CULTS - THE U.K. EXPERIENCE

Media coverage of the armed siege in the USA of an extreme religious cult should warn us of the dangers in the U.K. too. Once again, we have heard dire warnings of the effects of brainwashing; mass hypnosis; inability of victims to think and act independently; mindless rituals; blind following of clever and devious authority figures exerting a spell over their disciples from which it can be very difficult to escape. Such cults, ominously, often provide a way of filling a sense of emptiness and meaninglessnes that many find hard to confront.  

I have seen a great deal of this terrifying phenomenon much closer to home. Cults in the U.K. have a much larger membership than most people seem to realise. For example most large towns are full of zombie-like figures, with glazed expressions, staring into windows; parading round malls; searching without quite knowing what it is they are looking for. In the evenings most homes are lit up by one or more electronic boxes before which vast numbers of people stare vacantly for hours. 

The boxes transmit messages from highly paid cult figures enormously skilled in communication and public relations. Such charismatic individuals mesmerise their sheep-like audiences into believing that they need to go back to town next day and purchase yet another product or service without which their lives will remain incomplete. They are promised that, if only they rush out and buy or vote for (whatever or whoever), their lives will almost certainly come together at last. They will achieve salvation, sex, peace of mind, security, excitement, attention or whatever else they think they deserve.

The electrical boxes, and their daily papers, are full of sexual titillation and low cost sensationalism designed to protect them from the need to initiate, reflect or review anything in themselves or their lives. They receive a diet of pre-digested options and opinions; shallow opportunities for the emotional indulgence of righteousness and prejudice; a menu of syrup and circuses. They are shielded from complexity, responsibility, social tragedy (except as a means of cheap voyeurism), paradox and the contrary and contradictory dilemmas of mature and independent existence.

The entire culture is infested by those paid to point to and paint our dreams and fantasies. For every pound spent on education and training, two pounds are now spent on advertising and public relations 
. Plausibility, image, veneer and fantasy are much more important than whatever truth we may wish to locate within or around us. 

What is to be done? The first step, surely, is to recognise the extent of the problem. We should feel sorry for those poor deluded fools caught up under the spell of (yet another) religious cult leader. Far worse, though, I worry about all the sheep-like individuals who bleat and splutter and fail to realise that they may never have had an original thought or authentic response in their lives. Within our free market and consumer paradise, how many of us are led by our noses from cradle to grave, without even sensing what is happening to us? Maybe we are all members of a cult?    
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