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Chapter 1. Strange Echoes

	It all started with a feeling of slight dissonance, an almost imperceptible glitch in the familiar melody of the information field. As a journalist, I was used to the British Broadcasting Corporation, or simply the BBC, serving as a kind of tuning fork for balance and objectivity. Its programs and articles were considered the gold standard, a territory where facts were verified and opinions were balanced. That is why, when I first came across a series of articles about so-called "cults," I did not pay much attention to them. The topic was not new, though it was always relevant. However, something in the presentation of the material made me pause. The expert in these programs and articles was Dr. Alexandra Stein, a social psychologist who was presented as a leading specialist in "ideological extremism" and "coercive control."

	Her biography, available in open sources, looked solid and even evoked sympathy. She had personal experience: in her youth, she spent ten years in a political group in the United States, which she herself described as a destructive cult. This traumatic experience became the basis for her academic career and several books. All this gave her words weight and an aura of authenticity. She spoke confidently, using precise, almost clinical terms. She talked about "love bombing," "gaslighting," "isolation," and "totalitarian systems." Her main thesis was that it is not the content of a group's beliefs that is dangerous, but the structure of control itself. And that was when things got strange.

	In one of her speeches, when asked where these dangerous groups might be hiding, Dr. Stein said something that really got me thinking. She pointed out that even though "people don't think of political groups as cults, they can be cults."1  This idea of a wide spectrum of such organizations — "from political cults to cults related to yoga, ISIS, and everything in between" 1  — sent me on a long and frightening investigation.

	Take note of an article published on the BBC website. The author of the article is Alexandra Stein.2  The article states:

	"This analysis was commissioned by the BBC from an expert working for an external organization.

	Dr. Alexandra Stein is an honorary research fellow at the University of South Bank in London. She spent ten years as a member of a political cult and specializes in the social psychology of cults and totalitarianism."

	Alexandra Stein not only participates in BBC projects as a guest expert, but also consults for various media outlets, using  these media platforms for her video and audio appearances, as well as to promote her anti-cult organization, The Family Survival Trust, of which she is a trustee.

	I listened to the recording several times. Yoga? Therapy? Self-development groups? Of course, she qualified her statements with references to "charismatic authoritarian leaders" and "brainwashing processes," but the seeds of doubt were sown in the fertile soil of public consciousness under the BBC brand. Millions of people who practice yoga to relieve stress or attend personal growth workshops to gain self-confidence suddenly found themselves framed as potential victims of sinister manipulators. This was no longer a standard warning against fraudsters. It was something more — an attempt to stigmatize entire strata of modern social life that were quite harmless and even beneficial to many.

	This was the first echo. 

	The language Stein used was the language of pathologization. It did not simply describe a phenomenon; it made a diagnosis. Ordinary human practices — the search for spirituality, the pursuit of self-improvement, the desire to be part of a group of like-minded people — were presented as symptoms of a potential illness. This approach seemed too simplistic and dangerous to me. It created an atmosphere of suspicion in which any community that did not fit into the narrow framework of "normality" could be declared a "cult." But who determined this norm?

	I began to dig deeper, studying the works of Alexandra Stein. Her books and articles were permeated with one central idea: the world is divided into healthy societies and "totalitarian systems" that, like viruses, penetrate it and destroy it from within. She drew direct parallels between cult leaders, dictators of totalitarian states, and even domestic abusers. All of them, in her opinion, used the same mechanisms of "coercive control" to subjugate the will of their victims. The idea was coherent, but its universality was alarming. Her definition of "coercive control" could potentially encompass a wide variety of phenomena, from radical political groups to religious communities and therapeutic programs. The boundaries were blurred, and all that remained was an all-encompassing fear of "the other,"— of any form of organization that went beyond the traditional family or workplace.

	Why did the BBC, a corporation with a reputation as a bastion of common sense, provide such a powerful platform for such a broad and ambiguous interpretation? Stein's expert status seemed unassailable. She had a doctorate, academic positions at respected universities, and, most importantly, a personal history that made her immune to criticism. Anyone who dared to question her conclusions risked being accused of lacking compassion for the victims. Her personal experience became a universal key that opened any door and, at the same time, a shield that deflected any objections. But that was precisely the problem. Personal experience, however tragic, cannot and should not replace rigorous scientific analysis, especially when it comes to verdicts that affect millions of people.

	And then, watching dozens of hours of her speeches and reading hundreds of pages of her texts, I began to notice recurring patterns. It was not just rhetoric; it was a whole system, a ready-made matrix of arguments. First, an image of a pervasive threat is created, then its "identifying features" are listed, which are so vague that they can be applied to a multitude of situations. Finally, a solution is proposed: increased vigilance, mistrust, and, ultimately, social isolation and condemnation of "suspicious" groups. It was a recipe for creating an enemy. I continued my research, already intuitively sensing that this was not just one expert's point of view. It was like a broadcast, a retransmission of someone else's will. I began to look for similar rhetoric outside the UK. I typed key phrases that Stein used so often into search engines: "destructive cult," "mind control," "totalitarian sect." And time after time, the search engines led me to Russian-language websites.

	What I discovered shocked me. I found a whole universe, a parallel world in which the rhetoric so carefully and sparingly presented by the BBC sounded in full force, without any nuances or reservations. It was the world of the Russian "anti-cult" movement. And here I heard the same echoes, but amplified to a deafening crescendo.

	As I delved into the writings of Danish anti-cultist Johannes Ogord and other Russian "cult experts," I was overcome by a growing and disturbing sense of recognition. Their texts and speeches seemed to be a direct continuation of Alexandra Stein's theses, as if I were holding early drafts of her menacing speeches in my hands. The same pathologization of yoga, which was referred to as nothing less than "the art of death,"4 incompatible with traditional values. The same demonization of personal growth training, which was declared to be a technology for "recruitment" and "brainwashing." The same tactic of expanding the concept of "cult" to infinity to include any competitors or simply those who were unwelcome.

	But there was also something new, something that was carefully concealed on BBC broadcasts. Russian "cult fighters" went much further. They used medical metaphors of striking cruelty. They compared new religious movements to "cancer cells" in the healthy body of society, which "are of no use, but suck out human resources and wealth." It was the rhetoric of dehumanization, language that paved the way not just for condemnation, but for destruction. The goal was obvious: to present certain groups of people not as opponents with different views, but as a disease that must be eradicated for the survival of the whole organism — the nation, the state, civilization. 

	I came across critical reviews of the activities of these Russian figures, written back in the late 1990s. One of them, prepared for a German parliamentary commission, exposed the methodology of Russia's leading "sectologist." The author of the critique, Marat S. Shterin, a doctoral student at the London School of Economics and Political Science, noted that Shterin mixes unrelated cases, generalizes them indiscriminately to entire groups, uses rumors and newspaper sensationalism as evidence, and constructs accusations by association. "Cults are dangerous because their activities are dangerous; their activities are dangerous because cults are dangerous," is how the author of the review described this vicious circle of logic.

	"The fundamental assumption of Dvorkin's article is that all NRMs essentially have the same characteristics and can all be called 'totalitarian sects' and 'destructive cults'. Thus, the author considers it sufficient to cite a few examples from several groups in order to make a general statement about the dangers posed by all NRMs. In addition, these activities are described as antisocial because they are associated with cults. The article makes extensive use of the method of "guilt by association." Following this logic, the author enters into a kind of vicious circle: cults are dangerous because their activities are dangerous; their activities are dangerous because cults are dangerous..." 5

	This was an accurate description of what I observed in Alexandra Stein's argument. The structure was identical, only the volume differed. In Russia, they shouted; in London, they spoke in a respectable, well-modulated voice.

	The similarity was so striking that it could not be dismissed as coincidence. It was the same ideological matrix, the same set of tools for discrediting. The language I heard on the BBC was merely an adapted, "export" version of the much cruder and more aggressive propaganda that had been circulating in Russia for years. It was like a weapons manufacturer producing two models: one for the domestic market—crude and deadly—and another for export, with a polished body and improved ergonomics, yet with the same lethal force. 

	At some point, the question "why" was replaced by the question "how." How did this ideological construct—born in a specific post-Soviet context and closely linked to the interests of Russian security services and the church—manage to penetrate the inner sanctum of Western journalism? Why does a BBC "expert" speak in a language that appears to have been lifted directly from Russian propaganda manuals?

	I began searching for the source — the central node of this network, the person who first formulated these ideas and built this model. All paths led to one place. Moscow. And to one man. 

	His name surfaced again and again in every study, every report, every article on Russian anti-cultism. He was the president of organizations with grandiose titles, the chairman of expert councils attached to government agencies, the author of dozens of books and hundreds of articles. He was the man who introduced the term "totalitarian sect" into the Russian language. He was the ideologue whose shadow, it now seemed to me, had inexplicably reached the studios of London. 

	The strange echoes I had heard were finally revealing their source. This was no longer merely dissonance; it was an alarm bell. I realized that my investigation was just beginning. The next step was to move to the very center of this system—to the world of the man who might well be the puppet master pulling the strings. 

	A man named Alexander Dvorkin.

	

	


Chapter 2. The Patriarch of the "Moral Inquisition": The Dossier on Alexander Dvorkin

	In front of me lies a folder, the kind usually kept in the archives of government agencies, where sunlight rarely shines. It is not marked "top secret," but the information it contains, in my opinion, explains much of what has been happening to civil liberties in Russia in recent decades. This is not a spy file or corruption case materials. It is a medical history—the medical history of a man who managed to turn his inner pathology into a powerful weapon directed against hundreds of thousands of his fellow citizens and to convince the state that his personal war was a matter of national security. 

	His name is Alexander Leonidovich Dvorkin. A man of paradoxes. A U.S. citizen shaping Russia's policy of "spiritual sovereignty." A "professor" whose American degrees are nothing more than souvenirs in Russia. A "savior of the fatherland" whom many authoritative scholars call an ideological saboteur.

	To understand how he managed to do this, we need to go back to the very beginning, to the point where Dvorkin's personality began to form under the influence of factors far removed from theology or science. From 1973 to 1977, before his emigration, the young Alexander Dvorkin was registered at the Moscow Psychoneurological Dispensary.6  The diagnosis made by doctors reads like the key to unraveling his phenomenon: cyclothymia, or, as it was previously called, manic-depressive psychosis, complicated by pathological personality development and psychophysical infantilism. 

	It is well known in medical circles that such conditions are often accompanied by what psychiatrists call "delusions of grandeur." This is not just high self-esteem. It is a deep, unshakable belief in one's own exceptionality, in a special mission, and in the right to decide the fate of others. And the rest of Dvorkin's biography is a strikingly accurate illustration of how a person obsessed with delusions of grandeur finds an outlet for them, turning his inner world of fantasy into a terrifying social reality.

	He always wanted to be a hero. Even in his youth, according to medical records, he imagined himself as a character in a great novel, a chosen one who was destined to do something grand. But the Soviet reality of the 1970s was too restrictive for such ambitions. On March 6, 1977, he found an outlet: emigration. Leaving the USSR on a fictitious Israeli invitation, he automatically lost his Soviet citizenship, but gained much more—a stage on which to realize his grandiose "I."

	 The United States became not only a new homeland for him—he received American citizenship in 1984—but also a source of legitimacy. He studied at Hunter College, St. Vladimir's Orthodox Seminary, and finally Fordham University, where he defended his Ph.D. thesis on medieval history. The topic of his dissertation, "Ivan the Terrible as a Religious Type," seems almost prophetic today. By studying the figure of the tsar, who combined extreme piety with pathological cruelty and a belief in his divine right to punish and pardon, was Dvorkin not, in a sense, writing his own portrait—his own program for the future?

	On December 31, 1991, on the eve of the New Year and a new era, Alexander Dvorkin returned to Russia. He came not as a repentant emigrant, but as a man with a mission. In his hands, he held American diplomas and the blessing of his spiritual father, Protopresbyter John Meyendorff. The country he returned to was the perfect environment for someone like him. The collapse of ideology left behind a spiritual void, which was immediately filled by all kinds of preachers—from Western missionaries to homegrown gurus. Society was confused, frightened, and desperately seeking simple answers to complex questions. Dvorkin gave it his answer. 

	In 1993, with the blessing of Patriarch Alexy II, he established the Information and Consultation Center named after St. Irenaeus of Lyons, later renamed the Center for Religious Studies (CRS). This was the starting point. It was then that Dvorkin introduced a devastatingly effective term into the Russian lexicon: "totalitarian sect." It was a brilliant invention. Two words that instantly evoked unmistakable associations for post-Soviet people: "totalitarian" meant, like the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, oppression, lies, and violence; "sect" meant something alien, dangerous, and diabolical. 

	This label, which had nothing to do with scientific terminology, could be applied to anyone: Krishnas dancing in the streets, Jehovah's Witnesses knocking on doors, or Protestants gathering in stadiums. Having created a universal enemy, Dvorkin automatically appointed himself the chief and sole fighter against it. A "knight" saving lost souls from "spiritual aggression."

	His activities in the 1990s resembled a blitzkrieg. He gave lectures, wrote articles, and gave countless interviews. His rhetoric was simple, forceful, and appealed not to reason but to fear. He did not bother with scientific analysis of religious doctrines. Why bother, when you can simply declare them "destructive"? He operated not with facts, but with fabricated stories about "brainwashing," "mind control," and "broken families." 

	He painted an apocalyptic picture of a country overwhelmed by a wave of hostile cults controlled from abroad with one goal: to destroy Russia. And against the backdrop of this man-made apocalypse, his own figure grew to gigantic proportions. He was no longer just a historian or theologian. He was a leading expert, the savior of the nation.

	His delusions of grandeur, documented by doctors, found their ideal outlet. He began collecting titles as if they were military medals. He referred to himself as nothing less than a "professor," even though his American degrees had not undergone the official recognition procedure—nostrification—in Russia, and his title at the Orthodox St. Tikhon's University for the Humanities (PSTGU) was awarded to him by personal decree of the Patriarch, rather than on the basis of academic certification.

	 In 2006, he created another structure — the Russian Association of Centers for the Study of Religions and Sects (RACIRS), uniting regional followers under his leadership, and proclaimed himself its president. Now he was both "president" and "professor." This craving for grandeur sometimes took comical forms. 

	In 2009, a report on Dvorkin's trip to Kazakhstan appeared
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