
What is a destructive cult? How can we recognize it? Part one 

Cults as usually are known among people, have been defined differently by different experts. Some 

have refused to recognise it as a viable name or adjective for those groups that are commonly 

known as ‘Cult’ and prefer to call them NRM (New Religious Movements); But majority have been 

loyal to popular feelings and understandings and have tried to define the word and set certain 

conditions for naming a group as a cult. For example Lifton, as one of the experts, who was among 

first recognizing mind manipulation committed by Mao’s China under ‘thought reform’; has defined 

it as:  

‘Cults in terms of a cluster of groups with certain characteristics, First, all cults have a Charismatic 

leader, who himself or herself increasingly becomes the object of worship, and in many cases, the 

dispenser of immortality. Spiritual ideas of a general kind give way to this deification of the leader. 

Second, in Cults there occurs a series of psychological processes that can be associated with what has 

been called "coercive persuasion" or "thought reform". And third, there is a pattern of manipulation 

and exploitation from above (by leaders and ruling coteries) and idealism from below (on the part of 

supplicants and recruits)i.  

Margaret Singer another famous expert in this field; in her book ‘Cults in our Midst’; in a section 

under title of ‘Definitions and Characteristics’ of cults; writes: 

 ‘The noun cult tends to impart an image of a static organization. But like people in other groupings, 

people in a cult interact in special ways, and these ways change across time. It is in their inner 

workings that cults tend to be unusual, so it’s not always easy to grasp the difference between an 

open society or organization and a cult. Sometimes people fail to consider how cults work because 

they mistakenly either write cults off as filled with a bunch of crazies or think cults are just like the 

regular groups they attend, such as the local Rotary Club, the PTA, or the Loyal Order of Moose. The 

usual dictionary definitions of a cult are descriptive of certain aspects. But I also want to convey what 

life in various cults consists of and to convey a more dynamic picture of the processes that go on. I 

prefer to use the phrase “cultic relationships” to signify more precisely the processes and interactions 

that go on in a cult. A cultic relationship is one in which a person intentionally induces others to 

become totally or nearly totally dependent on him or her for almost all major life decisions, and 

inculcates in these followers a belief that he or she has some special talent, gift, or knowledge. For 

our purpose, the label cult refers to three factors: 1- The origin of the group and role of the leader. 2- 

The power structure, or relationship between the leader (or leaders) and the followers. 3- The use of 

coordinated program of persuasion (which is called thought reform, or, more commonly, 

brainwashing).’ii    

Describing ‘cultic relationships’ she explains:  

‘Cults are authoritarian in structure. … Leader is supreme authority,   ...  Cult leaders claim to be 

breaking with tradition, offering something novel, and instituting the only viable system for change 

that will solve life's problems or the world's ills. ... Cults tend to have a double set of ethics. Members 

are urged to be open and honest within the group and to confess all to the leader. At the same time, 

members are encouraged to deceive and manipulate non-members. In contrast, established religions 

and ethical groups teach members to be honest and truthful to all and to abide by one set of ethics. 

The overriding philosophy in cults, however, is that the ends justify the means, a view that allows 



cults to establish their own brand of morality, outside normal social bounds. ... “Heavenly deception” 

... “transcendental trickery,” ...”talking to the Babylonians”, ...or referring to outsiders as the 

“systemite.” Language such as this is meant to justify a double set of ethics, making it acceptable for 

members to deceive non-members.’iii 

Lalich another expert in this field, ‘discusses four interlocking structural dimensions that underpin the 

social dynamics of cultic groups: 1- charismatic authority. 2- A transcendent belief system. 3- Systems 

of control. 4- Systems of influence.  “The relational aspect of charisma is the hook that links a 

follower or devotee to a leader and/ or his or her ideas.”iv The transcendental belief system “binds 

adherents to the group and keeps them behaving according to the group's rules and norms”. Systems 

of control are “overt rules, regulations, and procedures that guide and control group members' 

behaviour”, while the systems of influence reside in the group culture “from which members learn to 

adapt their thoughts, attitudes, and behaviours in relation to their new beliefs” These four factors 

working together can lead to a “self-sealing system that exacts a high degree of commitment -as well 

as expressions of that commitment- from its core members” and that is “closed in on itself, allowing 

no consideration of disconfirming evidence or alternative points of view” The self-sealing system 

forms a bounded reality. Within that frame of mind the person's choices become constrained because 

of the external sanctions of the social system and the person's own internalised sanctions. This places 

members in 'a narrow realm of constraint and control, of dedication and duty'- what Lalich 

appropriately calls “bound choice”.’v  

Some have studied only certain cults, mostly religious ones and have defined them accordingly; for 

example in ‘All God’s children’ we read:  

‘A cult has a living leader. Cult doctrine is based on his, or her, revelations which either supplant or 

supplement traditional religious doctrine and scripture. -The cult leader is the sole judge of the 

quality of a member's faith and he enjoys absolute authority over the members. He often lives in 

kingly slender while his subjects live in poverty. -A cult promises a system in which a convert may 

work to save the world and humanity, but actually sponsors no community improvement programs. -

the daily work of nearly all cult members is demeaning and utilizes little of their potential, in terms of 

intelligence, training or education. -Religious cults are exclusive social systems, claiming that their 

members will achieve salvation (or happiness). Members are taught to believe that they are 

'superior' to those outside of the group. -To be a member of a cult a person must remove himself 

from society, cut himself off from job, education, friends and family. Methods of ego-destruction and 

thought control are part of a religious cult's recruiting and indoctrination practices. -Cults discourage 

critical analysis by dictating the suppression of negative thoughts, therefore fostering a dependency 

on the cult's authority that arrests the maturation process. -the cult rituals and practices are 

psychologically unwholesome, and in some cases physically dangerous when they involve the use of 

drugs or perverse sexual rites.’vi  

Some experts in this field have separated ordinary cults from destructive, extreme or totalitarian 

ones; by describing what happens to members when they join an extreme or totalistic cult; for 

example, Erving Goffman gives four characteristics for recognizing a destructive cult: 

 ‘1- All aspects of life are conducted in the same place and under the same single authority. 2- Each 

phase of the member's daily activity is carried out in the immediate company of a large batch of 

others. 3- All phases of the day's activities are tightly scheduled, with one activity leading at a 



prearranged time into the next, the whole sequence of activities being imposed from above by a 

system of explicit formal rulings, and a body of officials. 4- The various enforced activities are 

brought together into a single rational plan purportedly designed to fulfil the official aims of the 

institution.’vii  

Dr. Olsson in his book ‘Malignant Pied Pipers of our time’, differentiate cults from destructive one 

and describes the latter one as: 

 ‘Exploitive and destructive cults have many characteristics in common. -They concentrate a large 

percentage of their group efforts on fund-raising, recruiting new members, and subtly or obviously 

controlling the financial, social, familial, and sexual lives of their members. -Cult members are 

frequently lectured at or berated by the charismatic leader after the initial 'love bombardment' of 

recruitment or seduction.  - The destructive cult devalues or attacks the nuclear family or extended 

family. “the family,”  a California cult, repeatedly said to recruits, “Spending time with your biological 

family is like eating your own vomit!”viii -Destructive cult leaders often rearrange marriages, dictate 

sexual boundaries, or personally select sexual partners for themselves from the membership. - The 

exploitive cult rapidly develops 'in-group, out-group' dynamics, with group-sanctioned isolation from 

other groups and especially from a free range of dialogue about the difference in opinions between 

groups. -Money gathered by the cult group is often used to enhance the fame, power, or prestige of 

the leader and not to primarily help the community. - These cults have doctrines and practice based 

on a living leader's evolving revelations, which supplant or devalue rather than supplement or 

deepen traditional teachings.  Thus these groups retain as their central goal the aggrandisement and 

narcissistic affirmation of their charismatic leaders. They actively promote isolation from the rich 

variety of ideas abounding in the broader society. Their leaders seek to alienate members from their 

families or communities origin.’ix  

Professor Dole; putting a condition for recognizing a terrorist group as a cult considers four 

characteristics for a group to be called a cult: 

 ‘1- Compliance: measures the extent to which members sacrifice their own goals, serve leaders who 

make decisions, and comply with group norms. 2- Exploitation: Implies the group seeks power 

unethically. A cult manipulates, abuses, and uses people. 3- Mind Control: measures the extent to 

which members are deceived, leaders use personal dominance, and the group uses coercive 

persuasion. 4- Anxious Dependency: reflects a cult situation in which dependency can be absolute 

and fear tends to colour all experiences.’x  

As it can be seen, above definition is defining a cult, more through understanding of what will 

happen to members when they join a cult. As does this one:  

‘Theodore L. Dorpat in his 1996 book Called Gaslighting. The Double Whammy, Interrogation, and 

Other Methods of Covert Control in Psychotherapy and psychoanalysis; In Chapter 9 specifically 

discusses psychotherapy cults. He points out (Page 184) How psychotherapy cult leaders often use 

shame and humiliation, among other thought-reform techniques (known as 'gaslighting'), to induce 

dependency and self-doubt in their followers. Such mind control leads to destructive and long-lasting 

psychopathological effects. Dorpat offers six major and cogent characteristics of all destructive cults 

(page 185). 1- Cult leaders are Charismatic, authoritarian, and dominating individuals. 2- Followers 

join the cult when they are emotionally disturbed and/ or are in transition between developmental 



state; i.e. when identity needs and security are the greatest. 3- The followers idealize the cult leaders. 

Both the leader and followers consider the leader to be the supreme authority. 4- The cult leaders 

suppress the followers' disagreement or opposition. 5- Followers become totally involved in the cult, 

which often controls every aspect of their personal life, including sex, social relationships, diet, dress, 

work, and the like. 6- Cults tend to have long-lasting traumatic and destructive psychological effects 

on followers, who gradually lose their autonomy and their capacity for critical thinking.’xi  

Attributes of a Destructive Cult: 

1- It should have an alive, leader, who controls most aspects of life of the members of the cult. 

In my view not any leader can be a cult leader, he or she has to have certain characteristics 

to be able to run the cult and manipulate members to be as obedient and loyal as to 

sacrifice almost anything for the leader. Characteristics such as: charm or charisma; 

Narcissism or extreme self love; sense of superiority with gigantic ambitions; confidence and 

power of speech. Cult leaders mostly are friendless as they will see no one as fit enough as 

being their equal or friend.  

2- It should have a doctrine, or an ideology, or an extreme goal for the groupxii. Doctrine or 

announced objectives of cult are only useful in recruiting and gluing members to each other.  

being religious or none religious; its goal, being political or personal; its philosophy being 

eastern or western; are not as important as common characteristics of the cult’s doctrine. 

Characteristics such as: black and white view toward almost any aspect of being and life; 

simplicity of message rapped in ambiguous, complicated and lengthy wordings; claim of 

being unique and superior to all other similar ideas; having different code of moral for inside 

and outside of the cult from one hand and on the other hand, different code of behaviour 

for the leader and the rest of the cult’s members; flexibility of idea to match the interest of 

cult at any situation and anytime; or I might say ideological-deception and believe in the 

‘end justifies means’ which is at the heart of any destructive cult’s doctrine. In my view all 

elements of cult’s doctrine can alter even to its opposite, but there are two elements, 

common among all cults that never can change. One: survival of the cult and its leader with 

any price; and two: absolute loyalty and obedience toward the leader again with any price. 

At this point I have to mention that one might look at some of the above common factors of 

doctrines of cults and claim that many religions and even secular political ideas have almost 

the same characteristics such as claim of being unique, or being superior to other similar 

beliefs; I have to emphasis that many beings and phenomenon in life in different categories, 

have similar attributions but each category is unique and has been defined uniquely through 

not only their common factors with their alike but in totality of their characteristics and 

mainly through their differences with their similar. We have an expression in Farsi; saying 

‘not all spheres are an apple.’ Yes Apple has to have spherical shape; but to be apple any 

sphere has to have many other attributions as well. There are many similarities between 

even an ant and a human being if we look at their genetic code of their DNA; but an ant to 

reach to the point of humanity, has to pave millions of years of evolutionary distancexiii. To 

differentiate a cult from a popular faith, one has to look at collection of all the 

characteristics of the cult and not pick and choose few common factors. This is why I differ 

fully from those who would like to call cults even destructive cults, and perhaps even none 

religious ones as NRM; because in my view, no known popular religion has all these 

attributions, while some might have some of them at one point or another point of their 



existence; and if any group calling itself new church or new faith, has all these attributions, 

then I will not call them ‘followers of a faith’ but members of a destructive cult. Some argue 

that some of today’s religions once in the past, they were a cult and then they evolved into a 

popular religion. Again if I can accept that there are some popular faiths or ideas that started 

from a cult like groupings; still we can not call a monkey, human because it might evolve into 

human, or we can not make an apple pie with the seed or flower of apple because it can 

change into an apple; a monkey is a monkey till if in millions of years it evolve into human 

and a flower of apple is a flower till it grow into apple. I am not claiming that cults can not 

evolve into something else. As there are many cult leaders who started as being religious 

respected activist and then changed into a cult leader, people such as Jim Jones or those 

who changed from a political leader or a revolutionary leader into most destructive cult 

leader such as Mao and Masoud Rajavi of MEK; or perhaps a western educated businessman 

like Osma bin Laden into Al-Qaeda’s cult leader; cults can change and transfer themselves 

into a political party or even a new branch of a popular faithxiv, but as long as they have 

common characteristics mentioned here, in my view they are cult and when they change 

and evolve into something else, their title can change too. 

3- Organization; or a method of running and controlling the cult and in case of larger cults 

system of hierarchy. Smaller cults might seem not having an organisation as such and very 

large ones such as Al-Qaeda might have changed into some sort of franchise; but however 

small or big a cult is; however simple or complicated its organisation might be; all of them 

have similar organizational characteristics; such as: loyalty toward the leader and absolute 

obedience of members from their superior. All cult’s organisations change the cult into an 

independent entity almost like an independent country or even a world within wider society; 

with its private symbolism and rituals, and perhaps even different emblem, anthem and flag, 

independent financial or tax system, laws and rules of conduct; most of the times totally 

different and even opposite of laws, morals and norms of conduct of the host society or 

country that they are not abide to. Other common characteristics of destructive cult’s 

organisation are hard work, no doubt and no question, absolute secrecy and surveillance. All 

destructive cults see the wider society as enemy, therefore the organisation of a cult is 

based on total paranoia and phobia toward outsiders. Membership of a cult is for life, 

therefore there is no exit door within the organisation, unless a member escape which in 

this case he or she will be called a ‘traitor’ and in the view of cult will be worthy of 

execution, or being thrown away because of their lack of fitness or as it was called in MEK 

their Ghoolos-ness.  

4- System of mind control, or mind manipulation or ‘brain washing’. Or in simplest form of cults 

how they isolate their members from the wider society. All destructive cults according to my 

definition have to have a method of mind manipulation. In my view there are three stages in 

the mind manipulation that I call them accordingly: A- use of influence techniques. B- Mind 

control and C- brainwashing. I will call a cult, a destructive cult or as Lifton called them 

totalistic (even if that cult is a peaceful or none violent one), when they manipulate mind of 

their members through all three stages of mind manipulation, especially through the 

method that I call ‘brainwashing’. Destructive cults while for recruitment use only influence 

techniques, but for members they use all three forms of mind manipulation to rub their 

members from their free will and change them into new slaves of the leader.  



Misuse of different doctrines by Cults: 

History of cults perhaps goes back to the beginning of the history of mankind. First sorcerer and 

wizards were perhaps first cult leaders. Number of cults through the history is countless. For 

example; in India; Dr. Lung writes:  

‘Down through the centuries, alongside 10,000 temples built to honour 10,000 gods, India has also 

produced 10,000 secret societies, Tantrum sex cults, and sanguineous sects, not the least of which 

are the devotees of the fierce black -faced bitch-Goddess Kali whose Thuggee stranglers preyed upon 

the subcontinent until finally suppressed in the mid nineteenth century by the British.’xv 

We have seen small cults with few members that became big in media such as Symbionese 

Liberation army, a left wing terrorist cult; through kidnapping of Patty Hearst, daughter of the 

famous millionaire, who through brain washing changed into a member of SLA. Also we have seen 

large cults with perhaps millions or even tens of millions of members; with little mentioned in the 

western media such as followers of Sathya Sai Baba in India who used to calls himself the 

manifestation of the God on earthxvi. Some cults through the history have became famous by 

Terrorising or assassination of other famous people such as Zealots in killing Roman occupiers of 

Judea; or Assassins in killing of Kings and ministers of Middle East; Thuggee in India; and recently, 

Mojahedin e Khalq (MEK) in Iran and Al-Qaeda as an international Terrorist organisation . Others 

became famous in killing themselves and their members; cults such as: Heaven Gate; followers of 

Jim Jones and David Koresh.  

Though most important element for having a cult is to have a cult leader; still, cult leader to attract 

and recruit members, also later to glue members together, need to have a doctrine or a message. A 

doctrine or message such as:  

1- Neo-Christian For example: Oneida Communityxvii; Dom’s day cultsxviii; Unification 

Churchxix.  

2- Hindu and Eastern religious cults. For example: Hare Krishnaxx.  

3- Muslim or Jewishxxi. Such as Assassins; Zealots; Al-Qaeda which is a little different from 

common form of cults; however I will talk about them more later. Also Mojahedin e Khalq or 

MEK that I was member of and I will describe them in length.  

4-Poltical and Marxists; such as WDU described by Carol Giambalv an ex-member of the 

group.xxii Or ‘O’ described by Alexandra Stein in her memoirs; ‘Inside Out’xxiii. 

5- Occult, witchcraft, and Satanist. Example: Temple of Setxxiv.  

6- Spiritualist, self help cults. Such as followers of Georgei Ivanovitch Gurdjieff.xxv 

7- Zen and other Sino-Japanese philosophical - mystical orientation; such as: Aum Shinrikyo 

cult in Japan. xxvi 

8- Flying saucer and other Outer-space phenomena; such as Heaven Gatexxvii.  

Well I can go on and on as no one can predict what the next trickery and slogan of a destructive cult 

leaders might be and what kind of promises he or she might give to his or her new recruits. 
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physical, emotional, and intellectual aspects of personality, which he believed were controlled by three separate centres. He 

thought that the majority of people were 'asleep', and behaved like machines reacting blindly to external forces. His training 

was designed to awaken selected followers to a higher level of consciousness and a new perception of reality. ...  ' Group 

work is valuable only in the sense that it helps the individual to achieve individual self-perfection.' (Fritz Peters, Gurdjieff -

London: Wildwood House, 1976-page 292 , 293) A follower writes: 'Mr. Gurdjieff demanded from us a very great effort, 

especially difficult because we did not know when it would end. We suffered and would have been only too happy to rest; 

but there was no protest in us, because the one thing we really wished to do was to follow Mr. Gurdjieff. Beside that, 

everything else seemed unimportant. (Thomas and Olga de Hartmann, Our life with Mr. Gurdjieff -London: Penguin, 

Arkana, 1992- , p. 26) Cited from Anthony Storr; Feet of Clay; HarperCollins Publishers; 1996;  PP: 23, 27 
xxvi ‘During the morning rush hour on March 20, 1995, Asahara's Aum Shinrikyo cult members released deadly sarin gas in 

the Kasumigaseki station of the Tokyo subway system. Twelve people died and 5,000 were sickened by this cult group 

action. At the time of the attack, the cult had 10,000 followers in Japan and as many as 40,000 members in Russia. Before 

the attack, Asahara appeared regularly on Japanese television, and in 1990, he and other cult members ran (mostly without 

success) for seats in the Japanese Parliament. ... Shoko Asahara was born in 1955 on Kyushu, one of Japan's main islands. 

Born sixth of seven children, Asahara was sightless in one eye from birth and partially blind in the other eye. ... At the 

school for the blind, Asahara discovered a peculiar power because of his limited ability to see. A former teacher said, 'Being 

able to see even little is prestigious because blind children want to go out and have coffee or tea at a tea room, but can't go by 

themselves. They would say to Chizuo (Asahara), 'I will buy you dinner, why don't you take me out?' (Van Biema, David, 

'Prophet of Poison, ' Time, April 3, 1995, page 30) This position of social power allowed him to be a leader; he sought power 

by becoming the champion of social outcasts at the school. Even as a child, Asahara had grandiose fantasies of becoming a 

political leader. When he ran for office in school he was rejected; Japanese voters rejected him (though some of his followers 

got elected to parliament); Tokyo University rejected him. These accumulating Dark Epiphanies led to escalations in 

Asahara’s apocalyptic predictions of Armageddon. ... Asahara benefited from the boom of new religions in Japan in the 

1980s. His self-expression turned messianic in 1987 when he declared himself to be 'Today's Christ' and 'The Savoir of This 

Century.' His 'new' religion was nominally Buddhist, but was really a hodgepodge of ascetic disciplines, Christian platitudes, 

and New-Age occultism. Ashara began to identify supposed threats to Japan from the United States, Jews and Freemasons. 

His ideology and bizarre theology, like that of Koresh, Jones and Manson, grew steadily toward apocalyptic visions of 

impending doom. Early in 1995, Asahara published a book called Disaster Approaches the Land of the Rising Sun. He 

likened himself to Hitler in his passionate nationalism, and once spoke to 15,000 people at a Russian Sports Stadium. In his 

sermons, Asahara constantly wove his apocalyptic doomsday scenario into the actions and expectations he predicted for his 

followers. ... Ashahara hit the Japanese paranormal media big-time when the Japanese magazine Twilight Zone ran a photo 

of him meditating in the lotus position while apparently floating in mid air. (The New Yorker, April 1, 1996, page 59) ... In 
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October 1989, Sunday Mainichi, one of Japan's biggest selling magazines, began a series of articles on Aum Shinrikyo and 

Asahara entitled 'Give Back My Child.' This article featured six families who charged that Asahara had stolen their 

teenagers. Asahara also began escalating his coercion of recruits, using methods that included kidnapping, murder, and 

eventually the gas attacks Finally the Japanese authorities took effective action and arrested Asahara. The legal process and 

investigations took a long time because Asahara had cleverly developed degrees of distance from the actions of his 

followers, in a way that is reminiscent of Manson. On February 27, 2004, Asahara was finally found guilty of 27 murders 

after an 8 years trial. (The New York Times, Feb 27, 2004) Cited from: Peter A. Olsson; ‘Malignant Pied Pipers or our time’ 

published by ‘Publish America Baltimore’; 2005; PP: 81, 85 
xxviiPeter Olsson describing the group in his book ‘Malignant Pied Pipers of Our time’, writes: ‘How could 39 intelligent, 

idealistic, and dedicated people quietly allow themselves to die under the dominion of a guru who claimed that their spirits 

would be transported to a spacecraft travelling behind the Hale-Bopp comet? It may seem bizarre, yet these well-educated 

people did just that. The members of the 'Heaven's Gate' cult so believed in their Pied Piper's 'Music Man' song that they 

bought into the incredible idea that he would lead them to higher, spiritually rich domains of existence in outer space. On 

March 26, 1997, Marshall Applewhite, age 66, and 39 followers died together in a mansion at Rancho Santa Fe, California. 

Applewhite had been theologising, proselytising, and preaching a blend of Christian astrology and outer space fantasy since 

the 1970s. Applewhite promised his disciples that they would evolve into spiritually superior, bald aliens by serving all links 

to modern society and human desires. Heaven's Gate suicide cult members not only shunned sex, but approximately a third 

of he men in the cult chose castration, following Applewhite's personal example.  Cited from: Peter A. Olsson; ‘Malignant 

Pied Pipers or our time’ published by ‘Publish America Baltimore’; 2005; PP: 88, 89 


