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In his book The Power of Myth, the mythologist Joseph Campbell talks at length about life’s 
great paradox: “the most hideous act…is the act of life – namely, killing and eating another 
living thing.” Life cannot exist without death. We participate in death when we consume, and 
we participate in life when we create. Both are part of the human condition.  
 
But our identity must always come from what we create, never from what we consume.  
 
To explain: we must obviously consume all sorts of things, from food to information to 
education. But all three are useless if we find our self-worth in the brands we buy, the 
newspapers we read and the diplomas we’ve earned. Identifying first and foremost as a “Gallo-
drinker”, a “Prensa subscriber,” or a “Francisco Marroquín alumni” (or a member of this 
church or that political party) trades our identity away in exchange for a brand from an 
advertiser. In doing so, we de-value our own humanity. 
 
The journalist Chris Hedges makes this same argument when he said in a recent speech (and I 
paraphrase): “people don’t go to great schools for an education any more, they go there to be 
branded.” Like animals marked by their owner, allowing our identities to be co-opted by 
organizations selling a product, a god, or an ideology strips us of our humanity. When we are 
identified by what we consume, our lives can be quantified in dollars and we become 
commodities. And commodities, by their nature, can easily be traded or destroyed.    
 
To paraphrase the Apostle Paul: “the wages of consumption are death.” 
 
If, however, we use what we consume for creation, we begin to see lives transformed and 
communities healed. Art, families, transparent government, schools, children, an honest 
judiciary, stories, marriage: all require acts of creation, someone to order the chaos around 
them in order to heal, entertain, educate, or love. When we identify ourselves by the stories we 
live, the children we raise, the environments we create our lives become attached to the 
immeasurable, the non-quantifiable, the eternal. As the playwright Jonathan Larson once 
wrote: “the opposite of war isn’t peace. It’s creation.” 
 
This idea falls apart, however, when creation is self-serving. For example, the cults of 
personality created by major Latin American figures like Eva Perón, Che Guevara, Hugo 
Chavez, or Subcomandante Marcos are void of meaningful social change in their respective 
countries (or at least change accomplished by them). Even noting Marcos’ resurgence in 
Southern Mexico, advances in indigenous rights there have had more to do with local people 
working daily within their communities than a masked man posing for pictures. Some Mayans 
believe that a photograph can steal your soul, and these four figures may have proven that 
belief, seemingly trading their humanity to become a worshipped image.  
 



Only when creation is about others, and our identities become tied to the fates of those around 
us are we able to find salvation.  
 
The upcoming trial of Ríos Montt is a perfect example of the tension between life and death, 
creation and consumption. If his eventual conviction leads only to a stack of newspaper 
articles, a way for Pres. Molina to argue for more U.S. aid, and one more incarcerated 
Genocidaire the trial will have been little more than escapist entertainment. The facts will be 
consumed, money will be spent, and an old man will die of old age.  
 
But if this trial is taken as the start of a new creation, an opportunity to build a more open, 
honest, and hopeful country, then Guatemalans might find that their identity has become, as 
Campbell once wrote, “in accord with the grand symphony that this world is.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


