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A culture that 
can turn us all 
into addicts
‘T

he more I think 
about it, the 
more I believe 
we are being sold 
addiction.’ The 
person who said 

that was on the radio discuss-
ing the plague that is stress. 
It was an astute observation 
that explains most of our 
modern social and personal 
problems.

Addiction has always been part of 
the human predicament. In order to 
escape our tribulations, we seek 
 refuge in something that temporarily 
soothes the pain. We try to reconfig-
ure reality by creating virtual worlds 
in which the self is sovereign and in 
control. 

Such is the nature of alcoholism 
and drug addiction, both of which are 
virtual states totally disconnected 
from actuality. Today, however, addic-
tion comes in many forms and is not 
exclusively the condition of those 
running from reality. In most cases, 
we become addicts simply because 
there are no limits on desire.

We see something and we desire it 
now. Then, with one click of a button, 
it is ours. We don’t even have to leave 
home for our cravings to be satisfied.

The idea that things have to be 
 patiently earned is no more. Delayed 
gratification has given way to imme-
diate gratification. And the things to 
which we are most addicted are the 
gadgets and machines which enable 
us to feed our desires.

We are ‘sold addiction’ by virtue of 
the fact that we buy machines which 
are supposed to make life easier. 
however, these machines are them-
selves the primary sources of addic-
tion. They give us the sense of being 
free and in control, when, in reality, 
we have simply become enslaved.

We see this most especially with 
mobile phones. 

A gadget that was supposed to 
make life easier has made it abun-
dantly more complicated. Just look 
around and you will see people scroll-
ing, tapping and staring at their 
 devices as if life depended on it.

The need to constantly check the 
mobile is a symptom of addiction. We 
need to see if we are in demand, to 
check the chatter so that we don’t 
miss out on anything. 

For some, being without their 
mobile is like losing a limb.

Children are particularly prone to 
this form of addiction. Indeed, I am 
convinced that most behavioural 
problems in children stem from these 
modern addictions and the stress to 
which they give rise. I see it clearly in 
my own boys and in their friends, 
some of whom are prisoners to a 
 virtual space beyond the real world.

When my boys are exposed to gadg-
ets, they become irritable, compul-
sive and disorderly. Conversely, when 
they are in full costume acting out 
the latest drama from Star Wars, they 
are calm, joyful and gentle. 

In reconnecting to reality, they are 

emancipated from the virtual. It is a 
truism as old as our species that 
 excess breeds sickness, hostility and 
ruin. Wherever extremism rears its 
ugly head, violence and despair are 
the natural consequence. 

It is also a fact that extremists are 
always addicts. The alcoholic drinks 
to excess or to extremes. Similarly, 
the workaholic drives himself to the 
point of exhaustion and breakdown. 
The religious extremist is so exces-
sively wedded to his doctrines, he will 
persecute those who reject them.

What was once clearly identifiable 
in some people as the sickness of 
excess has now become widespread. 
When there are no limitations on 
 desire, when every impulse can be 
 immediately sated,  addiction 
 becomes the norm. We are, as they 
say, all extremists now. 

Could this be why there has never 
been such a pervasive longing for 
happiness? Addiction leads to 
 exhaustion and misery, to that inner 
sadness that grips the soul. Too much 
of anything will give rise to this, but 
when addiction masquerades as a 
 necessity it is not so easily remedied.

Think of the fatigue and agitation 
that sets in after spending too much 
time looking at a screen. Think of the 
debilitating compulsion that drives a 
person to answer every text, email 
and call. Think of how easy it is to tire 
of the latest luxury when the hottest 
model can be purchased without 
leaving your chair.

The great message of Lent, which 
begins today, is not that we should all 
become puritans. After all, the 
 puritan is no less an addict or 
 extremist, being as he is hooked on 
perfection. The message is that good 
health and lasting happiness can be 
achieved only by striking the right 
 balance.

B
 
 
ALAnCe is the real anti-
dote to excess. Indeed, the 
Ancients said that balance 
was the true essence of vir-
tue. A good life, they said, 

is one that never goes to extremes.
Avoid excess in everything and real 

joy shall be yours. This is not easy in 
a world where desire has free rein. 
however, the great virtue of humanity, 
of you and me, is that we can temper 
our impulses for higher ideals. 

We don’t have to answer every text 
and email, especially when we are 
spending time with our loved ones. 
We can limit our children’s time on 
technology so they may discover the 
beauty of real play. We can give thanks 
for what we have instead of endlessly 
desiring what we lack.

In so doing, you shall discover that 
happiness is not something found 
outside yourself, something that you 
can consume or purchase online. 
 neither is it something you can obtain 
by taking flight into fantasy, for the 
true source of happiness and joy lies 
within each one of us. 

It is simply a matter of learning how 
to switch off before you burn out.

Judge to visit threatened 
houses on Moore Street
A HIGH Court judge has agreed to 
visit the site of two historic 
houses on Moore Street in Dublin 
that relatives of the 1916 Rising 
rebels are trying to save from 
demolition. 

A legal action against the State 
headed by Dubliner Colm Moore  
and supported by the 1916 Rela-
tives Association will involve 
arguments relating to ‘the whole 
history of the country since 1916’, 
the court also heard. 

The group of activists are taking 
the case against Arts Minister 
Heather Humphreys. They want 
to preserve in its entirety the site 
where the leaders of the Rising 
are believed to have gathered 
for the last time.

While Numbers 14 to 17 Moore 
Street have always been pro-
tected structures, the relatives 

are fighting to keep 13 and 18 
from the wrecking ball. 

These relatives include Proin-
sías Ó Rathaille – grandson of 
Michael Joseph O’Rahilly, a found-
ing member of the Irish Volun-
teers – and James Connolly 
Heron, grandson of James Con-
nolly, who played a leading role 
in the Rising. They say they have 
been battling for the past 16 years 
to save the entire area from 
demolition and redevelopment.  

However, the State argues that 
while preservation of the overall 
site is ‘of utmost importance to 
the Government’, the two houses 
at issue in the case have no 
 historical significance.

The State says it is trying to 
open a commemorative centre 

using houses 14 to 17 – also known 
as the National Monument – on 
the site in time for the Easter 
weekend celebrations.

Yesterday, Judge Max Barrett 
agreed to visit the site after 
being invited to do so by former 
tánaiste Michael McDowell SC, 
who is representing the State.

Mr McDowell suggested the 
judge should familiarise himself 
with the site in the coming days – 
both by consulting online images 
and videos of the envisaged fin-
ished monument, and by visiting 
the location in person – before 
the full hearing begins.

The case will begin next Tues-
day. In the meantime, the State 
agreed to continue to honour an 
undertaking not to carry out any 
works at the site pending the 
outcome of the case. 

By Paul Caffrey


