Read and listen.

Think before you buy!
‘Do I really need it?’
The next time you decide to buy something – anything,
from a magazine to a new mobile phone – if you ask yourself
the question ‘Do I really need it?’, the answer will probably
be ‘no’. In fact the majority of things people in modern,
industrialised countries buy are not necessary for their
survival.

Why do people spend money on unnecessary things?
Probably the biggest influence on people is advertising.
Every day we are bombarded with ads – in magazines, in
newspapers, at the cinema, on TV, on public transport and in
the street. So gradually we become convinced that we really
do need the latest MP3 player so that we can listen to any of
15,000 songs wherever we are, or the latest camera phone,
widescreen TV, scooter, etc.

When our friends have all bought these things, it becomes
even more difficult to resist – we’re made to feel that if we
didn’t have them too, we’d look different or unfashionable.
The illusion that ads create is that if you buy the product, it
will make you happy and fulfilled. This really is an illusion.
Happiness comes not from what you buy but what you are
and how you treat other people.
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What are the problems caused by a society of manic
consumers?
It’s not a coincidence that consumer society is polluted,
uncaring and has a crime problem. If we hadn’t concentrated
for so many years on getting more, newer things without
thinking about how they were made or what we threw away,
we probably wouldn’t have had to face the current problems
with the environment.
Obsession with material things can also often turn
people into criminals. What will some people do if everyone
tells them that a new mobile phone will make them happier
but they haven’t got enough money to buy one? They might
steal one, or buy a cheap one from someone without asking
too many questions about where it came from.

The production of consumer goods doesn’t just spoil our
own society but also poorer countries too. Why? One reason is
that big multinational companies in developed countries often
exploit the people of poorer countries by paying them very
low wages to produce our goods, so the company can make
bigger profits. This is helping to keep the Third World poor.
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What can you do about it?
First of all, try to do without some of your consumer goods
for a while – it might improve the quality of your life and
make you reconsider how much you need them. If you don’t
use your mobile, perhaps you’ll spend more time actually
talking to people face to face.
Most of us spend so much time distracted by electronic
gadgets that we’re losing our social skills and hardly ever
do anything constructive – a lot of people wish no one had
invented the TV!
Secondly, shop ethically. Only buy things you really need and
buy them from companies which treat their workers decently.
If the multinationals paid their workers fair wages, then
we would help poorer countries when we bought things.
Consumer goods would be more expensive, but if we didn’t
buy things we didn’t need, we’d be able to pay more for
the things that are necessary.
Finally, don’t be greedy. Try to avoid getting caught up
in the consumer machine and think before you buy. Ask
yourself not ‘What do I want?’ but ‘What do I need?’ – and if
you don’t need it, don’t buy it! As Gandhi, the great Indian
politician, said: ‘There is enough on earth for everybody’s
need, but not for everyone’s greed.’
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