MEMO FROM OUTSIDE THE MATRIX

for the new existentialist


CHAPTER 4

Leave me with my pain. It reminds me that I’m human...



(Cmdr. John Koenig, Moonbase Alpha, “Space 1999”)

Medication Time:


Tuesday morning it rained so I went to the church to get out of the weather. I was whistling to myself and laughing. I guess I was going mad. I kept thinking of Cheech and Chong’s “Big Bamboo!”


“Have you heard the word of the lord today? Before I was all fucked up on drugs. Now I’m fucked up on the lord.”


It is true, you know. Many homeless people are disturbed, some medicated on legal substances like tranquilizers and alcohol, and others are medicated on illegal substances; and still others are medicated on religion.


The reverend at the Tuesday service wanted to raise the dead. The volume on the amplifier was loud enough to burst an eardrum.


“You’re preying on my weakness - not my strength!” He exclaimed it. “There is a liquor store on each street corner. Get me weak. Control me. They keep it cheap so I can kill myself. Give the students free stuff, keep them for life. We are letting them do it. We see the traps and we still walk into them. They are distinguished traps. C’mon and kill yourself. I’ll keep your money in my pocket and I’ll live well.”


This was great. As I listened I thought, “he’s talking about liquor stores, but he could just as easily be preaching to college kids getting their first credit card, or to a child who was about to accept some toxin from a drug pusher. He could even be addressing the compulsive video game player or gadget collector.”


“Enjoy life!” He ordered. “I was made to enjoy the beauties of god’s creation. Success was given to us in god’s word.” The audience loved it.

…the disembodied voice called out over the speakers: “Medication! Come and get your medication. Last call for Medication!”


The shelter kept medication in storage for the residents and for drug abusers. People have told me that many of the homeless took Thorazine, but the shelter kept stores of other tranquilizers and psychotherapeutic drugs, along with insulin and other perishable types of medication.


I could not help but laugh whenever I heard that cry on the public address system announcing medication. My mind found the irony of it all so hilarious. I have known since my high school years that America is a medicated society. “The Police” had a song called “Any Other Day” that featured a lyric “...gulping down the thorazines” and I knew what that meant when I was fourteen. But the idea that a disembodied voice on a loudspeaker would call residents to appear at a desk for their medication struck me as something Orwellian. Until I considered the statistics.


The average American household has three persons. I imagine that if two whole people are adults, the remaining one person is a child or perhaps another dependent, an elderly or infirm relation. The average commuting time to work in the nation’s fifteen largest cities is over twenty minutes each way. Employees are conditioned to keep up or compete with the herd for nine plus hours each day. And at the end of the workday, the average employee returns home to his or her mate and dependent, has a drink and dinner and watches television. This person may ingest some medication for blood pressure, migraine, cholestorol, or chronic pain. He may wean his child on Ritilin until the youth is ready for adult medication or recreational drugs. Tap water is likely laced with fluoride and the air he breathes through the heating and ventilation system may be scrubbed and deionized before it reaches his lungs. The beef in his burgers is ground up from cows grown large and muscular from feed fortified with hormones. The packaged food that he ingests is laced with chemical preservatives. Each television program he watches is engineered to lull him into some emotional response. If the format fails, the program is quickly canceled. If the format succeeds, it is quickly mass-produced and each major network may launch their own version.


I remembered what I saw two days before when I was pacing on the softball field. I had found an empty prescription bottle with this label:

TAKE ONE-HALF TABLET BY MOUTH 1/2 HOUR BEFORE ACTIVITY SILDENAFIL CITRATE 100 MG TAB


I had to do an Internet search to find out that this bottle once contained Viagra, the erection wonder drug. I have heard homeless men seeking to buy Viagra by the dose. And this particular bottle, whose label was open for a refill, may have supplied homeless men with Viagra; or the owner of the bottle may himself have used the aphrodisiac potion. It struck me as funny that a homeless man, or any man, has let the system get to him to the extent that he takes medication to start up what should be a natural function. Are we now taking medication to carry on the Four F’s? What kind of life is that? How strong is the matrix’s grip on us?


Americans take medication to wake up, become alert, provide energy, deaden pain, curtail appetite, control hormones, gain muscle, get an erection, and go to sleep. Medication is pervasive in American culture. The poor huddled masses drink, smoke, take uppers, downers, or trip their way into an altered state, as though this reality was too painful. I had decided to stop drinking for the time being about a year ago. I was drinking myself into a stupor that I might lose enough of an inhibition and jump. Unfortunately, part of my psyche was concerned that my body would not die and since I could not get to the roof of a structure over four stories, I put aside that notion for now. So I’m relatively sure that the only medications in my system are a modicum of caffeine and nicotine, and traces of those chemicals they put in food. I hope, though, to drink again if I go on living. I liked to drink. And I miss the taste of good scotch.

…I do not believe in conspiracies really. I do not think that there is one entity Orwell called “Big Brother” actively seeking to brainwash human beings by medicating them. But I do think that the system itself is evolving to that end. I think that Karl Marx got it wrong but Ayn Rand was right. Rand argued that capitalism, where all market members behave rationally, is the most efficient and proper economic system. I believe in that. Unfortunately, most people rarely behave rationally. Smells and biochemistry get in the way. Some of the time, that is a good thing. In most organic systems it assures survival.


Nevertheless, by the time Americans began recognizing Rand’s genius, the United States system was bulldozing through capitalism and establishing consumerism. John Maynard Keynes had told the western world to spend its way out of the Great Depression. Governments then taught their economies to consume on credit. And the world did exactly that. By the end of the Second World War and into the Fifties, a generation of Americans had assimilated the psychology of consumption. Though the standard of living appreciated, the borrowing cycle had become entrenched in culture.


The economy came to rely on planned obsolescence, replaceable technologies, and credit. Corporate entities found that competition grew fiercer because goods and services were nondurable. Short life spans required enhanced marketing and salesmanship to create brand loyalty and to secure new customers. Corporate entities folded all of science into marketing: psychology, biochemistry, physics, and medicine. The current medicated American society is the product of fifty years of war among multinational corporate entities to secure customers and grow. These entities exercise the Four F’s just like other life forms. But they are focused on spreading their culture and assimilating as much as they can.

…“You know, Quark? I don’t carry identification.”


“What if something happened to you?”


“And?! I really won’t care when I’m dead, ya know.”


He nodded slowly.


I asked him, “Did you ever see a movie called How to Get Ahead in Advertising?”


“No.” Quark hadn’t seen it.


“In this movie an advertising executive needs to sell a new acne pimple cream. He decides that the best way to do it is first to ‘make boils beautiful.’ So he creates an ad campaign to make pimples sexy. All the teenagers then stop using their existing acne medication. Then, after about six months, he started the campaign for the new pimple cream.”


Quark said, “People are not that stupid.”


I said, “What about Coca Cola. Remember New Coke? I think it was in the summer of 1988 when Coke changed its formula. For about three months Coke was different. But the media reported that the public preferred the old recipe. Coca Cola’s ad campaign had some consumers thinking that they liked the new Coke, but that most consumers preferred the old or ‘classic’ variety. Those ads remind me of the way a laugh track induces laughter in viewers watching a sitcom. By the end of that year there were three different kinds of Coke: New Coke, Classic Coke, and Diet Coke - not to mention Tab. And I think Coke gained market share.  Marketers can manipulate the public into a frenzy when they want to.”
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