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Live a little... 

by Kay Parks

 

On the train on my way to work I was struck by the imagery of two poster advertisements. In one, a man wearing a business suit is sitting cross-legged at the edge of the sea in deep meditation. In the other a different man, also wearing a business suit, is cycling under a beautiful canopy of trees and jumping for joy (at least as far as one can jump while riding a bicycle). In large white letters at the bottom of both of these ads are the words 'Life: Full On'. 


These ads struck a chord because the message seemed eminently sensible: that being within the vastness of nature rather than the artificial confinement of the office is truly living. Over millions of years we have evolved within natural surroundings, and we are physically and mentally designed for existing within natural landscapes. We can adapt to new environments, but the evidence is that our immersion into our new concrete and glass worlds is too sudden, and the difference from nature too great for us to adapt properly. Sitting in chairs all day, being stimulated by audio/visual devices, eating convenience food, being whisked around in cars without having to move our bodies, all of these are taking their toll on our physical and mental health. And the answer is not more technology, not an ion air machine, supplements or a fancy treadmill in the gym, but something quite simple - a swim in the sea or a cycle through the woods. There, in those two ads, I could see the simple solution to the mental and physical health problems that beset modernity, as well as the solution to the environmental crisis. 


The story, however, is not a happy one in the end though, because the two ads were for cigarettes. In the bottom, right hand corner of both ads was a picture of a box of cigarettes. Visually, the top of pictures represents the ideal (the sea and trees) while the bottom represents reality (cigarettes). The left represents given information (people feel good in nature) and the right presents new information (cigarettes). In this case, the ads are offering their product as a realistically obtainable and convenient new alternative to the joy of being in nature. And so it is with advertising in consumerist societies - deep down what people want is love, friendship and time spent in nature, and the manufactures know this. That is why nature, friendship and love appear so often in ads for unnecessary luxuries. The advertisers are re-engineering what it means to 'live', moving people away from what they really want and convincing them that truly living means consuming cigarettes, coke, convenience food, and cars, within an environment polluted by their manufacture. 

Which brings me to the title of this essay, the exhortation 'live a little'. I have mainly come across this expression personally when friends are trying to persuade me to eat fatty processed food, drink sugar-based artificial soft drinks, or consume excess alcohol: 'Go on, live a little!' they say. What surprises me is the implication that 'living', in the sense of getting the most out of life while we are alive, is reduced to getting brief stimulation from unnaturally high concentrations of chemicals, and dealing with the inevitable negative side-effects afterwards. It makes me think that the advertising industry has been extremely successful in re-engineering the meaning of 'living'. 'Go on, live a little! Get yourself down to the sea, ride through the woods, and enjoy nature!' is what I want to hear.

