The Texts of the Convivium

CONSUMERISM, PSYCHOSIS

AND NEW RELIGION OF OUR TIMES

Consumerism owes its birth to the expansion of industry, which is facilitated by an upturn of consumption. If it is to expand, indeed, if it is to survive, production has to encourage its public to consume as much as possible. It does this by means of an incessant pounding of publicity that ends up by transforming the mentality of people from top to bottom, as one might say, from the little things of everyday life to decisive existential matters, the very reasons of living.

The man in the street is indoctrinated, urged, stimulated, seduced. And in a certain sense he is also hypnotized, seeing that publicity employs techniques that are not so very different from those of the hypnotist. 

Publicity comes into our homes by means of every possible opening: by radio and television, by mail, by telephone, by door-to-door visits and the “demonstrations” that go with them. It is not only information, but also a continuous pressure and, as one might even say, an unceasing sermon. The sermons of former days have become tedious, but that has not put a stop to preaching: indeed, preachers of the new faith seem to pop up all around us. 

Consumerism has its apostles, its prophets, its spiritual masters, its “gurus”, a term that is often applied to them. Philosophy is no longer the ancient love of knowledge that moved man to seek truth, but has become the philosophy of Fiat, of General Motors, of the company that provides us with gas, and so on. 

The ordinary man is catechized to such an extent as to embrace consumerism in just the same way as men in former days adhered to a new religion, with all the “enthusiasm of the neophyte”. 

The new religion sets out to create an earthly paradise, which in the eyes of people whom the millennia have accustomed to living in miserable homes and eating little more than polenta, or bread and onions, buds forth into an almost eschatological vision of a promised land. 

It changes our value system. Who is the accomplished man, the man who has ‘realized’ himself, the man worthy of our esteem and admiration? No longer the sage, the saint, the hero, the genius, the artist, the man of science, the intelligent man, the honest man, the good man, but the good consumer who possesses a prestigious car and changes it every six months. 

Not consuming enough has become the new sin, a sin that one can repent by “changing life” and becoming one of those commendable and meritorious consumers, who today are the new “upright citizens”. 

We can see a new faith that is proposed to us with great persuasive force as something come from up on high, out of the blue, something not yet assimilated and made our own. But if we give it enough time to complete its work of gradual persuasion, some day we shall realize that the instance has become interiorized within us, that in us it has become a taste, a pleasure, our spontaneous will. 

Consumption thus becomes a reason of life and its foremost instance: living is a consumption of existence, a “use and throw away” existence. 

Consumption is the exploitation of something on account of its usefulness. Useful for what? Useful in view of an end that, in its turn, can be the means towards yet another end, until eventually one arrives at an end that is such on its own account, without referring us to something else. And this end is something that gives us pleasure for its own sake. 

Now, what kind of pleasure is this? Is it a pleasure that is sign and proof of an authentic good? When it specifies what we have to do, production does not set itself any metaphysical or ethical problems: it offers us a vision of readily acceptable articles, things that are good seducers. 
Persuading men to follow their true, authentic and profound good can be an arduous task. It is incomparably easier to persuade them to do what gives them pleasure,  to pander to the “temptations”, the “desires of the flesh” to which St. Paul refers (Gal 5, 16), the “sense inclinations” of Kantian memory. 

I like this, I want this, here and now: I use it and then I throw it away, i.e. I consume it. Then I find something else I like and consume it once again. And so on, from utilization to utilization: with desire for something, but without love, without respect for it, without establishing any kind of spiritual relationship, any kind of bond with it. “I crave. And what I crave for / I pursue, satiate myself and throw away / to look for yet other bait”, confesses Baron Scarpia, picturesque forerunner of the massified “use and throw” made in USA, in the second act of “Tosca”. 

And that “craved for” thing, be it even a live woman with a soul of her own, remains a simple “thing”,  a “consumption article” or “commodity”, never “beloved”: it never comes to form part of a patrimony of affections that one may from time to time recall with a loving thought. 

Having become a mentality, a sensitivity, a way of living and breathing, consum-erism reduces every reality, be it material or spiritual, to a simple “commodity”. And even experiences are reduced to commodities in this way, to be enjoyed while they last and then to be thrown away to pass to the next experience that one has come to covet in the meantime. 

One may even wish to make a spiritual experience, to go on a pilgrimage, to meet some famous master, to stay in a monastery or, better, an ashram in some distant and exotic country. Or to take food and a hot drink to vagrants under a bridge, to cook and wash dishes in a soup-kitchen, animate a fete in one’s neighbourhood, promote the collection of signatures, march in a procession for peace, and so on. All these can be praiseworthy initiatives, but when they spring from mere whim and fancy, a momentary passion, rather than conviction, how long will the experience last? In what way can it contribute to building up a consistent spiritual life within us? 

A spiritual life becomes consolidated through meditation, which many practitioners define as a kind of rumination of the spirit, a re-tasting something already experienced deep within in order to enhance one’s insight. Meditation is remembering, a replay repeated with ever greater enjoyment and love. Consumption, on the other hand, means exhausting, Consumption is anti-meditation. A plastic cup is thrown away after one has drunk the orangeade that was in it and even when it is still half-full with orangeade one no longer wants. 

After he has spent three days in Rome, the consumerist traveller, the typical tourist, will not return to Rome, because he “has already seen it”; he will therefore dedicate his next holiday to some other city “where he hasn’t yet been”. 

But anybody who falls in love with Rome, or Vienna or Prague, wants to return there innumerable times, and perhaps even – why not? – re-visit the same places. 

Here we have the same difference as between a love and a flirt. Here’s a possible dialogue between a husband and his wife: “Darling, where shall we go this year?” “Are you asking me where, dear? I should like to go back to Florence”. “But we’ve already seen it!” “That’s true. But now that you mention it, I’ve also seen you, my dear. And now I’d like to see some other woman”. 

How many spiritual adventures can one share with a person whom one loves! In this way one’s love remains always alive, renews itself, becomes deepened. But what shall we say of a person who has been “consumed”? From whom we have drawn every lymph, who no longer tells us anything or means anything to us, of whom we have tired? We’d like to change, to make some new and different experience. That’s the end of many marriages that have been consumed to the point of leaving no alternative to throwing them away, into appropriate bins that the law provides for this purpose. 

Production keeps launching ever new articles in the market and then uses its suggestive techniques for drawing people’s attention to them. As far as industrial expansion is concerned, it is perfectly functional that every time people buy some object, they should feel it to be obsolete within few years or months, should become disenamoured of it and start longing for something new, some of the ever new things that production keeps churning out in front of their astonished eyes. 

Use and throw away,  keep using and throwing all the time, to pass to the enjoyment of ever new things, ever new experiences to be consumed. A cigarette factory has every interest that ever more people – even at the risk of their health and, in the limit, even their life – should acquire the vice of smoking, make it become a habit. And thus industrial production, once it has managed to capture a mass of people and to transform them into stable customers (the only stable thing it can tolerate), will try to root the need for the new at all costs ever more strongly in them: newitis, as we might call it, the craving for the new and being sick and tired of the old, the things “already seen”, the experiences already “consumed”. 

Newitis and consumitis thus become a vice of the mind, a kind of collective mental disease. Something that undoubtedly harms the true development of the personality, where the new is solidly built on tradition, and becomes re-tempered by a periodic return to the origins. 

The heart beats due to an alternation of systoles and diastoles: it contracts inwards, but only in view of an immediate re-expansion. And thus re-tempering oneself at the origins and subsequently turning to the new to acquire it little by little represents the systoles and diastoles of the spirit. 

To use another image, such an alternation is similar to an ascent along a spiral, where the turning back, every re-entry into oneself, is the fecund condition for a well integrated acquisition. 

The concept is also well expressed in Latin. Vetera novis augere et perficere, enhancing and perfecting the old with the new. That is how the human edifice is constructed, which we desire to be solid, rich, harmonious. Man’s true formation is not obtained by jumping from here to there in a bored zapping amid ever new disconnected and rhapsodic experiences, but only by means of an authentic, serious, continuous  and unitary commitment, maintained in the face of all adversity and with the necessary spirit of sacrifice. 

If we do not want to turn our lives into a consumption of existence, mental consumerism has to be held back. Similar fetters have to be put on all hypertrophic development of the economy, which swells like a cancerous blight and adds further lymph to consumitis, the new cancer of the psyche. 

Economic development, together with the mentality that inspires it, is not an end in itself: it has to be reduced into its proper bounds and placed in the service of a more complete, integral and authentic development of man, so that man may really live and realize himself in the best and loftiest sense of the term.
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