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Introduction 
 
In more than six decades since Scientology’s origin in 1954 only four scholarly monographs 
have been published in English on this most controversial new religion (Wallis 1977 [1976]; 
Whitehead 1987; Urban 2011; Westbrook 2019). Prior to 2008, the Church of Scientology 
(CoS) sought to protect its intellectual property (religious texts authored by L. Ron Hubbard) 
and defend its reputation via an aggressive strategy instigated by the founder, “Fair Game,” 
in which critics were silenced by threatened or actual litigation (Cusack 2012, 304). This had 
an impact on both scholarly and popular research on Scientology. Yet 2008 proved a “hinge” 
year, in that the Internet had become a repository of material about CoS, and traditional law 
covering copyright, intellectual property, and the reproduction of embargoed material was 
largely irrelevant in the online context. Prior to 2008 one important ex-member book, Jon 
Atack’s A Piece of Blue Sky (1990) had appeared; its target was the reputation of Hubbard as 
a spiritually advanced religious leader. Scholars triangulated information provided by Atack 
with popular “tell-all” biographies of Hubbard by Russell Miller and Hubbard’s son Ronald 
DeWolf (with ex-Scientologist Bent Corydon), and the hagiographical publications of CoS, in 
order to identify reliable data (Miller 1988; DeWolf and Corydon 1987). 
 
The net impact of 2008 on CoS, which began in January with a video of Tom Cruise accepting 
the Freedom Medal of Valor and progressed in February via hacktivist group Anonymous 
launching Project Chanology, which threatened to expel Scientology from the Internet, was 
entirely negative (Cusack 2012). In 2008, John Duignan’s The Complex: An Insider Exposes 
the Covert World of the Church of Scientology (written with Irish journalist Nicola Tallant), 
the first of a slew of ex-member memoirs, was published (Duignan 2008). In 2009 apostate 
Scientologists were interviewed in various media, and more memoirs appeared. In the next 
decade: a range of tell-all reminiscences of varying levels of sophistication were issued; two 
quality journalistic treatments, Janet Reitman’s Inside Scientology: The Story of America’s 
Most Secretive Religion (2011) and Lawrence Wright’s Going Clear: Scientology, Hollywood 
and the Prison of Belief (2013) were published; two documentary films, Going Clear (2015) 
directed by Alex Gibney (Zeller 2017), and Louis Theroux’s My Scientology Movie (2015) 
directed by John Dower, were released; a feature film, The Master (2012) directed by Paul 
Thomas Anderson and starring Philip Seymour Hoffmann as Lancaster Dodd of the Cause, an 
L. Ron Hubbard-type figure, was made (Petsche 2017); and two of the four academic books 
referred to above were completed. This activity reflected the diminished capacity of CoS to 
use Fair Game to stifle criticism in the age of the Internet. It is reasonable to assume that 
this mass of new material has transformed the academic study of Scientology. But how? 
 
Apostate Testimony and Academic Research on New Religious Movements 
 
The academic study of new religious movements (NRMs) began in earnest in the 1960s, as 
the counter-culture in the United States and the United Kingdom brought new spiritualities 
and alternative lifestyles to the foreground and scholars, in the main sociologists, saw value 



in the field (Ashcraft 2018). Yet NRMs were regarded as less legitimate than “traditional” 
religions, and the testimony of both members and ex-members regarding charismatic 
leaders and life in controversial groups was often thought to be of dubious value. This 
concern affects the reception of memoirs by ex-Scientologists. David Bromley proposed that 
ex-members had three possible roles, depending on the conditions of their exit from the 
group: Defector, Whistle-Blower, and Apostate (Bromley 1998a, 145). Defectors usually 
have “uncontested leave-taking[s]” (Bromley 1998a, 146), whereas Whistle-Blowers and 
Apostates, who are critical and perhaps hostile, may be pursued by religious organisations 
and experience difficulties. Does this invalidate their memoirs? Benjamin Zablocki argued 
that “there is very little difference between the reliability (that is, stability across time) of 
accounts from believers and ex-believers (or apostates)” (cited in Carter 1998: 222). The 
validity of such memoirs is harder to determine, as members give positive accounts while 
apostates typically provide negative accounts (not only of NRMs but of all religions). To 
build new knowledge scholars use member and ex-member sources, testing them against 
each other, adding fieldwork observations, previous academic research, and accounts by 
outsiders, including journalists, to round out the picture (Cusack 2020). 
 
The study of leaving religions is less established than that of joining religions, or what has 
traditionally been called “religious conversion”. Conversion and apostasy were terms that 
were rarely used in early NRM studies; the delegitimising “recruitment,” “affiliation,” and 
“disaffiliation” were often preferred (Cusack 2020, 231). NRMs attracted opposition and the 
anti-cult movement promulgated the idea that converts to NRMs did not join willingly but 
were “brainwashed;” this encouraged leavers to craft “captivity narratives” that disowned 
responsibility. Bromley analysed these testimonies, arguing that: the leaver posits s/he was 
innocent of the “true” nature of the NRM, and was convinced by “subversive techniques” 
(Bromley 1998a, 154). The leaver’s escape from the “cult” and rejection of its teachings is a 
warning to mainstream society of the dangers such deviant organisations pose. Nuanced 
models of leaving NRMs began to appear in the 1980s and the most insightful work in this 
subfield has been done by Stuart A. Wright. He argued that familial bonds were important in 
NRMs, and reconceptualised apostasy as the functional equivalent to marital breakdown 
and divorce (Wright 1991). This model was valuable because it restored personal agency 
and permitted leavers to have mixed feelings and deep regrets about the loss of community 
and faith they suffered. Wright and Elizabeth Piper also argued that this supported by the 
fact that parental disapproval and close family emotional ties were factors for many people 
in deciding to leave NRMs (Wright and Piper 1986, 22).  
 
Ex-Scientology Memoirs 
 
Scientology ex-member memoirs are of two kinds; self-published works, and co-authored 
books with professional publishing houses. The former includes: Headley’s Blown for Good: 
Behind the Iron Curtain of Scientology (2009); Many’s My Billion Year Contract: Memoir of a 
Former Scientologist (2009); and Lucas A. Catton’s Have You Told All? Inside my Time with 
Narconon and Scientology (2013), which is less well-known and especially interesting, as he 
worked in the addiction treatment organisation, Narconon, and never joined the Sea Org. 
The latter includes: Ron Miscavige’s Ruthless: Scientology, My Son David Miscavige, and Me 
(2016, with ex-Scientologist, Dan Koon) and Jenna Miscavige-Hill’s Beyond Belief: My Secret 
Life Inside Scientology and My Harrowing Escape (2013, with journalist Lisa Pulitzer). The 



witty and intelligent A Queer and Pleasant Danger: A Memoir (2012) by transgender 
performance artist Kate Bornstein is a rarity; rather than being uniquely focused on CoS, 
Bornstein’s life transformations after leaving Scientology are chronicled. There are other 
such memoirs, and doubtless more will appear. To date, the apostate memoirs have 
attracted little scholarly attention: Don Jolly’s study of how Miscavige-Hill, Bornstein and 
Lawrence Wright - who is not a memoirist but foregrounds the experiences of screenwriter 
Paul Haggis, who left CoS “due to its treatment of gays and lesbians” (Jolly 2016, 52) - 
explore issues of sexuality in Scientology is directly focused on them; my own article on L. 
Ron Hubbard and sex (Cusack 2016) and chapter on “Leaving New Religious Movements” 
(Cusack 2020) discuss them in passing. 
 
The memoirs by Many (who joined CoS in 1971), Headley (who was raised in CoS, schooled 
in Hubbard’s Applied Scholastics at Delphi Academy in Los Angeles, and joined the Sea Org 
as a teenager) and Catton (who joined in 2000) are focused on the drudgery of everyday life 
in the Sea Org and Narconon, and the pressure that they experienced in their relationships 
and marriages. This was due to lack of privacy, the fact that couples were often separated, 
and the intrusion of the CoS in their child-bearing and child-rearing. Many had children as a 
Sea Org member, but Headley and his wife Claire (approximately twenty years younger than 
Many) were prevented from having children as Sea Org members were prohibited from 
becoming parents, and Claire claimed she was forced to abort the two pregnancies that they 
failed to prevent (Headley 2009). Catton confirms that the desire to have children was a 
major part of his not joining the Sea Org, and Miscavige-Hill’s desire for marriage and a 
family also was a strong motivation for her to question Scientology’s teachings on sex. All 
the memoirists eventually “blew” (left CoS), paying a high emotional price in most cases, 
usually separation (“disconnection”) from their children and other family members, due to 
CoS proclaiming them to be “Suppressive persons” (SPs). Headley, Many and Catton are ex-
members who are voluble critics of the religion they were devoted to for decades; they 
have elected the roles of Whistle-Blower and Apostate, rather than the low-tension role of 
Defector, and the information they provide is invaluable to scholars seeing to understand 
the everyday life of the Sea Org and Narconon. My Scientology Movie, mentioned above, 
features another prominent Apostate, Mark ‘Marty’ Rathbun, the former Inspector General 
of the Research Technology Centre (Scientology’s governing body), was involved in Free 
Zone (outside the church) Scientology from 2004 when he “blew” after twenty-seven years. 
He is now non-religious, and regrets being in Louis Theroux’s film. However, for viewers, 
watching him conduct Training Routines and direct re-enactments of events at Scientology’s 
Gold Base near Hemet, California are the highlights of that film (Dower 2015).  
 
Conclusion 
 
The first important difference between the ex-member memoirs and earlier books by Atack, 
DeWolf and Miller is that the focus has shifted away from Hubbard and the desire to expose 
the image of him as charismatic founder and spiritual adept promoted by CoS as fraudulent, 
to the experiences of Scientology members, albeit those from a rarified sub-group, the Sea 
Org. This was an elite naval corps established by Hubbard in 1968, in which members sign 
“billion year contracts” which commit them to Scientology throughout their reincarnations, 
in perpetuity. Typically, Sea Org members commit at a young age (as Hubbard taught that 
the thetan, or spiritual part of the person, was never immature), work long hours for very 



low wages, and experience a high level of control in their lives, often being separated from 
spouses, prevented from having children, and in extreme cases, doing hard labour on the 
Rehabilitation Project Force (Headley 2009; Many 2009). Early memoirs by Duignan, Marc 
Headley, and Nancy Many explained the acceptance of such dreadful conditions through 
service to the charismatic founder Hubbard or to his successor David Miscavige (b. 1960), a 
service which no longer made sense to them when they left. It is difficult to comprehend 
why Sea Org members regularly endured humiliation, hardship, drudgery, surveillance, and 
violence; Zablocki’s idea of “exit cost analysis” is attractive, as it “is primarily concerned with 
the paradox of feeling trapped in what is nominally a voluntary association” (Zablocki 1998, 
220). It is important to note that such feelings are compatible with the intimate partner 
breakdown model of apostasy proposed by Stuart A. Wright. Once the author-protagonist of 
a memoir is aware of the unacceptable cost of remaining in a religious organisation s/he no 
longer trusts nor believes in, the exit cost becomes reasonable. 
 
The new material from ex-member memoirs, which must be integrated into scholarly 
studies using appropriate methodologies and taking the requisite care to confirm the 
historicity of events and reliability of sources, has changed the study of Scientology through 
revealing much about the day-to day-running of CoS, the business and financial side of 
Scientology, and the organisational shift from the Hubbard era to the Miscavige era. Most 
importantly, it sheds light on the lived experience of being a Scientologist, the motivations 
of those who joined, and most of all how and why disillusionment set in for a large number 
of key CoS staff from 2008 onwards. The role of the Internet, as a source of materials about 
CoS that members were often ignorant of is a theme that resounds through the memoirs 
(especially Miscavige-Hill and Catton); this reinforces the value of open source information 
and the necessity of the move away from both traditional copyright and restriction of texts, 
and dispels the distrust of material found online, providing it can be checked and verified 
(Cusack 2012). Donald A. Westbrook’s Among the Scientologists: History, Theology, and 
Praxis (2019), the most recent scholarly study, should be read in tandem with the memoirs, 
as he has a research sample of rank-and-file Scientologists who were happy in the CoS, and 
shared positive experiences. In 2021, the first monograph on Free Zone Scientology, by Aled 
Thomas, will be published by Bloomsbury. With that study, a new subfield in researching 
Scientology which to date has been the subject of about a dozen articles and chapters since 
2011, will reach maturity (see Tuxen Rubin 2011; Thomas 2019). 
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