faithful to Moon’s policies. As I watched Trump, especially as he has revealed his infatuation with authoritarian leaders like Vladimir Putin, Recip Tayyip Erdogan, and Kim Jong-un, I grew worried that he might have similar aspirations or, at the very least, that he might try to push American democracy toward authoritarianism. When a leader gains psychological sway over his followers and also over other politicians—members of Congress, the cabinet, and even the judiciary—the checks and balances of healthy democracy can be stripped away.

Once I noticed the connections between Trump and Moon, I could not stop seeing them. My colleagues who have studied cults, especially those who are former members, agreed with my assessment when I started blogging about Trump in 2015. One of the most effective and insidious of Moon’s techniques, and of many cult leaders, is the way he manipulated his followers’ emotions. He would begin by making them feel special, part of an “inside” group in opposition to unenlightened, unbelieving dangerous “outsiders.” Playing on ancient human tribal tendencies, cult leaders encourage a kind of dualistic “us versus them” mindset. Trump uses this trope constantly, and to great effect. During his campaign rallies, he would single out members of the audience whom he perceived as hostile and eject them, often to deafening cheers from his supporters. He was demonstrating who counts as “us,” and what needs to be done about “them.”

Like Moon, Trump commands, and even demands, devotion and adoration from his audiences, but I also saw telling differences. Trump’s over 500 rallies are far more choreographed and stage-managed than Moon’s mass assemblies ever were. Rousing patriotic music heralds his appearance onstage, while enthusiastic supporters stand behind him cheering. Trump rallies are also, strangely, more intimate. Part of Trump’s effectiveness is the way he talks to his audience, taking them into his confidence with personal asides, talking about how misunderstood and maligned he is by the media. He further earns his followers’ sympathy and allegiance by telling them how great they are to be followers of his, and how much he loves them.

Moon always set himself apart, which was appropriate for someone who was, as he was fond of saying, “ten times greater than Jesus.” But just beneath the surface of Trump’s woe-is-me facade is a messianic streak. He may not come out and say that he believes he is a messiah, but he has done nothing to dispel the notion, popular among some Christian followers, that God has chosen him to be their leader. Certainly he makes no bones about the fact that he is the only one who can restore America to an imagined past glory—and save them from a terrible future. One of Trump’s earliest campaign moves was to establish the image of a great shining Wall in the minds of his followers. The Wall was a key piece of Trump propaganda to insulate, isolate, and elevate America from the rest of the dangerous world. The idea was actually suggested by political consultants Roger Stone and Sam Nunberg, who were looking for a mnemonic device that would keep Trump on message.2 Trump didn’t love the idea at first, but he tried it out at a rally and the crowds went crazy.3 It turned out to be a stroke of marketing genius. Not only did it play on the us versus them trope, but it also allowed Trump to conjure images of murderers and rapists amassing at the southern border. It allowed him to instill fear in the hearts and minds of his followers, far beyond what is the norm at campaign rallies and yet straight out of the cult leader playbook. The Muslim ban, which Trump tried to implement early in his presidency, was a variation on this theme as many of the Christian right fear that Islam wants to rule the world and impose sharia law on Americans.

Trump uses all kinds of cult tactics—lying, insulting opponents, projecting his weaknesses onto others, deflecting, distracting, presenting alternative facts and competing versions of reality—to confuse, disorient, and ultimately coerce his followers. Repetition programs the beliefs into the unconscious. But fearmongering tops the list. In my experience, phobia indoctrination—the creation of fearful thoughts to promote and reinforce a desired set of beliefs or behaviors in followers—is one of the most powerful and universal techniques in the cult leader’s arsenal. This is why Trump spends so much air and Twitter time painting a frightening picture of the danger posed by immigrants—Mexicans, Muslims, the migrant caravan. The more vivid the thought or image installed in people’s minds, the greater a hold it has, and the less susceptible it is to rational or critical thought. There are other enemies in Trump’s world—globalists, radical left-wing Democrats, socialists, Hollywood actors, the liberal media—all of whom want to destroy America. Inspiring fear of real or imagined threats overrides people’s sense of agency. It makes them susceptible to a confident authority figure who promises to keep them safe, and can make them more compliant and obedient.

Fear defines Trump’s philosophy, his personality, and his presidency. It is also his definition of power, according to Bob Woodward’s aptly titled book, Fear. In it, Woodward reported that Trump told him: “Real power is, I don’t even want to use the word: fear.” Trump, like cult leaders and dictators throughout history, seizes upon people’s needs and fears and amplifies them. Like these authoritarian leaders, he may manufacture problems that do not exist, and then say “trust me” or “believe me” and promise that only he can fix it.

Given the right circumstances, sane, rational, well-adjusted people can be made to consider and ultimately believe the most outrageous leaders and propositions. There is a method to the madness. Cult leaders may look and behave differently, but even the craziest, most chaotic ones follow a similar pattern. While they usually have no academic training, they are masters of human psychology, especially social psychology. They understand that human beings are social creatures who, at some level, are wired to follow leaders and powerful members of their group. They know that they can confuse people with false information and lies, and then sow doubt by claiming that they never said what they said in the first place. People like to think they are rational and in control, but the lessons of history and social psychology demonstrate, time and again, that simply isn’t so. We go about our days, and our lives, using unconscious mental models. When cult leaders manipulate those models, in subtle and overt ways, we can be persuaded to believe and do things we might never have considered without such systematic psychological influence.

Ultimately, their goal is to make people dependent and obedient. Before the 24/7 world of smartphones and the internet, cult leaders would physically isolate members in order to control all aspects of their lives—their behavior, information, thoughts, and emotions, or what I call the BITE model of indoctrination. But physical isolation is not always necessary for indoctrination to occur. Through the media and the internet, people can be indoctrinated—and even recruited—on their smartphones or in their own homes. Some cult leaders, including pimps and human traffickers, use smartphones and digital technology to monitor and control their followers.

Taken to an extreme, the indoctrination process can break down a person’s fundamental identity to such an extent that they could be said to have a new pseudo-identity, cast in the image of the group’s leader or ideology. In her documentary, The Brainwashing of My Dad, Jen Senko shows how her once loving and liberal father, Frank, came to espouse hate-filled racist views after listening to Rush Limbaugh and other right-wing radio hosts for many hours a day while commuting to work. He was essentially radicalized by these shows and also by Fox News television. I have met and heard about followers of Trump who have undergone radical personality changes, adopting viewpoints that would have been abhorrent to their former selves. Perhaps most confounding is how so many devout Christians have come to believe that a man who cheated on his pregnant wife was handpicked by God to be president.

Of course, Trump is not carrying out this indoctrination single-handedly through his Twitter account. In the case of Frank Senko and many others, Trump was aided by a vast and mutually supportive right-wing media machine—notably news programming like Fox, Breitbart, Sinclair, Nexstar, Trinity Broadcasting Network, and many others. He has also been helped by internet trolls, social media manipulators, and even—as has been shown by numerous federal investigations—by agents of the Russian government.

Some may reject the characterization of Trump and his followers, including members of his administration, as a cult. The cult of Trump does not fit the stereotype of religious devotees dressed in special garb—Hare Krishnas in their saffron robes or followers of the late cult leader Rajneesh (also known as Osho) clothed in red. It turns out, these cults are the exceptions. Most people involved in destructive cults dress like you or me, and many work regular jobs. Nor are they necessarily religious—there are political cults as well as psychotherapy and commercial cults as well as personality cults. As we will see, it’s not their beliefs that define these groups as cults but the way they deceptively recruit, indoctrinate, and ultimately control the lives of their members. It may be hard to view an elected figure, much less the president of the United States, in this light. But having worked with victims of cult leaders for more than four decades, the warning signs are hiding in plain sight.

I am not alone in seeing them. On June 7, 2018, the New York Times ran an editorial, “The Cult of Trump,” describing how the Republican Party was obediently, almost blindly, rallying around the president in a cult of personality.4 Former Tennessee Republican senator Bob Corker was quoted in the Washington Post as saying, “It’s becoming a cultish thing, isn’t it?” In 2019, Maryland Democratic representative Jamie Raskin said, “The Republican party is almost like a religious cult surrounding an organized crime family. That’s the mentality.”5 Former White House staffer and Apprentice contestant Omarosa Manigault Newman ends her book, Unhinged, with these memorable words: “I’ve escaped from the cult of Trumpworld. I’m free.”

Prominent psychiatrists and psychologists detailed their concerns in The Dangerous Case of Donald Trump: 37 Psychiatrists and Mental Health Experts Assess a President, edited by Yale forensic psychiatrist Bandy X. Lee. The book is filled with descriptions and also dire warnings about Trump’s mental health and his fitness to serve. “In Donald Trump,” one of the authors in the book declares, “we have a frightening Venn diagram consisting of three circles: the first is extreme present hedonism; the second, narcissism; and the third, bullying behavior. These three circles overlap in the middle to create an impulsive, immature, incompetent person who, when in the position of ultimate power, easily slides into the role of tyrant, complete with family members sitting at his proverbial ‘ruling table.’ Like a fledgling dictator, he plants psychological seeds of treachery in sections of our population that reinforce already negative attitudes.”

Perhaps most pertinent are my many colleagues in the field of cult studies—researchers, academics, and practitioners such as Robert Jay Lifton, Philip Zimbardo, Jon Atack, Stephen Kent, Steve Eichel, Janja Lalich, Alan Scheflin, Dennis Tourish, Alexandra Stein, Dan Shaw, and others—who see, all too clearly, the cultlike aspects of the Trump presidency.

In this book, I will show how Trump employs many of the same techniques as prominent cult leaders, and displays many of the same personality traits. He has persuaded millions of people to support, believe, and even adore him by exerting control in four overlapping areas: Behavior, Information, Thought, and Emotion (BITE). I will describe how cult leaders exert control in each of these areas and then show how Trump and his adherents have exploited them to their own ends.

They may not approach people on street corners like members of the Moon cult (often referred to as Moonies) did, but Trump and his supporters are using social and mainstream media to gain access to followers in ways Moon never could. Through his barrage of daily tweets, Trump sows confusion and distorts reality, and has ultimately called into question the foundations of national institutions. Questioning government, politicians, and the media are all signs of a healthy democracy, one that values free and critical thinking. Trump’s exhortations do the opposite. By promoting the idea of “fake news” and calling journalists who disagree with him “enemies of the people,” he is closing his followers’ minds to disconfirming evidence and arguments. He sounds to me like notorious cult leader Jim Jones, who, as he was taking his last breaths, told his followers at Jonestown that it was all “the media’s fault—don’t believe them.”

Over the years, I’ve received thousands of calls, emails, and letters from people who have lost loved ones to a destructive group or relationship. Many describe how their loved one has undergone a radical personality change. They are not the loving son, daughter, parent, or friend they once knew. They hold beliefs that are diametrically opposed to the values they once held and are not willing to discuss issues and look at facts. A similar thing appears to be happening to the nation and to individual families and relationships, many of which have been broken by the recent presidential election. I have known critics as well as supporters of Trump who are rigidly closed-minded to any opposing evidence or information. I encourage them to think analytically and consciously and not on “automatic pilot.”

What I’ve learned in working with such people is that attacking a person’s beliefs is doomed to fail. When I first began confronting this reality, I realized I had to develop a process to help people recover their individual faculties and, ultimately, their true, or authentic, selves. I found that to reach that authentic self, I needed to encourage a positive, warm relationship between cult members and families—essentially, to build trust and rapport—while raising essential questions for cult members to consider. My goal in this book is to educate and inspire people to regain their capacity for critical thinking and to free their own minds. By presenting this approach, and showing how it applies to the current situation, my hope is that it might be used to heal fractured families, fractured relationships, and a fractured nation.






CHAPTER ONE What Is a Cult?


Few political scenes have been as strange and unsettling as Donald Trump’s first cabinet meeting, which took place six months into his tenure. It was televised, though there seemed to be no real agenda. The camera panned around the room as members of the president’s cabinet, one by one, praised Trump.

“We thank you for the opportunity and the blessing to serve your agenda,” said then chief of staff Reince Priebus. Agriculture secretary Sonny Perdue, just back from a trip to Mississippi, said, “They love you there, Mr. President.” Outdoing the previous devotional, Steve Mnuchin, the Treasury secretary, told Trump that it was a “great honor traveling with you around the country for the last year, and an even greater honor to be here serving on your cabinet.” Labor secretary Alexander Acosta also claimed to be “privileged and honored,” echoing words used earlier by Vice President Mike Pence, who set the tone for what amounted to a spectacle of love and flattery.

It was stunning. The country had already witnessed the almost daily onslaught of bizarre and contradictory statements and behavior coming from the Trump White House, but this should have been different. Wasn’t the cabinet supposed to give the president unadulterated, honest advice for running the country, not praise him or stroke his ego? It seemed that the video cameras had been allowed into the room for the sole purpose of publicizing the fawning display. As the members carried on their praise, Trump smiled, almost gleefully, nodding vigorously. He interrupted the adulation just long enough to offer his own somewhat contradictory self-praise.

“I will say that never has there been a president, with a few exceptions—in the case of FDR, he had a major depression to handle—who’s passed more legislation, who’s done more things than what we’ve done.”

Some forty years earlier, I was seated in a closed room with another narcissistic leader, Sun Myung Moon—the self-ordained reverend and leader of the Unification Church, popularly known as the Moonies—along with a number of his most devoted followers. I was only twenty years old but was being groomed for a leadership role. All of us in the room understood how blessed we were to be in Moon’s presence. We adored him as the greatest man who ever lived. If we had doubts or criticisms, we were taught to block, or “thought stop,” them. If we dared disagree or point out inconsistencies, we would be kicked out. It seemed the only difference was that the Moon meetings always began with us bowing and even kneeling with our heads to the floor. (Trump would narrow the grandiosity gap when he accused Democrats of treason for not clapping during his first State of the Union address.)

Did Trump’s cabinet members believe what they were saying? Did they know what they were getting into when they agreed to serve? I did not knowingly join the Moon cult. I was nineteen, newly split from my girlfriend, and was sitting in the Queens College student union cafeteria when I was approached by three attractive women—students, or so they said. The women turned out to be members of a front group for Moon’s Unification Church. They invited me to dinner that evening, and over the following weeks, I experienced the full arsenal of influence techniques. I cut off connection with my family and friends—and my previous life and self—and was thrown into recruiting and indoctrinating others. Before I knew it, I was rising rapidly through the Moonie ranks. I was already a fanatical follower of Moon when I was invited into his inner sanctum, though the proximity to power was a heady incentive to do even more for him.

Trump’s appointees may not have been passionate followers when they had that first televised meeting with Trump, but simply being invited to join the cabinet, where they might exercise real power, already tied them to Trump. To my eyes, a huge amount of social and psychological manipulation was happening inside that meeting room. Not all of it came from Trump. Some of it came from the cabinet members themselves who felt compelled to outdo one another in their praise—and it is often true that cult members compete with and indoctrinate one another.

But most of the pressure did come from Trump. How could it be otherwise when the president equates power with fear? Mnuchin, Acosta, and the others had already seen, as had the world, what happens to those who “betray” Trump—the shunning, bullying, baiting, and outright expulsion. They had seen Trump unleash the full fury of his anger on one of his earliest and most devoted followers, then attorney general Jeff Sessions, for recusing himself from the FBI investigation into possible collusion with Russia during Trump’s presidential campaign. They had seen Trump fire the head of the FBI, James Comey, for reportedly refusing to stop that same investigation.

The parallels between Trump and Moon—and also other cult leaders—extend far beyond that cabinet meeting, as we will see. But simply using the word “cult” conjures up all kinds of images in people’s minds, which raises the central question: what is a cult?

Say the word and most people usually think of a religious group. Merriam-Webster dictionary defines it as “a religion regarded as unorthodox or spurious.” According to Google, it is “a relatively small group of people having religious beliefs or practices regarded by others as strange or sinister.” Some expand the definition beyond religion to a “small or narrow circle of persons united by devotion or allegiance to some artistic or intellectual program, tendency, or figure.” In fact, most cults do tend to revolve around a central figure—the leader. Cult leaders often appear to be devoted to, and even embody, the religion or ideology practiced by their group. In my experience, cult leaders are often motivated by three things: power, money, and sex—in that order. It is estimated that there are now more than five thousand destructive cults operating in the United States, of varying size, directly—and unduly—influencing millions of people.

THE STUDY OF BRAINWASHING

Though cults have been around for centuries, it was during the second half of the twentieth century that they were approached in a systematic fashion. The former air force and Yale psychiatrist Robert Jay Lifton was one of the first to study how authoritarian leaders and regimes, such as those experienced in a cult, exert their power. Lifton spent much of the 1950s studying the experiences of political prisoners in China and American soldiers held as prisoners during the Korean War. He came to understand that under conditions of totalitarianism, the human mind can be systematically broken down and remade to believe the exact opposite of what it once did. In his seminal 1961 work, Thought Reform and the Psychology of Totalism, Lifton identified eight criteria of what he called “thought reform,” popularly known as “brainwashing” (a term coined in the early 1950s by the intelligence agent and writer Edward Hunter to describe how the Chinese communist army was turning people into followers). The Trump parallels are striking:


1. Milieu control. The leader, or inner circle, has complete control of information—how and where it is communicated, disseminated, and consumed, resulting in nearly complete isolation from the outside world. People learn to trust only the publications and news that come from the group itself. (The rest is “fake,” in Trump parlance.) Eventually, people internalize the group mindset, becoming their own “mental police.”

2. Mystical manipulation. Group and individual experiences are contrived, engineered, and even staged in a way that makes them seem spontaneous and even supernatural or divine. A leader may be told something about a new member and then present that knowledge to the new recruit as if they had somehow divined it. Witnessing such things, the member believes that there are mystical forces at work.

3. Demand for purity. Viewing the world in simple binary terms, as “black versus white,” “good versus evil,” members are told that they must strive for perfection—no messy gray zones. They are set impossible standards of performance, resulting in feelings of guilt and shame. No matter how hard a person tries, they always fall short, feel bad, and work even harder. (Out of twenty-four cabinet posts, at least forty-six appointees have been fired or resigned since Trump’s inauguration, a record for the presidency.1)

4. Confession. Personal boundaries are broken down and destroyed. Every thought, feeling, or action—past or present—that does not conform to the group’s rules should be shared or confessed, either publicly or to a personal monitor. Nor is the information forgiven or forgotten. Rather, it can be used by the leader or group to control members whenever the person needs to be put in line. (Trump appears to have an elephant’s memory for perceived betrayals.)

5. Sacred science. Group ideology or doctrine is considered to be absolutely, scientifically, and morally true—no room for questions or alternative viewpoints. The leader, often seen as a spokesperson for God, is above any criticism. (Trump, who denies the scientific evidence of climate change and regularly ignores and even denigrates science, could be said to put his own spin on this, promoting a kind of “sacred anti-science.”)

6. Loading the language. Members learn a new vocabulary that is designed to constrict their thinking into absolute, black-and-white, thought-stopping clichés that conform to group ideology. (“Lock her up” and “Build the Wall” are Trumpian examples. Even his put-downs and nicknames—Crooked Hillary, Pocahontas for Elizabeth Warren—function to block other thoughts. Terms like “deep state” and “globalist” also act as triggers. They rouse emotion and direct attention.)

7. Doctrine over person. Group ideology is privileged far above a member’s experience, conscience, and integrity. If a member doubts or has critical thoughts about those beliefs, it is due to their own shortcomings.

8. Dispensing of existence. Only those who belong to the group have the right to exist. All ex-members and critics or dissidents do not. This is perhaps the most defining and potentially the most dangerous of all of Lifton’s criteria. Taken to an extreme, which it has been by some cult groups, it can lead to murderous and even genocidal actions. Trump doesn’t go that far, but some have argued that his racist tweets—against Muslims, Mexicans, and immigrants—may have fueled hate crimes, such as the killing of Heather Heyer in Charlottesville and eleven people at the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh, to name just a few. The FBI has reported that hate crimes went up 17 percent in 2017 alone, continuing a three-year rise.2



THE MYSTERY OF MIND CONTROL

In addition to Lifton, researchers such as army psychologist Margaret Singer, psychologist Edgar Schein, and military psychiatrist Louis Jolyon West had been studying American POWs held captive by Korean and Chinese communists and were making contributions to understanding coercive persuasion and cults. Singer would later write a book, Cults in Our Midst, with cult expert Janja Lalich, identifying six conditions for exerting undue influence on a person.


	Keep them unaware of what is happening and how they are being changed one step at a time.

	Control their social and/or physical environment, especially time.

	
Systematically create a sense of personal powerlessness.

	Implement a system of rewards, punishments, and experiences that inhibits behavior that might reflect the person’s former social identity.

	Implement a system of rewards, punishments, and experiences that promotes learning the group’s ideology or belief system and group-approved behaviors.

	Put forth a closed system of logic and an authoritarian structure that permits no feedback and cannot be modified except by the leaders.



Whatever term you wish to use—mind control, thought reform, brainwashing—it is ultimately a process that disrupts an individual’s ability to make independent decisions from within their own identity.

After World War II, American intelligence agencies began to aggressively engage in mind control research. The CIA performed drug, electroshock, and hypnosis experiments on human subjects in order to develop new ways of extracting information and confessions from Soviet spies and other captives, largely, they claimed, in response to the alleged use of mind control techniques on U.S. prisoners during the Korean War. This program, code-named MK-ULTRA, began in 1953 and continued for nearly twenty years, during which time fear of communism was reaching new heights.

Meanwhile, branches of the military—including the newly formed Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA), which was created in 1958 in response to the Soviet launching of Sputnik 1—began funding the work of social psychologists at major universities, as well as in branches of the armed forces. Two of these military-funded projects came to fruition in the early 1970s, each showing in a different way how easily people can be influenced by authoritarian settings. Stanley Milgram, working at Yale University, conducted experiments showing that subjects could be induced to administer ever more powerful and painful electric shocks to what they thought were innocent subjects when directed by an authority figure. Meanwhile, Philip Zimbardo, in his famous Stanford Prison Experiment, showed how easily and rapidly subjects—in this case, college students who were randomly assigned to play the part of either prisoner or guard—would take on social roles, exhibiting either submissive or authoritarian behaviors, sometimes in quite extreme fashion. After six days, Zimbardo had to stop what was to be a two-week experiment.

Spurred in part by this and other new research, destructive groups were developing ever more sophisticated techniques. During the late 1960s, the Human Potential Movement in psychology began to experiment with approaches that might enhance people’s lives. One of these was a form of group therapy known as sensitivity training. It started with good intentions—to help people out of debilitating mental ruts. People were encouraged to publicly speak about their most intimate experiences. One technique widely popular at the time was the “hot seat,” which was first used by the drug rehabilitation cult of Charles Dederich, called Synanon. Someone would sit in the center of a circle while other members confronted the person with what they considered to be his or her shortcomings or problems. Without the supervision of an experienced therapist—and sometimes even with it—such a technique opened up considerable possibilities for abuse. Today the hot seat is used by some destructive cults to demean and control their members.

Another development was the popularization of hypnosis. Originally this set of approaches for reaching the subconscious mind was used only on willing participants, many of whom reported positive experiences. Eventually hypnotic techniques percolated out into the general culture, where they became available for anyone to use and abuse. Unscrupulous con artists began using them to make money off unsuspecting subjects while would-be cult leaders used them to gain power by manipulating a coterie of unwitting followers.

Due in part to these new understandings and methods for controlling people’s minds, cults began to proliferate in the late 1960s and 1970s. Some of them, like Charles Manson’s group, which committed a series of murders in four different locations over two days in 1969, made front page headlines. One of the biggest cult stories of the time was of Patty Hearst, the daughter of one of the country’s most powerful newspaper publishers, William Randolph Hearst III. On February 4, 1974, she was violently abducted from her Berkeley, California, apartment, locked in a closet, raped, and systematically indoctrinated. She emerged to the world two months later, during a dramatic bank robbery, as Tania, a member of a left-wing terrorist cult, the Symbionese Liberation Army. Hearst was captured, jailed, and ultimately freed and would later talk about her experiences as a form of brainwashing.

Perhaps the biggest and most devastating story, one that turned “cult” into a household word, was the 1978 massacre in Jonestown, Guyana. More than nine hundred followers of Jim Jones, about a third of them under the age of sixteen, drank cyanide-laced fruit punch and died, on the order of Jones. The idea of brainwashing had been in the culture but that it could be carried out in such a massive and devastating way stunned the world.

A MODERN PHENOMENON

The rise of cults can be attributed to a few other factors. Among the most fundamental is the breakdown of families and communities and the growing sense that our society is in disarray. Economic factors play a role. A large and growing segment of the world’s population is poor, while a relatively small elite controls an ever-increasing share of the world’s resources. More people have been uprooted, even in the United States. Whereas once they could expect to spend their entire life within a five-mile radius of their birthplace, today it’s not unusual to relocate to faraway places. Such big transitions can create greater susceptibility and vulnerability in people. They feel disenchanted and separated from their culture, and seek answers in fringe groups of all types, from fanatical religious sects to militia groups.

Today, with so much access to information at our fingertips and a greater awareness of the dangers of persuasion and influence, you might think there would be a decline in cult activity. The opposite is true: computers and the internet have taken this phenomenon to the next level. Children, adolescents, and adults may become addicted to video games and deprive themselves of the social contact that people need to function in healthy ways. While apocalyptic visions are not new, the means by which they can be promulgated is changing at an unprecedented pace. We have television, social networks, and the internet to spread alarmist ideas. With the internet, it’s easy to download information and training manuals and to use them to manipulate others into new beliefs, behaviors, and cult identities. The internet has been used to great advantage by terrorist groups like ISIS and Boko Haram, and human trafficking rings—all of which fit the definition of a cult.

THE INFLUENCE CONTINUUM

The cult mindset might be black-and-white but cults themselves exist on a kind of continuum. Groups with charismatic leaders and devoted followers are not always harmful. Unlike destructive cults, which have members who tend to lie and deceive to recruit people, and which control information to keep people from doubting or questioning, some groups are transparent in their recruiting. They allow members to freely read, talk, and even leave the group. Fans of a sports team, musician, or a popular game might fall into this category. Bruce Springsteen has legions of adoring followers who revere him and call him the Boss, but they are free to leave a concert, are permitted to not like a particular song or album, and are allowed to like other musicians. This is a fanciful example but it makes the point that groups exist along a continuum—from healthy ethical influence to destructive unethical influence. Distinct criteria can be used to discern harmless groups from destructive ones. Depending on which criteria are used, groups may fall at different points along this continuum. They may be more or less harmful with regard to certain aspects, and less so regarding others, though destructive behaviors do tend to cluster.
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Ultimately, it’s not a group’s content or ideology but rather its pattern of behavior that generally defines it as a destructive cult. Cults can promote all kinds of beliefs in all kinds of areas—commercial, political, psychological, beliefs in UFOs, science fiction, as well as religious—but they typically possess a common structure.

Most destructive cults exhibit a pyramid structure, with a leader, or some kind of authority figure (or figures), at the top who uses deceptive recruitment and an arsenal of mind control techniques to render people dependent and obedient. Those closest to the top, the inner sanctum or circle, are deepest in the group and often most indoctrinated. Those at the bottom may have never even met the leader and may be more or less actively involved with the group.

If we apply the pyramid structure to Trump the businessman sitting in his gilded offices at the top of Trump Tower, his family would make up the first tier of trusted business advisors; associates like his former attorney Michael Cohen and others would be the second tier. Lower down would be various underlings, whom he rules with an iron hand, demanding absolute loyalty and obedience, rewarding good deeds and punishing or expelling those he deems disloyal.

We can also apply a similar schema to Trump the president, sitting in the Oval Office, surrounded most closely by family members and then by aides, advisors, staffers, and the vice president. The next tier comprises his cabinet as well as Republican members of Congress, to the extent that they come into his personal orbit. Lower down, the structure widens to include state politicians, Republican donors, and then finally his fans and supporters, who may be more or less fervent—literally his base. (As we will see later, the Cult of Trump is much more complex. For example, Trump’s power over his base and his use of Fox News and other right-wing media are what help to keep the middle tiers—members of Congress—obedient.)
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Some of Trump’s followers may have disliked, even hated, him at the start but have come to respect and even revere him, thanks to the policies he has implemented. Much of Trump’s support, both in his base and in the upper echelons, comes from the Republican Party, the Christian right, libertarian groups, the National Rifle Association, the alt-right, and white supremacy groups. These movements and organizations, if not their individual members, may see in Trump a useful tool for enacting their own political agendas. Trump himself has no real ideology other than the one he had as businessman: winning. He has depended on advisors such as Steve Bannon, Kellyanne Conway, and Stephen Miller; a covey of wealthy donors such as the Mercers, the Koch brothers, and Sheldon Adelson; Rupert Murdoch, Roger Ailes, Bill Shine, and the right-wing media, especially commentators like Sean Hannity and Ann Coulter; factions on the Christian right; and certain extremist groups to set an agenda.

Initially, cults exert their control through other members—the power of community is huge. The social setting may be intimate—such as three women chatting you up in a cafeteria—and become progressively more expansive. People can also be recruited and indoctrinated online. Humans are intensely social and cults play upon this, often creating an instant sense of community through techniques such as love bombing; group prayer, singing, and chanting; and staged and dramatic group experiences, such as those that occur at political rallies.

THE BITE MODEL

Cult members may bring other people through the door but what ensnares them is a complex array of influence techniques, applied incrementally to control almost every aspect of a person—the way they act (behavior), what they read, watch, or listen to (information), the way they think (thoughts), and how they feel (emotions). Trump has gotten millions of people to believe, support, and even adore him by using techniques in each of these areas:

Behavior: Trump demands loyalty and obedience, and often gets it, using a variety of tried-and-true cult tactics such as shunning and publicly insulting those who disagree with him. He creates false enemies—Mexicans, Muslims, the media, to name just a few—to engender us versus them thinking, which renders people more fearful and obedient. He rewards those who support him and punishes those who don’t. He holds mass rallies filled with people wearing Trump and Make America Great Again hats and T-shirts and chanting slogans, which promote identification with him and the group in opposition to outsiders, though this is a common feature of many political rallies.

Information: Cult leaders are masters of deception but they, like Trump, use other tactics: discouraging access to noncult or critical sources of information; compartmentalizing information into insider versus outsider doctrines. Clearly Trump’s branding of the “liberal media” as “fake news” or “phony” hits these nails right on the head. On the flip side, cults flood their members with cult-generated information and propaganda—videos and podcasts distributed by YouTube and social media. They take “outsider” statements out of context or misquote them. Of course, Trump could not have done this without the propaganda machine of right-wing TV shows like Fox and Breitbart News, as well as right-wing talk radio.

Thought: In the Moonies, I was taught to suppress negative thoughts by using a technique called thought stopping. I repeated the phrase “Crush Satan” or “True Parents” (the term used to describe Moon and his wife, Hak Ja Han) whenever any doubt arose in my mind. Another way to control thoughts is through the use of loaded language, which, as Lifton pointed out, is purposely designed to invoke an emotional response. When I look at the list of thought-controlling techniques—reducing complex thoughts into clichés and platitudinous buzz words; forbidding critical questions about the leader, doctrine, or policy; labeling alternative belief systems as illegitimate or evil—it is astounding how many Trump exploits. As I have mentioned, one of the most effective techniques in the thought control arsenal is hypnosis. Scott Adams, the creator of the cartoon Dilbert, described Trump, with his oversimplifications, repetitions, insinuating tone of voice, and use of vivid imagery, as a Master Wizard in the art of hypnosis and persuasion.3

Emotion: Cults have many techniques for controlling their members’ emotions, such as making them feel that they are special and chosen—true Americans, in Trump’s parlance. But the most effective is by fanning fear and implanting phobias. Trump’s Wall is most compelling because of what it will do—keep out murderers and rapists. Inspiring fear of real and imagined threats is what cult leaders do best. It was by exaggerating the threat of foreigners that he gained his foothold in the political landscape. Trump’s perverse genius, and he follows in the footsteps of cult leaders and dictators alike, is to convince his followers that the world is a dangerous place that only he can fix.

As New York Times columnist Charles Blow observed, “Trump’s magical mixture is to make being afraid feel like fun. His rallies are a hybrid of concert revelry and combat prep. Trump tells his followers about all the things of which they should be afraid, or shouldn’t trust or should hate, and then positions himself as the greatest defense against those things. His supporters roar their approval at their white knight.”4 The unfortunate thing is, all his fearmongering has made the country and the world a more divided and dangerous place.

AUTHENTIC SELF/CULT SELF

Ultimately the goal of the cult indoctrination process is to render a person dependent and obedient—to create a kind of “cult self” that suppresses the “authentic self” that a person is born with. Through my work, I’ve come to believe that people want to be free—they do not like being lied to, manipulated, or exploited. Reaching that authentic self, and helping to liberate it, is the goal of my work with cult members. It was striking how Trump’s former personal lawyer Michael Cohen described himself in dichotomous terms during his February 2019 congressional testimony. He was the devoted husband, father, and son of a Holocaust survivor who “tried to live a life of loyalty, friendship, generosity, and compassion.” He was also the man who ignored his conscience and was “so mesmerized by Donald Trump that I was willing to do things for him that I knew were absolutely wrong.” He claimed that he was even prepared to take a bullet for Trump.

THE FIVE MAIN TYPES OF CULTS

As I mentioned, groups using mind control operate in many different areas of society, but they roughly fall into five categories: religious cults, political cults, psychotherapy/educational cults, commercial cults, and cults of personality. Their philosophical inclinations may vary, but their methods are strikingly similar.

Religious Cults

Religious cults, like the Moonies, Heaven’s Gate, and more recently, the Islamic terrorist group ISIS, are the best known and most numerous. These groups use religious dogma to justify their ends. Some, like the Moonies or the World Mission Society Church of God, use their interpretation of the Bible. In the case of ISIS, it’s of the Koran. Some, like Soka Gakkai, are based on their own version of Buddhism. Shoko Asahara, leader of the notorious Japanese sarin gas cult, Aum Shinrikyo, claimed to be Jesus and Buddha. Others draw on occult lore. Some are purely the inventions of their leaders, like Bonnie Nettles and Marshall Applewhite of Heaven’s Gate. Although most claim to involve the spiritual realm, or to follow a strict code of religious principles, it is common for these cult leaders to enjoy a luxurious lifestyle, with the groups owning millions of dollars of real estate and running extensive business enterprises.

Political Cults

These groups are organized around a particular political dogma. The Aryan Nations believes in white supremacy and has ambitions to take over the U.S. government. Lyndon LaRouche, the apocalyptic and conspiracy-obsessed cult leader who ran for president of the United States eight times, once from prison, started on the far left and ended on the far right. The now-defunct Democratic Workers’ Party of California, headed by Marlene Dixon, was for years an extreme left-wing cult, as was the Symbionese Liberation Army, the cult that kidnapped Patty Hearst. The Nazi Party, under Adolf Hitler, was an infamous political cult. This is true of many dictatorships. They are brutal, repressive regimes that imprison or kill critics and dissidents and, like Hitler, use propaganda to spread their message and keep people in line. Kim Jong-un’s North Korea, Robert Mugabe’s Zimbabwe, Vladimir Putin, the Saudi prince Mohammed Bin Salman—they control the press and prevent free assembly and elections that might check their power. Rarely do people hear about the deceptive recruitment and mind control practices that link these authoritarian regimes to political cults. But despots tend to play by similar rules. They use similar words, techniques, and political moves to acquire control and power. Dictators don’t just install irrational fears—they actually have the power to imprison, torture, hunt down, and kill opponents.

Psychotherapy/Education Cults

These cults hold expensive workshops and seminars that provide participants with “insight” and “enlightenment,” usually in a hotel conference room. They use basic mind control techniques to provide participants with peak experiences, which are usually hypnotically induced trances or states of euphoria. For many, that is all that happens, but others are manipulated to sign up for more expensive advanced courses. Graduates of the advanced courses may then become enmeshed in the group. Once committed, members are told to bring in friends, relatives, and coworkers, or to cut off contact with them if they disapprove. Some members have experienced nervous breakdowns, broken marriages, and business failures, as well as suicides and accidental deaths by reckless accidents as a result of their involvement. The people who run these groups sometimes have questionable personal backgrounds, and, often, few or no credentials.

Commercial Cults

Commercial cults prey on people’s desire for wealth and power. Many are pyramid-shaped marketing organizations whose members deceptively recruit people who, in turn, recruit others, who then provide income for the recruiting member. Companies like Amway and Herbalife promise get-rich-quick schemes through selling goods, such as health and beauty products or supplements. These pyramid-scheme or multilevel marketing organizations promise big bucks, but in fact 99 percent of participants lose money.5 Some of these companies have gotten into trouble with federal regulators for defrauding members. Yet members of these groups are indoctrinated to believe that the pyramid scheme works. If they lose money, it’s their fault.

Some multilevel marketing organizations sell services, such as business and leadership programs and seminars. Major legitimate businesses unwittingly hire these pseudo-consultants to train their employees. Believers within the company pressure other employees to attend the programs. One of the most notorious groups is Keith Raniere’s NXIVM, which in early 2018 came crashing down. Raniere was arrested, and later convicted, for sex trafficking, conspiracy to commit forced labor, and other charges. He had previously been shut down by no fewer than twenty attorneys general for his multilevel marketing, pyramid scheme, Consumers Buyline. He then created a coaching entity, Executive Success Programs, that employed many of the psychological techniques used in destructive cults. The 2018 arrest made headlines not only for the organization’s lurid practices—using a cauterizing iron to forcibly brand women with Raniere’s initials—but also because of its celebrity involvement. One of Raniere’s main lieutenants was Smallville actress Allison Mack, who was also arrested. She would later plead guilty to racketeering and racketeering conspiracy.6

Perhaps the most pernicious of all commercial cults are pimps and human trafficking rings who deceptively recruit people with dreams of making money, and then buy and sell them for sex and labor. An estimated 4.8 million people are victims of sex trafficking worldwide, and more than 40 million are victims of labor trafficking. Organized crime, drug cartels, and gangs often make money from extortion, selling on the black market, and human trafficking.

Though cults generally fall into one or more of the above categories, there are numerous other variations, from computer to science fiction and UFO cults. Heaven’s Gate falls into the last category but it was also a religious cult—and it is often true that cults fall into more than one category. NXIVM was a sex cult as well as a commercial cult. Political cults may use religion as a cloak, as do the Moonies and some Christian right groups. Cults can be huge and have many millions of people, like the Jehovah’s Witnesses, a group that satisfies many of the main criteria of the BITE model. Others may be tiny, consisting of just two people.

Personality Cults

Sometimes the charisma, fame, money, and celebrity of a single person—often male—can form the basis for a high-demand relationship or group. These microcults may consist of a few members or even just an abuser and his or her victim. In such cases, a person controls or dominates another person to such an extreme that they cannot think for themselves, rendering them dependent and obedient. The abuser can be a spouse, a parent, a therapist, or someone completely unrelated. Many domestic abusers are adept in BITE model techniques, and use them to control their victims. Most abusers are male but there are a percentage of women who fit the profile. Personality cults can also exist on a massive scale, especially in political cults. Korean leader Kim Jong-un’s face is plastered all over North Korea, where he is idolized and venerated as a deity, though that is partly due to the structure of his office. At some point, most cults do depend on the power and charisma of their leader.

Trump is an interesting and unique case. He ran the Trump Organization as a business that used his personality to sell products, especially real estate, but he has also branded product lines from casinos to steaks, vodka, and an airline—all failures. When he became a reality TV star, a persona of savvy businessman was constructed through careful editing and information management. I would describe his presidency as a personality cult that uses politics and religious right-wing ideology—anti-abortion, antiscience, antidiversity, white power, if not outright racism—to sell himself and, by association, the Republican Party. But the influence goes two ways. Organizations holding those right-wing ideologies use Trump to sell their own political and religious agendas. Former FBI director James Comey likened Trump to a mafia kingpin, another nod to the cult of personality surrounding him.

In their edited anthology, The Dangerous Case of Donald Trump, Bandy X. Lee and her colleagues describe what they perceive to be Trump’s psychological makeup—the mental instability, extreme hedonism, grandiose omnipotence, and narcissistic tendencies. In fact, the list applies to many cult leaders—Sun Myung Moon, L. Ron Hubbard, David Koresh, Jim Jones, Keith Raniere, to name just a few. Most cult leaders were either born into a cult, later joined one, or had significant exposure to authoritarian figures. The question arises, how do these experiences contribute to the making of a cult leader?

In their 1991 book, Age of Propaganda, Anthony R. Pratkanis and Elliot Aronson provide, somewhat tongue in cheek, a formula. In a chapter titled “How to Become a Cult Leader,”7 they describe seven “mundane but proven-effective tactics,” which I summarize here:


	Create your own social reality by eliminating all sources of information other than that provided by the cult (in Trump’s words, fake news). Provide a picture of your world (a walled-in America) that members can use to interpret all events.

	Create an in-group of followers (Trump supporters) in contrast to an evil out-group (Democrats, Mexicans, Muslims) to be hated and feared.

	Create an escalating spiral of commitment, beginning with simple requests (small donations, rally attendance).

	Establish your credibility and attractiveness through myths and stories that can be passed from member to member (that Trump made his own fortune and was chosen by God to lead the nation).

	Send members out to proselytize the unredeemed (Campaign!).

	Prevent members from thinking undesirable thoughts by continually distracting them (with outrageous tweets or by manufacturing your own fake news).

	Dangle a notion of a promised land before the faithful (Make America Great Again, but only for true believers).



“When it comes to teaching your social reality,” Aronson and Pratkanis advise, “there is one additional point to keep in mind: Repeat your message over and over and over again. Repetition makes the heart grow fonder and fiction, if heard frequently enough, can come to sound like fact.” Trump appears to have taken this advice to heart, not just in the way he states and restates fabrications and falsehoods, but also in the way he tells, over and over again, self-serving, often inaccurate versions of his own life story—stories that blur the line between myth and reality.






CHAPTER TWO The Making of a Cult Leader


In early 2019, a political brawl broke out between President Trump and Congress over Trump’s plan to build a wall on the U.S. southern border. This led to the longest government shutdown in history. For Trump, it was all about making good on a campaign promise. He threatened to—and later did—declare a national emergency, using false information about a huge migrant caravan supposedly filled with drug dealers and rapists to drum up fear and to justify his actions.1 His insistence on a wall put more than 800,000 government employees out of work (and pay) for thirty-five days. Meanwhile, thousands of people, many fleeing dangerous situations in embattled Central American countries, were unable to exercise their legal right to seek asylum because of the backlog at the border. Trump’s actions, which appealed to his most loyal base, constituted an unprecedented act from a man who is used to having his way—and using any means to get it.

Trump loves to wield authority, though he often does so in a ham-fisted and frenetic fashion. Like all cult leaders, he came to his authoritarian tendencies through a long and varied life, filled with a variety of formative experiences. He has reinvented himself many times—president is his latest manifestation. To hear him tell it, his life story is that of a self-made man who has weathered many ups and downs by dint of his personal attributes, and most of all, a belief in his own abilities.

Trump has seized upon and created opportunities, yes, but he has also been helped, and even rescued, many times—by his father, his creditors, by the Hollywood producer Mark Burnett, and later by those who helped make him president. Like all of us, Trump has been shaped by people and events that reach back decades in time, to his early childhood, and even before that.

To understand how he has come by his particular constellation of traits requires looking at his personal narrative. What is interesting is that though Trump’s story diverges in many respects from other cult leaders—he was born into wealth, while many had much scrappier beginnings—it is possible to discern a pattern: a cold or absent mother, an authoritarian father or other relative, a childhood filled with acting out and aggressive behavior, in some cases exposure to a military setting, spending time with a church or set of teachings, and falling in with other authoritarian figures, in some cases other cult leaders.

Of course, Trump’s story is uniquely his own, but what is striking considering his views on the Wall and the migrant caravan is how closely it resembles a classic immigrant tale.



In 1885, a thin, blond-haired man named Friedrich Drumpf—later changed to Frederick Trump—left the Bavarian town of Kallstadt carrying only a small suitcase, and arrived by boat in New York City at just sixteen years of age.2 He worked as a barber before moving to the Pacific Northwest, where he made a name for himself running restaurants, boardinghouses, and brothels in the booming mining towns. In 1901, he returned to Kallstadt a wealthy man, where he met his wife, Elizabeth, and planned to settle, but the Bavarian authorities, ruling that he had emigrated to avoid military service, revoked his citizenship. After appealing unsuccessfully, the couple moved to New York, where Frederick successfully continued his work managing hotels and restaurants and developing real estate.

In 1905, the couple had a son, Fred. When Frederick died thirteen years later, during the 1918 flu pandemic, Elizabeth, displaying remarkable business talent, hired a contractor to build houses on an empty piece of property left to her by her husband. She sold them and lived off the mortgages paid by the new owners. When Fred was a teenager, she folded him into the business, founding Elizabeth Trump & Son (later known as the Trump Organization). Fred took to the business quickly, displaying a flair for showmanship and salesmanship, eventually becoming one of New York’s biggest real estate developers.

He would go on to marry Scottish immigrant Mary MacLeod and have five children. The fourth, born in 1946, was Donald J. Trump. In 1950, Fred built, and moved his family into, a huge twenty-three-room, nine-bathroom redbrick mansion, staffed with a cook and chauffeur and fully equipped with a color television, a luxury back then, and an intercom system.3 Sophisticated and impeccably dressed, Mary played the “perfect housewife.” As Trump remembers in The Art of the Deal, she was “enthralled by the pomp and circumstance,” and seemed happy to take on the societal duties as the wife of a real estate mogul.

MARY, FRED, AND DONALD

Mary was apparently less enthusiastic about her maternal duties. Trump’s childhood friends report that they rarely saw her. “His father would be around and watch him play. His mom didn’t interact in that way.”4 Though Mary clearly played a role in young Trump’s life, it is defined, in some ways, by her absence. To this day, Trump rarely mentions her. “You don’t have to be Freud or Fellini to interpret this,” said Mark Smaller, past president of the American Psychoanalytic Association (APA), speaking with Michael Kruse for his Politico article, “The Mystery of Mary Trump.”5 Kruse quotes other experts, including past APA president Prudence Gourguechon, who describes the all-important role that the mother plays in establishing the cognitive and emotional architecture of a person. “The capacity to trust. A sense of security versus insecurity. Knowing what’s real and what’s not real. Your mother helps you identify your feelings and develop a cognitive structure so you don’t have to act on them immediately. And I think it’s fair to say that the capacity for empathy develops through your maternal relationship.”6

A disruption in the bonding process, called “insecure parental attachment,” during the first two years of life can predispose a person to developing a narcissistic personality disorder, which we will explore in the next chapter. It turns out that several cult leaders, including Charles Manson, Jim Jones, and David Koresh, had problematic relationships with their mothers, and in some cases no relationship at all. Manson’s mother would go out drinking and actually went to prison for robbery, and would abandon him to relatives or neighbors. Koresh grew up believing his aunt was his mother and spent time shuffling between relatives’ houses. Jones’s mother was out working, leaving him to wander the neighborhood even as a toddler.

By Trump’s own account, the most formative influence on him was his father. Tough, demanding, and a workaholic—he wore a tie and jacket even at home—Fred was not an affectionate parent, which was true of many men of his generation. He was hypercritical and did not offer praise. According to Harry Hurt III, author of Lost Tycoon: The Many Lives of Donald J. Trump, ever since he was a little boy, Trump’s father had been “hammering the same lines into his head: You are a killer… You are a king… You are a killer… You are a king. Donald believes he can’t be one without the other.”7
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