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Legacy Cost
by Nancy Capers, MFT#41057

 and Hedges Capers


Marion, 30, was in my kitchen drying an apple, when she stated she was sure her boyfriend had a “missed withhold”.  Marion was using terminology from a cult she had left 10 years ago.  Because she knew that I understood what she was saying, we shared it’s meaning.  She was suspicious that her boyfriend was having an affair and she’d almost found out about it.


Fred, 45, at dinner with my husband and me, casually stated that he thought his wife might be experiencing “demon inculcation”.  I asked what her symptoms were.  “She doesn’t really have any symptoms.  She just isn’t able to sleep, she’s thinking about suicide, and feels really on edge all the time.”  Fred and Wendy had recently decided the cult they had been in was very destructive. They made a decision six months ago to leave.  “We’ve sorta felt lost since we left. I’m doing OK, but it’s really been hard on Wendy.  She’s very lonely and afraid.”

Tina, 55, a high-powered vice president at an electronics firm, stated that she could tell that another friend of ours was “out of valence“ – a made-up term describing our friend’s bi-polar condition.  Tina graduated from an Ivy League school.  She was pretty, dressed beautifully, had the latest haircut.   She still had a hard time cutting loose from many of the concepts she learned in the cult.  Thirty years ago she had been kidnapped (which she didn’t recognize as such at the time) for three days after joining the cult a year earlier.  She had decided to leave but because she was an important staff member at the time, they couldn’t handle the upset this would cause amongst the students and other staff members.  So, they “disciplined” her for three days.  She never thought about going to the police or telling her mother.  Her father had committed suicide a year ago and she couldn’t bear causing her mother more pain.  She became untethered emotionally, distraught, and went along with the program.  She was unable to leave the organization until she had worked out of a “lower ethics condition.”  She was psychologically locked into the office where the cult held classes threatened not to leave or she would be alienated from the group.


“Legacy cost” is a term that describes the left-over rage, loss, and/or grief that exists as a result of leaving a cult.  It is a price one pays, often unconscious and sometimes conscious, that has the power to create emotional impact.   It is powerful, can last many years, and is like the symptoms that occur after a divorce.  The sense of belonging is gone and probably will not return in the same way.  A longing is felt that is left unfulfilled by friends or family.  A belief that you are contributing something so unique, so capable of changing the planet, so delusional…nothing else creates that intense sense of purpose that exists in cults.


One of the tricky things about cults is that they are very isolated, very egoistic, and very supportive of their members.  Meanwhile, if one questions the cult there are systems in place to deal with your question.  And if your question persists,  disciplinary measures take over.  Once all of this fails, you are finally extricated if you cannot adhere to the party line.  Whether you are thrown out or you leave of your own accord, the sense of abandonment is enormous.


You’ve bought a sense of principles, a way of looking at the world, a way of relating (cults often have their own terminology that is cult specific) that is not understood by the rest of the world.  Years after leaving a cult, two former cult members can use a term which would be unknown to others and know exactly what they’re describing.  It’s a secret language that brings with it a sense of elitism or, at least, uniqueness.  Without this, one feels very isolated when out on their own.  It’s often impossible for many to get those same needs of communion met in the outside society.  Being in a cult is like instant intimacy.  Look at us.  We’re special.  We both know more than the rest of the world (and there will probably be a name for “everybody else” that is particular to that cult.)  And we speak a secret language that you don’t understand.


That’s not to say that it can’t be done.  But the work is to build an inner structure that the former external structure fulfilled.  The realization that this same sense of purpose and belonging probably will not happen again occurs many years after leaving a cult.  Marion, Fred and Tina are all victims of legacy cost.  We believe that legacy  cost has a greater, particular, unique set of losses that are different from other relationship partings.  Because the cult becomes so all-encompassing, because you’ve had to surrender completely, learn a new way of speaking, a new, often finely defined perspective on the world, an intense sweeping lifestyle…this relationship is often deeper than a marriage.  And more difficult to recover from than a divorce.


In a divorce, friends take sides.  There’s usually someone who’s on your side.  When you leave a cult, you leave alone.  You are generally completely isolated, uncommunicated.  Everyday becomes a sense of longing for what you had.  And so you are left no longer a part of and not having the option of re-joining.  And, if you’re essentially a pack-animal, finding a new pack…or becoming less dependent on any kind of group, is years of work.  It takes time to find the balance between being part of, but not enmeshed within a system in a way that you are unable to have a separate self.


Recovery is a slow and worthwhile process.  But it’s a little like starting from infancy, depending on the age one joined the cult, the number of years spent involved, and the developmental level of the individual at the time.  Understanding the forces that caused you to join, the needs it met, and the reasons you stayed even after recognizing it’s destructive qualities are just some of the issues to explore with a capable therapist. I believe it is vital to the recovering individual to work with an empathic other who is familiar with leaving high-demand groups and the arc of recovery.  Hope does return.
