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			THIS BOOK IS FOR GRACE

		

	
		
			
				Now I have come to believe that the whole world is an enigma, a harmless enigma that is made terrible by our own mad attempt to interpret it as though it had an underlying truth.

				—Umberto Eco, Foucault’s Pendulum
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			Introduction (2021)

			It’s hard to believe that twelve years have gone by since this book first saw the light of day. In some ways, it feels like it’s been much longer, but that might be because of the tear in the fabric of space-time that was 2020. March alone felt like an entire year—and the eight weeks between Election Day and the riot in the Capitol on January 6, 2021, when, like a pair of Schrödinger’s cats, Donald Trump’s second term and Joe Biden’s first term as president stayed locked up tight in their respective black boxes, their fates as yet unrevealed, could have been a whole epoch.

			Back in 2007 and 2008, when I was researching and writing these pages, I thought that conspiracism (the belief that virtually all major events are secretly caused or manipulated by a few interested parties) was a fringe phenomenon by definition, and that the secret societies the true believers obsessed about were mostly fantasies. Some of them—the Illuminati, the Masons, the Skull and Bones, international Communism—really do or did exist in one form or another, but they bear or bore little resemblance to the Satanic forces that inhabit the overheated imaginations of conspiracists like Alex Jones or Mark Dice. Which isn’t to say that there aren’t real conspiracies in the world, including some pretty big ones, including assassinations, wars, coverups, the occasional false flag attack, stolen elections, and more. But as I explained, “conspiracism” and “conspiracy theory” refer to something that has more in common with a metaphysical system or religion than the traditional forensic definition of a conspiracy, in that they attribute a vast range of phenomena, occurring over years, decades, centuries, or even millennia, to the sinister machinations of a hidden but readily identifiable set of evildoers.

			What concerned me the most wasn’t the handful of people who swallowed the wildest claims—that Queen Elizabeth, George W. Bush, and the Clintons belong to a race of shapeshifting reptiles from outer space, to name one especially wacky example (see Draco-Reptilian New World Order theory), that 9/11 was an inside job, or that school shootings are staged by “crisis actors”—but how those claims resonated with a more generally held set of fears and hatreds that most of us are rightly taught to be ashamed of.

			Historically, conspiracy theories have flared up during times of economic and political uncertainty, when people who formerly believed themselves to be secure feel the ground shifting beneath their feet and are desperate to find someone to blame for their troubles. While their authors may present them as new, pretty much every one of them since the turn of the last century has been anything but. From Father Coughlin and Henry Ford to Gerald L. K. Smith, Robert Welch, Nesta Webster, and William Cooper, to Lyndon LaRouche, David Icke, Alex Jones, and Texe Marrs, virtually all of their theories were more or less cut-and-pasted from the virulently anti-Semitic Protocols of the Elders of Zion. The Protocols themselves were plagiarized from Sir John Retcliffe’s anti-Semitic novel Biarritz (1868) and Maurice Joly’s satire of the reign of Napoléon III, The Dialogue in Hell Between Machiavelli and Montesquieu (1864). Before the Protocols appeared at the end of the nineteenth century, most conspiracy theory stemmed from two exposés of the Illuminati that were published in 1798, Abbé Augustin Barruel’s Memoirs Illustrating the History of Jacobinism and John Robison’s Proofs of a Conspiracy Against All the Religions and Governments of Europe, Carried on in the Secret Meetings of Free Masons, Illuminati, and Reading Societies.

			When it comes to conspiracy theory, all that changes from one generation to the next is the cast of characters. If the villains are not the Elders of Zion or reptile people, they’re Masons or Jesuits, Frankfurt School—indoctrinated intellectuals, international Communists, billionaires, media celebrities, feminists, Islamic fundamentalists, homosexuals, members of Black Lives Matter and Antifa, or some combination thereof. No matter who they might be, they are said to be vampires, sucking the life out of the nation, devaluing its currencies, diluting its gene pool, and undermining its Christian foundations so it can be brought under the heel of the One-World government they control.

			While I rued the dearth of critical thinking that allowed such thought contagions to spread so widely, my greatest fear was how unscrupulous politicians opportunistically adapt them to their own demagogic purposes, effectively promising aggrieved and frightened voters vengeance but delivering tax breaks for the rich and corporations instead.

			Then, in 2016, the entire GOP, as the saying goes, got high on its own supply, even after it retook the White House and Congress. “One of the more remarkable developments of the last few years,” as David Atkins wrote in the Washington Monthly, “has been the conservative movement’s reliance on outlandish conspiracy theories even as they maintain control of most levers of government power.”

			Whoever it was who said that a lie can travel around the world and back again while the truth is still lacing up its boots hadn’t experienced the power of social media, which not only can disseminate falsehoods far and wide, but also can beam them directly into the heads of precisely the people who are the most likely to believe them using state-of-the-art algorithms. If the liar is as shameless as Donald Trump, and he is broadcasting his incitements from the most powerful office in the world, then the sky is the limit.

			Trump dominated the Republican party and its voters in much the same way that cult leaders dominate their followers. And like so many cult leaders and dictators, he is both the subject and object of conspiracy theories and an inexhaustible font of them. Though he didn’t create it or lead it himself, he stands at the center of a cult-like movement called QAnon. “United in mass rejection of reason, objectivity, and other Enlightenment values,” Adrienne LaFrance wrote of it in The Atlantic, QAnon is “not just a conspiracy but the birth of a new religion.”

			Only time will tell if QAnon has that kind of staying power, but two of its true believers were elected to the U.S. Congress in 2020. Back in 2018, one of them, Marjorie Taylor Greene of the 14th Congressional district in Georgia, had speculated that the Camp Fire, the deadliest wildfire in California’s history, was not caused by contact between power lines and dry vegetation as investigators supposed, but by a space-based laser deployed by the Rothschildconnected PG&E’s partner company Solaren. Perhaps, she mused in a long Facebook post peppered with Jewish names, they were using it to clear the path for the bullet-train project that Senator Dianne Feinstein’s husband, Richard Blum, was overseeing—or maybe they set it on purpose, since it created an opportunity for insiders to buy PG&E stock on the cheap before the state of California bailed the company out.

			The QAnon movement was born in October 2017, when an anonymous user named “Q Patriot” (the Q an allusion to his supposedly top-level security clearance) began posting “breadcrumbs” on a 4chan message board—cryptic messages about the secret war Trump was waging against the Satan-worshipping, blood-drinking pedophiles who control the government and media, chief among them Hillary Clinton. Trump and Robert Mueller, it was said, were secretly working together to drain the swamp, and the day of the “Storm” would soon be upon us, when Trump would reveal himself in all his glory, sweeping up those “invisible enemies” en masse and executing them.

			Hence Ashli Babbitt’s excited Tweet on January 5, 2021, the day before she was killed in the riot in the U.S. Capitol. “Nothing will stop us,” the thirty-five-year-old Air Force veteran and QAnon true believer wrote. “They can try and try but the storm is here and it is descending upon DC in less than 24 hours…dark to light!” Trump may seem like an unlikely avenging angel against pedophiles, given his one-time friendship with Jeffrey Epstein (see below) and his well-known penchant for womanizing, but since millions of Evangelical voters believed he was the ultimate advocate for unborn babies, perhaps it wasn’t such a leap to imagine him as the protector of older children as well. It is fitting that his own cult would be a crazy quilt of conspiracy theories, since his political career was founded on one. His presidency ended in a cloud of conspiracy theories, too, that could be filed under the rubric of “the Big Steal,” perhaps most memorably the claim that the late Venezuelan leader Hugo Chavez had worked with an American technology company to develop ultra-hackable voting machine software. George Soros then brought it to the United States and deployed it in swing states, using it to transfer Trump’s votes to Biden (but not other Republicans’ to their Democratic rivals in down-ballot races).

			I delivered the manuscript of this book to Vintage in November 2008, when the ground was shifting under a lot of people’s feet—the U.S. economy was in meltdown, and America had just elected its first Black president. By January 2009, when the copyedited manuscript came back to me for review, a conspiracy theory that I hadn’t thought to include in it was reaching critical mass—that Obama was a citizen of Kenya and hence ineligible to hold the presidency. I thought about squeezing it in at the last minute but decided not to. “Who will remember any of this in six months?” I thought.

			The libel began as a loathsome and altogether unfounded tidbit of oppo research in a chain email that had circulated among a set of Hillary Clinton supporters during the Democratic primaries. Once Obama clinched the nomination, it jumped across the aisle and spread widely. By the end of 2011, as many as half of Republican voters believed it, in large part because of the attention that Donald Trump brought to it via his many interviews on Fox News. “He doesn’t have a birth certificate,” he said in one of them. “He may have one,” he corrected himself insinuatingly. “But there is something on that birth certificate—maybe religion, maybe it says he’s a Muslim.”

			As Dinesh D’Souza would put it in an article in Forbes, Obama could only be understood as a product of the “ideology of a Luo tribesman.” Though Obama would release his long-form birth certificate in April 2011, the story refused to die. “No one’s ever asked to see my birth certificate,” Mitt Romney declared pointedly at a campaign rally in August 2012. Like so many of the rumors that dog Bill and Hillary Clinton, many of them documented in these pages, birtherism ultimately came to include a murder accusation as well. In late 2013, when the director of Hawaii’s Department of Health, who had verified and approved the release of Obama’s birth certificate, was killed in a small plane crash, Twitter lit up with claims that the White House was “tying up loose ends.”

			The point wasn’t just that Obama was a fraud and an impostor—or even that he was a crypto-Muslim and jihadist and, somehow at the same time, a radical leftist. It was about much more than Obama. From the beginning, as Adam Serwer wrote in The Atlantic, “birtherism was a statement of values, a way to express allegiance to a particular notion of American identity…. to turn back the clock to an era where white political and cultural hegemony was unthreatened by black people, by immigrants, by people of a different faith.” Birtherism, in other words, was MAGA writ large.

			Trump personified the paranoid style of conspiracism, and he was open about his hatreds—Islam, angry Blacks, transgender people, smug blue state progressives, smart-aleck journalists who asked pointed questions, feminist women, Black women, Never-Trump Republicans, globalist Jewish financiers who weren’t in his cabinet, the shadowy forces of the Deep State. Sometimes he acknowledged the absurdity of the conspiracy theories he embraced with a puckish wink, as he did when he invited a group of right-wing social media stars to the White House for a summit on big tech’s alleged censorship of conservative voices. The participants included Bill Mitchell, an avid promoter of QAnon, and Tim Pool, a tireless pusher of Seth Rich conspiracies (see below). “The crap you think of is unbelievable,” Trump declared admiringly, adding, “You’re very special people, you’re very brilliant people.” It was high praise, from one pro to another. It would almost be funny if his administration hadn’t done all the things that conspiracy theorists have traditionally accused their enemies of: meeting secretly with the leader of Russia, locking up children in cages, profiting from his office, playing politics with a deadly pandemic, plotting to overturn a national election, and, ultimately, inciting a mob to attack the U.S. Capitol while Vice President Pence was certifying Joe Biden’s victory.

			Looking back to 2007 and 2008, I can’t help but notice how many new conspiracies, shadowy groups, and cults have come into public view besides birtherism and QAnon. Trump made “the Russia hoax” a byword with his supporters, but that, alas, was anything but a hoax or a conspiracy theory. The rumors about Seth Rich and Pizzagate, however, were. NXIVM was as creepy as any of the cults I wrote about back then. The Proud Boys and Antifa are small organizations on opposite sides of the political spectrum that have generated outsized shares of attention, and the Jeffrey Epstein scandal reads like a classic conspiracist accusation, except it was all true. Bear with me for a few paragraphs, and I will say a few words about each of those lacunae. Then I’ll address the larger question of why this book, as old as it may be, is still worth reading.

			If you didn’t see the tabloid headlines or the many TV documentaries about it, NXIVM began as a multilevel marketing scheme for a personal empowerment program but quickly devolved into an abusive sex cult. Founded in 1998 by “Vanguard” Keith Raniere, a former Amway salesman, and Nancy Salzman, a psychiatric nurse and hypnotist, it targeted the wealthy and well connected, counting among its members the Seagram heiresses Sara and Clare Bronfman, the actresses Allison Mack and Linda Evans, and India Oxenberg, the daughter of the actress Catherine Oxenberg. Raniere is currently serving a 120-year prison sentence for sex trafficking, forced labor, and extortion; a number of his codefendants, who pleaded guilty, are still awaiting sentencing.

			Pizzagate foreshadowed many of the themes of QAnon; it was inspired by a story on an anti-Semitic Twitter account that cropped up in October 2016, shortly after the FBI announced it had reopened its investigation of Hillary Clinton because of emails that were found on the laptop of her aide Huma Abedin’s then-husband, the disgraced former congressman Anthony Weiner, which had been seized after his arrest for sexting a teenager. (That last sentence is so astonishing it makes you wonder why anyone would feel the need to make up conspiracy theories.)

			Weiner’s computer, the story falsely claimed, yielded evidence of a pedophilia ring that included high-ranking Democrats among its members. Later, right-wing trolls went through the emails that had been hacked from Hillary Clinton’s campaign chairman John Podesta’s account and published on WikiLeaks (the hack, likely by Russian operatives, is another stranger-than-fiction event) and found what they said were code words about the children who were being ritually abused in the dungeon beneath the popular Washington pizzeria Comet Ping Pong. Spread by Web sites like Infowars, alt-right bloggers such as Mike Cernovich and Jack Posobiec, and Donald Trump’s soon-to-be National Security Advisor Michael Flynn via his Twitter account (Flynn’s documented foreign entanglements were also as over-the-top as anything a conspiracy theorist might think of), the story went viral.

			One person who read it was a young man named Edgar Maddison Welch. On December 4, 2016, he drove to Washington, D.C., from his home in North Carolina with a carful of guns, entered the restaurant, and fired off an AR-15, demanding that the children be released. When he found out the restaurant didn’t have a basement, he surrendered to the police, and later pleaded guilty to the federal crime of transporting firearms and a local charge of assault with a deadly weapon. He was sentenced to four years in prison.

			Seth Rich was a twenty-seven-year-old employee of the DNC who was murdered in the summer of 2016. A significant strain of conspiracy theory claims he was a mole for Bernie Sanders and WikiLeaks whose assassination was ordered by Hillary Clinton. Shortly before Election Day in 2020, Fox News settled the Rich family’s defamation lawsuit for an undisclosed sum.

			The Proud Boys, wrote The New York Times, are “a far-right band of brothers who have turned street thuggery into political theater.” Created by Vice Media co-founder Gavin McInnes in a column he wrote for Taki’s Magazine in 2016, the group’s ironic name was inspired by the song “Proud of Your Boy” from the musical Aladdin. McInnes envisioned the group as a “pro-Western” fraternity and drinking club. During the first phase of their initiation, new recruits avow that “I am a proud Western chauvinist, I refuse to apologize for creating the modern world”; the fourth and final stage is street fighting with Antifa or BLM demonstrators.

			Though they are estimated to number fewer than five thousand members worldwide, Trump raised the Proud Boys’ profile dramatically when he said the words “Proud Boys, stand back and stand by” during his first presidential debate with Joe Biden in September 2020. The neo-Nazi Andrew Anglin was exhilarated. “I got shivers,” he wrote in The Daily Stormer. “I still have shivers. He is telling the people to stand by. As in: get ready for war.” Several prominent Proud Boys were arrested in the wake of the Capitol riot.

			The Proud Boys consider Antifa to be their counterpart on the left; in a Tweet in late May 2020, when Black Lives Matter demonstrators were taking to the streets in cities across the nation in the wake of George Floyd’s murder, Donald Trump designated Antifa a terrorist organization. While interviewing Attorney General William Barr on Fox News a few months later, Mark Levin declared that Antifa “got its birth in Europe—England, then Germany, then the United States,” and that its goal is “to establish a communist world order.” Barr agreed. “They’re essentially Bolsheviks, their tactics are fascistic,” he said, adding, “The left wants power because that is essentially their state of grace and their secular religion. They want to run people’s lives so they can design utopia for all of us. And that’s what turns them on.”

			In fact, Antifa is an informal, decentralized coalition of anarchists, organized via autonomous local cells, whose members engage in activities that range from community organizing to direct actions that run the gamut from throwing milkshakes at prominent conservatives to violent confrontations with right-wing protestors, including at least one alleged murder. The term “antifa” was first used in Germany in 1946 as a catchall for Nazi resisters; one of the earliest known groups to use the name in the United States was the Rose City Antifa in Portland, Oregon, which was founded in 2007.

			Because its members dress in black and wear masks when they appear in public, Antifa is vulnerable to false flags and hoaxes; one documented case occurred in Minneapolis during the George Floyd protests, when a known right-wing provocateur dressed in black was caught on camera smashing store windows. In September 2020, Donald Trump warned that Antifa was planning to disrupt the Republican Convention. “We had somebody get on a plane from a certain city this weekend,” he told Fox News’s Laura Ingraham. “And in the plane, it was almost completely loaded with thugs, wearing these dark uniforms, black uniforms, with gear and this and that.” After the Capitol riot, Trump defenders like Rudolph Giuliani and Senator Ron Johnson claimed that it had been orchestrated by Antifa and Black Lives Matter.

			Jeffrey Epstein sounds like he could have leaped fully formed from an anti-Semitic conspiracy theorist’s head, but he was all too real. Fabulously wealthy, corrupt, and concupiscent, every detail of his life is astounding, from his early relationship with William Barr’s father (who hired him to teach calculus and physics at the Dalton School when the elder Barr was its headmaster, though Epstein was only twenty and a college dropout), to the private island and luxurious New York town house where he presided over heady discussions with well-known scientists and intellectuals, and orgies with underaged girls, which business titans like Donald Trump, politicians like Bill Clinton, and British royal Prince Andrew were said to attend (shades of the eighteenth-century Hellfire Club, not to mention QAnon and Pizzagate). Then there was the ridiculously light sentence he received when he pleaded guilty to two counts of soliciting prostitution from a teenager in Miami in 2007 (Trump’s Labor Secretary Alexander Acosta had been the prosecutor). The sources of Epstein’s seemingly limitless wealth were murky, but much of it seems to have come from the tax advice he gave to billionaires, for which he charged flat fees of up to $40 million, or percentages of the tax savings he delivered that could amount to even more. Apollo Global Management founder Leon Black paid him $70 million in 2014 alone.

			In July 2019, Epstein was arrested in New York on federal charges of sex trafficking; he was found dead in his cell on August 10, 2019. Given how many wealthy and powerful people there are who would prefer that all matters Epstein be swept under the rug, it’s not surprising that the New York City chief medical examiner’s verdict of suicide was met with widespread skepticism.

			As I wrote in the original introduction to this book, its presiding spirit was exploratory; while I tried to be comprehensive, I was more interested in teasing out the underlying commonalities between groups and theories than trying to squeeze all of them into its three-hundred-something pages.

			What I mostly learned from my efforts was that 90 percent of conspiracy theory is hateful, trafficking as it does in accusations that are as familiar as they are florid (apparently there are only so many terrible things in the realms of criminal greed, sex, violence, and politics that people can accuse each other of), and that what makes a cult a cult as opposed to a religion-in-embryo is the coercive and exploitative relationship between its dominating leader and his or her unhealthily dependent followers.

			That said, some cults do mature into religions after their charismatic leaders have left the scene. Like so many of the other cults featured in these pages, NXIVM’s hallmarks were the greed, mendacity, and will to power of its leader, who took sexual and financial advantage of his followers, raping and branding his female recruits. Though its victims will be scarred for life (literally, in the case of the women who were branded), there was little that was new about it.

			In these early days of the post-Trump era, as we detox from the miasma of grievance, paranoia, and mind-numbing conspiracism that we have been choking on for so long, it’s oddly reassuring to turn to an old book like this one and read about…. so many of the same things. If we are plagued with COVID-19 and school-shooting denialism today, back then there was the 9/11 Truth community and claims that HIV was engineered at Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory and spread throughout the third world by the World Health Organization in the guise of inoculations. For Pizzagate there was the McMartin preschool. For the QAnon members in Congress today, there was Helen Chenoweth, who accused the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service of using black helicopters to enforce the Endangered Species Act; for the real-life Jeffrey Epstein, there was a real-life Hellfire Club (whose rich, famous, and talented members were said to include the likes of Benjamin Franklin and the Prince of Wales).

			We survived all of that yesterday; perhaps we can survive it today. Maybe it’s not too late for us to learn something from all the insanity.

			February 2021

			Brooklyn, New York
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		What Makes a Cult Cultish?

		The dictionary defines “cult” as a system of worship, but the word is usually used to denote a religious movement that is out of the mainstream. Christianity, for example, began as a cultic offshoot of Judaism, enjoying a similar status to the Essenes, the desert-dwelling ascetics who preserved the Dead Sea Scrolls, or the Samaritans, who not only belonged to a different ethnicity than the ancient Hebrews, but also didn’t worship in the Temple in Jerusalem or acknowledge any but the first five books of the Bible. If a cult gains enough adherents, cultural currency, money, and other appurtenances of respectability, it generally becomes either a recognized denomination of the orthodoxy that spawned it or a full-fledged religion in its own right.

		When members of one of those orthodoxies use the word “cult,” more often than not they are using it pejoratively, to undercut a disreputably heterodox challenge to their own authority. Many evangelical Christians, for example, dismiss even such large, established movements as the Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Church of Christ Scientist, and the Latter-Day Saints as cults, refusing to grant them the status of legitimate Christian denominations. On May 11, 2007, televangelist Bill Keller sent the following message about then–presidential hopeful Mitt Romney, the former governor of Massachusetts and a practicing Mormon, to the millions of subscribers to his daily Internet devotional, “LivePrayer”:

		
			Romney winning the White House will lead millions of people into the Mormon cult. Those who follow the false teachings of this cult, believe in the false Jesus of the Mormon cult and reject faith in the one true Jesus of the Bible, will die and spend eternity in hell.

		

		Although my tone may be snarky at times, I strive to be agnostic when it comes to the tenets and doctrines of the movements I describe in these pages. Though I have occasionally given in to the temptation to write about a group merely because its ideas are entertainingly strange (à la Koreshanity), I am much more interested in the power relations between the leadership of a group and its members than I am in its doctrines. For the most part, when I characterize a group as a cult I am using the word as a social scientist or a psychologist would, to denote a coercive or totalizing relationship between a dominating leader and his or her unhealthily dependent followers. What makes a cult cultish is not so much what it espouses, but how much authority its leaders grant themselves—and how slavishly devoted to them its followers are.

		On February 25, 2009, the Supreme Court issued its judgment in Pleasant Grove City, Utah v. Summum. Summum is a tiny sect founded in 1975 by Claude Nowell (1944–2008)—aka Corky King, Corky Ra, and Summum Bonum Amon Ra—whose members, among other things, mummify their pets and themselves after they die. A statue of the Ten Commandments stands in one of Pleasant Grove’s public parks. Summum members wanted to erect a monument of their own commemorating their Seven Aphorisms* (according to Nowell’s teachings, the aphorisms were inscribed on the tablets Moses smashed after his first descent from Mount Sinai; he received the Ten Commandments during his second ascent). Not surprisingly, Pleasant Grove did not wish to accommodate them, and the Supreme Court agreed that the city does not need to. Obviously Summum is more than a little weird by conventional standards—though Nowell claimed to have channeled his revelations from otherworldly beings, the theology he developed appears to be a hodgepodge of Masonic mysteries, Christian Gnosticism, and kitsch Egyptology—but it is not abusive or controlling and hence it does not fall under my rubric of “cult.” Neither do the many iterations of Theosophy, Anthroposophy, Wicca, neo-paganism, Swedenborgianism, and many other occult, esoteric, and New Age movements that the Evangelicalist Web site Cultwatch devotes so much of its attention to.

		Robert Lifton, the distinguished psychologist and author of such well-known books as The Nazi Doctors: Medical Killing and the Psychology of Genocide (1986) and Thought Reform and the Psychology of Totalism: A Study of “Brainwashing” in China (1961), defined cults in a 1981 article in the Harvard Mental Health Letter as an “aspect of a worldwide epidemic of ideological totalism, or fundamentalism.” Cults, he continued, can be identified by three characteristics: 1) a charismatic leader “who increasingly becomes an object of worship;” 2) a process of “coercive persuasion or thought reform” (brainwashing, in other words); and 3) economic, sexual, or psychological exploitation of the rank-and-file members by the cult’s leadership. The chief tool of “coercive persuasion,” Lifton writes, is “milieu control; the control of all communication within a given environment.”

		Scientology has been accused of exploiting its acolytes and threatening its apostates, as has the Unification Church (its mass celebrations of arranged weddings, presided over by its founder and leader, Sun Myung Moon, epitomize the infringements of privacy and personal autonomy that so often go hand in glove with cult membership). Stephen Hassan, an ex-Moonie and an “exit counselor” for former cult members, defines a cult as a:

		
			Pyramid-structured, authoritarian group or relationship where deception, recruitment, and mind control are used to keep people dependent and obedient. A cult can be a very small group or it can contain a whole country. The emphasis of mind control is what I call the BITE model: the control of behavior, information, thoughts, and emotions.

		

		The Latter-Day Saints may be big enough and mainstream enough today to qualify as a religion, but many of the unaffiliated polygamous sects that style themselves as fundamentalist Mormons fit Lifton’s and Hassan’s definitions of a cult to a T, in that their leaders assume Godlike powers at the expense of their followers’ autonomy and individuality. Alma Dayer LeBaron (1886–1951) led his polygamous followers to Mexico in the 1920s when he started his breakaway sect, the Church of the Lamb of God; over the next eighty years his sons Ervil, Joel, and Verlan fought bloodily over the succession, as did the fratricidal generation that followed theirs. While they carried on the family business of writing visionary screeds and murdering anyone who challenged their authority, they put their child brides and neglected children to work stealing cars, dealing drugs, and fencing stolen goods. Warren Jeffs, who succeeded his father, Rulon Jeffs (1909–2002), as President and Prophet, Seer and Revelator of the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, has been convicted of “accomplice rape” for forcing minors into marriage.

		Of course renegade Mormons don’t have a monopoly on this sort of egregious behavior. A Hasidic rebbe who demands that his disciples submit every aspect of their personal and financial lives for his approval can justly be accused of cultism. The Armenian-Greek mystic G.I. Gurdjieff (1866?–1945) wrote books, composed music, and choreographed dances; his Fourth Way, an eclectic spiritual discipline which seeks to awaken the body, mind, and emotions, continues today under the auspices of the international Gurdjieff Society. But in his lifetime, he led a cult of personality; he was notoriously cruel and demanding to his students, who unreservedly gave themselves up to his power. His charisma was said to be so intense that he could cause a woman to have an orgasm just by looking at her across a room. 1 Mind Ministries, a tiny group led by a woman who calls herself Queen Antoinette, made headlines during the summer of 2008 when it was discovered that the one-year-old child of a member had been starved to death because he refused to say “amen.”

		A cult needn’t be religious, either. The dancer Olgivanna Hinzenberg, one of Gurdjieff’s disciples, married the architect Frank Lloyd Wright (1867–1959). Wright’s Taliesin school of architecture, where young architectural students performed virtual slave labor for the chance to learn from the master, had intensely cultish aspects to it. As Hassan notes, a whole country can devolve into cultishness—one need only think of Hitler’s infamous Nuremberg rallies, Maoism at the height of China’s Cultural Revolution, or the cult of personality surrounding Kim Jong Il, North Korea’s “Dear Leader.” A global, multilevel marketing concern like Amway, whose entrepreneurial leaders relentlessly pressure its salesmen to comport with their wider philosophy, to conform to their standards of success, to purchase only their approved products, and to associate only with their fellow Amway representatives, is no less cultic in some essential respects than the True Russian Orthodox Church, led by a schizophrenic named Pyotr Kuznetsov, whose thirty-some-odd members holed up in a cave in the Penza region of Central Russia in late 2007 to await the end of the world.

		Then there are the cults of personality that grew up around supposed flying saucer contactees. George Adamski (1891–1965) was a self-proclaimed teacher of Tibetan wisdom and a would-be science fiction writer until he announced that he had been contacted by a Venusian named Orthon who told him about the dangers of nuclear war. Later he was taken for a ride in a flying saucer—adventures he recounted in his books Flying Saucers Have Landed (1953) and Inside the Spaceships (1955). Billy Meier is an ex-farmer from Switzerland who says he has been in communion with astronauts from the Pleiades star cluster since he was five years old. Thanks to their instruction, Meier says, he has achieved “the highest degree of spiritual evolution of any human being on earth.” Though neither man had mass followings or required their disciples to worship them, the “nonprofit” foundations that they founded handsomely supported their various endeavors.

		Mystical practice—whether in Buddhism, Hinduism, Sufism, Kabbalism, or the ecstatic Christianity of Meister Eckehart, Saint John of the Cross, and Teresa of Avila—is the pursuit of egolessness. Yoga and meditation are one means of dissolving the barriers of everyday consciousness and opening oneself up to a transcendent mode of experience; another is to temporarily surrender oneself up to an authoritarian teacher. The ninth-century Zen master Lin Chi is said to have beaten his disciples, even thrown one out of a second-story window, to shock them out of their worldly complacency. Reshad Feild’s classic The Last Barrier: A Journey into the Essence of Sufi Teachings (1977) vividly describes how his teacher assaulted his worldly assumptions. One of his less-resilient fellow questers was driven insane. Of course all gurus are not so overbearing. Some hold out the paradisical prospect of limitless sex; still others terrify their followers with prophecies of a coming catastrophe that only they can save them from.

		Religious movements, like businesses, require a constantly refreshed stream of customers in order to grow or merely keep pace with their natural rate of attrition. Recruitment and fund-raising are critical activities for cults, often carried out by the members themselves, who tirelessly distribute pamphlets on street corners, proselytize friends, family, and colleagues, and even use their bodies as lures (as female members of the Children of God were instructed to do in the 1960s and 1970s—a practice that their founder called “Flirty Fishing”). I have experienced some of this persuasion for myself and know how formidable it can be. For someone seeking to fill a void in his or her life, especially someone who is cut off from family and friends, it can be well-nigh irresistible.

		When I was in my early twenties, one of my coworkers belonged to Arica, a syncretic movement founded by a Bolivian mystic named Oscar Ichazo, which brings together aspects of Gurdjieff’s Fourth Way, Tai chi chuan, and ideas and practices associated with Esalen and the human potential movement, and wraps them up in a high-gloss package. As we got to know each other, he pressed me to accompany him to one of Arica’s weekend retreats—strongly intimating that, if nothing else, I could meet attractive and accessible women there. When I finally broke down and did, I was immediately struck by three things: 1) that nearly every minute of the weekend was rigidly scripted—the session leaders had neither time nor toleration for questions or intellectual give-and-take; 2) that, rather than expounding or elaborating ideas, the teachers orchestrated experiences, through physical exercises and guided meditations, which were specifically designed to whet one’s appetite for more; 3) that none of the women attending paid the slightest bit of attention to me.

		Nothing bad happened; nobody tried to brainwash me or steal my money. But somewhere around the halfway point, I distinctly remember feeling a twinge of resentment when I realized that nobody wanted to engage me or persuade me or establish a relationship with me—instead they were trying to break down my resistance, to lull me into a state of susceptibility, to rope me in. I wasn’t exactly in danger, but I felt obscurely threatened. I understood that to receive enlightenment on someone else’s terms required an act of surrender that I wasn’t prepared to make.

		Clearly the path to enlightenment can be a perilous one for masters and disciples alike, with figurative and all-too-literal robbers, rapists, and murderers lurking behind every tree. The too-compliant initiate can be reduced to zombiehood; an unscrupulous or undisciplined master can easily yield to the temptation to take carnal or material advantage of the power they wield—or succumb to the delusion that they themselves are the Messiah or even God. It is a story that will be told again and again in the pages that follow.

		Aetherius Society (see Area 51 in Conspiracies)

		Amma the Hugging Saint, or Mata Amritanandamayai (see Indian Gurus)

		Assassins

		Storied Muslim cult which held sway in remote areas of Persia and Iraq and made inroads into Syria for a period in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Like the Druze, the Assassins were an outgrowth of Ismailism, a schismatic movement within the already-schismatic Shiism. Like the Shiites, the Ismailis believe that the succession passes from Muhammad through Ali and Fatimid, but they disagree about the identity of the Seventh Imam. While Twelvers, the majority of Shiites, believe he was Musa al-Kadhim (746–799), Ismailis say he was Isma’il ibn Jafar (721–755). The Ismailis themselves would schism in 1094 over another dispute about the succession of the caliphate. After the death of the Eighteenth Imam, Mustansir, in 1094, some supported his younger son Musta’li (d. 1101); some supported his elder brother Nizār (ca. 1044–1095).

		Hassan-i Sabbāh (1034–1124) would become the leader of the Nizārites. A widely traveled, well-connected Persian—the great poet and astronomer Omar Khayyam (1048–1122) was one of his schoolmates—Sabbāh was forced into exile after he was accused of embezzling from the Shah. As cerebral as he was ruthless, he attended Al-Azhar University in Cairo, where he studied Ismailite philosophy. The Ismailites’ esoteric teachings are highly syncretic, combining aspects of Neoplatonism, Manichaean dualism, and Gnosticism. At their heart is the notion that the conflict between good and evil begins within the nature of God, and that the world is a product of divine emanations that contain both light and darkness. Only a select group of students was admitted to Ismailism’s inner circle—according to some accounts, initiation was accomplished through nine degrees of knowledge (a system that anticipated secret societies like the Masons). Initiates to the ninth and innermost degree or circle were taught that the teachings of the Koran were merely allegorical, useful for maintaining order among the ignorant, but not literally true. A famous phrase attributed to Hassan epitomizes the radically antinomian consequences of this belief: “nothing is true, everything is permitted”—a notion that would carry down to the twentieth century as Aleister Crowley’s “Do what thou wilt.”

		Upon his return to Persia, Hassan-i Sabbāh established himself in the mountaintop fortress of Alamūt, from whence he unleashed a reign of terror throughout the Islamic world—not only on his Sunni and Musta’lite adversaries, but on their mutual enemies, the Christian Crusaders. Though Sabbāh rarely emerged from his study for the thirty-five remaining years of his life, his soldiers, known as Assassins, implacably carried out his orders. Assassin operatives were infiltrated into their enemies’ cities and organizations to form what in today’s parlance would be called sleeper cells. Universally feared for their preternatural ability to penetrate the most elaborate security arrangements, their skill with daggers, and their eerie equanimity in the face of torture and death, they foreshadowed the advent of today’s Middle Eastern suicide bombers by almost a thousand years.

		Legend has it that Hassan brainwashed his followers, not just with his radical teachings, which—very much in the manner of contemporary cults—substituted an ethos of personal loyalty to their Godlike master for traditional religious piety, but by convincing them through outright chicanery that their obedience would be rewarded in heaven. The Venetian explorer Marco Polo (not, to be sure, the most reliable of witnesses—he was born in 1254, 130 years after Hassan died; the Assassins were long out of power by the time he began his travels) recounted an oft-told story about Hassan. When his young recruits were intoxicated by hashish, Hassan would convey to them a luxurious pleasure garden.

		
			Upon awakening from this state of lethargy … each perceived himself surrounded by lovely damsels, singing, playing, and attracting his regards by the most fascinating caresses, serving him also with delicious viands and exquisite wines, until, intoxicated with excess of enjoyment, amidst actual rivers of milk and wine, he believed himself assuredly in paradise, and felt an unwillingness to relinquish its delights. When four or five days had thus been passed, they were thrown once more into a state of somnolency and carried out of the garden…. The chief thereupon addressing them said, “We have the assurance of our Prophet that he who defends his lord shall inherit paradise, and if you show yourselves devoted to the obedience of my orders, that happy lot awaits you.” Animated to enthusiasm by words of this nature all deemed themselves happy to receive the commands of their master, and were forward to die in his service.

		

		Another medieval account of the Assassins (this one from the twenty-fourth chapter of A Choice Book for Discovering the Secrets of the Art of Imposture by Sheikh Abd-ur-Rahman Ben Ebubekr Al-Jeriri of Damascus) describes still another example of Hassan’s trickery. Promising a follower rewards for his participation and swearing him to secrecy, he would bury him up to his neck in sand and pour blood around him. Then he would bring a group of young soldiers in and address the seemingly severed head.

		
			“Which wouldest thou prefer,” said the master, “to return to the world and thy friends, or to dwell in paradise?” “What need have I,” replied the head, “to return to the world after having seen my pavilion in paradise, and the hoories, and all that God has prepared for me? Comrades, salute my family, and take care not to disobey this prophet, who is the lord of the prophets in the state of time, as God has said unto me. Farewell.” These words strengthened the faith of the others; but when they were gone the master took the man up out of the hole, and cut off his head in right earnest. It was by such means as this that he made himself obeyed by his people.

		

		There are many reasons to take these stories with a grain of salt. Written for an audience that already regarded Hassan as a monster and an infidel, they are clearly sensationalized. Hassan, it has been pointed out, eschewed intoxicants; in fact he is said to have had his own son put to death for drinking wine. Still, it’s not difficult to imagine how he
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