
t was good to see the true spirit of
Christmas on display this past
weekend: Barcelona brought to a
standstill by tens of thousands of
shoppers. And I am proud to say

that I was among them, doing my bit for
the economy. Admittedly, I was initially
reluctant to interrupt the weekend in
order to make the long haul into the capi-
tal, to shuffle down unending aisles of
toys, to flash the plastic to melting point.
However, before I knew it I was happily
elbowing my way through the crowds to
nab the last Play-Doh fun factory on the
shelf, ramming trolleys out of the way as I
cut a path towards the dwindling stocks
of the Hot Wheels de-luxe racing track or
scaring off any fellow shoppers who
dared to come within two metres of the
last 12” be-tassled Barbie bicycle with in-
tegrated baby carrier left in the shop. As
the Christmas spirit really took hold, I
jostled to fend off attempts to pinch my
lift to the car park, stoutly defended with
dirty looks my spot in the queue to pay
for parking and repelled all dastardly at-
tempts to sneak ahead of me when rejoin-
ing the motorway. I howled in victory, fil-
led to brimming point with Christmas
spirit, as I sped homewards with my stash
of festive booty safely stacked in the back
of the car.

And then, the next day, came the re-
morse. Like a reveller nursing a hangover
and trying to piece together the events of
the previous night, I picked through the
newspapers. They were full of facts and
figures about the opening weekend of the
Christmas shopping season. I read that
310,000 shoppers visited the eight Corte
Inglés stores in Catalonia. I discovered
from a government forecast that each
Catalan would spend €768 over the fes-
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tive period, €143 of which would go on
toys. In total, the papers said, €5.5 billion
would be left in shop tills this Christmas,
which makes up 12% of all spending in
the year. I also learnt from the press that
December 23 – one of the Sunday’s when
shops will be allowed to open – will be the
busiest day of the shopping season (fol-
lowed by December 15, which tradi-
tionally is when people get their double
payment). In fact, barely a week into the
Christmas campaign – as they so rightly
refer to it here – sales are already 11% up
on the same point last year. I thought we
were all supposed to be skint.

This is the point where you tut, tut over
the shameless degradation of the true
meaning of Christmas, while I launch
into a tirade against the evils of consu-
merism. Before we do that, though, it’s
worth bearing a couple of things in mind.

Is it just me or do we talk about Christ-
mas past as if it were some sort of Christ-

mas card utopia when we all lived in
snow-covered cottages handing out
mulled wine and mince pies to groups of
jovial carol singers? Christmas has always
been an exercise in consumerism, ever
since the festive season as we know it was
created in the 19th century. Santa Claus,
for example, with his bushy white beard,
red suit and black boots was the inven-
tion of Coca-Cola advertising executives
more than a hundred years ago.

Did we, 10 or 20 or 30 years ago make
our own gifts and cards and hand-rear
our turkeys? Of course not, we bought
them and they probably accounted for a
bigger slice of the household budget than
they do now. Even if you accept that
people’s philosophy and habits of consu-
merism have intensified over the years, if
not so much time or money was spent in
shops years ago it was surely because of a
lack of choice, not that people were some-
how more noble, with a greater respect

for the purity of the Christmas message.
Anyway, be that as it may, the general

consensus is that we have reached dizz-
ying heights of consumerism that may
prove dangerous for the most impres-
sionable members of society: children.
Christmas, it is often said, is really for the
kids. Now that is an understatement if
I’ve ever heard one. According to those
same newspapers I read, up to 45% of all
sales this year will be on games consoles.
Children’s choices will be dominated by
superheroes and Disney characters. In
fact, a survey before Christmas by the
Disney company found that parents
strive to satisfy all of their children’s de-
mands in terms of gifts, buying just about
everything they ask for. The annual sur-
vey by battery firm Duracell suggests that
86% of children get their ideas for gifts
from the television. It seems that we are
raising a generation of isolated, house-
bound couch potatoes who can see no
further than the screens in front of their
noses.

This, we could – and do – argue, is the
evil of consumerism, as if we were power-
less to do anything about it. Yet, are we
not in charge of our lives? Are we not free
to bring up our children as we see fit? Be-
fore we slap the blame on some nebulous
concept of consumerism or, heaven for-
bid, the kids themselves, we could take a
long look in the mirror. Another of the
many surveys released last week sug-
gested that the parents of only one fifth of
five to 10-year olds play with their off-
spring every day. Even at weekends, the
figure only rises to three out of ten. Now
that, to me, seems a good place to start.

What do you think?
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Has the traditional message of the festive season merely degenerated into a generalised blowout of consumerism?
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ny stock market
crash –or correc-
tion, if you like—is
preceded and ac-
companied by

reassuring statements like "the
fundamentals of the economy
are sound", "business prosperity
will be unaffected", "there is no
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cause for alarm, it’s only a tech-
nical readjustment", or "nothing
in the general situation warrants
pessimism". But since the stock
market is the nearest thing to an
unruly gambling den, "acci-
dents" happen and when they do
the market stops "always going
up" and speculators get hurt be-

cause nobody wants to buy their
worthless paper.

Big time speculators jumping
out of New York high rise hotel
windows would not bother us
too much if it were not for the
fact that we all suffer some way
or another form a stock market
crisis. And what came after the
Wall Street "bloodbath" in Oc-
tober 1929 was a big worldwide
depression that changed com-
pletely the fortunes of a whole
generation.

This is how the Atlanta Con-
stitution reported the event:
"The remarkable era of avid
public speculation in stocks

which has swept over the
country during the past five
years came to a climax today in
the most terrifying stampede of
selling ever experienced on the
New York Stock Exchange. Not
since the war panic which re-
sulted in closing the exchange
for 17 weeks in 1914 has Wall
Street seen such a dark and try-
ing day, and never in financial
history have security markets
been thrown into such a tu-
mult."

And what triggered the dis-
aster?. Some bankers said it was
just the fact that the stock mar-
ket ticker-tape –this list of

numbers that nowadays you see
constantly moving in the bot-
tom of your TV screen— could
not cope with a huge amount of
investor’s activity, stopped pro-
viding real time information
and got delayed by four hours.

For this, and many other rea-
sons, that day, "black Thursday"
October 24, the bubble finally
burst and everything collapsed
like a house of cards. Banks lost
all their money, savings disap-
peared, people were left without
properties and valuables they
had mortgaged to buy stocks,
jobs were non existent. It took 26
years for the market to recover
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