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Preface

The idea for this book came to me (Matthew McDonald) after lecturing my first semester of undergraduate social psychology at Roehampton University, London, in 2006. Having taken a course in undergraduate social psychology as a student ten years previously, I felt the subject matter failed to engage with contemporary social forces and the implications of these for understanding social behaviour in all of its complexity. I wanted to know how social behaviour was influenced by political and economic forces like neoliberalism, cultural values and globalisation, as well as understanding what role social psychology might play in solving some of the world's most pressing problems such as climate change, obesity, mental illness, alienation and urban/suburban planning. Unfortunately, my experience as a lecturer of social psychology mirrored my experience as a student. However, as a lecturer I had more freedom to set the syllabus and was therefore in a position to raise some of the issues that are the basis of this book. Yet I was still constrained by a disciplinary framework that rarely ventured into these vital topics and so I found myself turning to other social science disciplines such as political economy, sociology, media studies, geography and history in order to fill in the gaps for my students.

For both Stephen and me, one of the most fascinating contemporary social forces and the one with which modern Western societies have become synonymous is consumer culture. In our combined years of reading, teaching and research in the social sciences we have always believed that consumer culture has never been given the significance it deserves by social psychologists (despite some of the links which exist between social psychology and consumer psychology). Our book views consumer culture from the perspective of political economy, so those readers hoping for an inquiry into social psychology's empirical and theoretical influence on the cognitive, affective and behavioural responses to products and services, and to their marketing and advertising, will find little to satisfy them here. So what is meant by a political economy perspective? Simply that we seek to explore consumer culture and its links with aspects of politics and economics in contemporary Western society, and how these influence and shape social behaviour at the individual and group level.

Our inquiry is also heavily based in theory. We assume from the outset that all social science is theory in one way or another and that a critical evaluation of any body of knowledge is only truly ‘critical’ if it sets out to question the underpinning assumptions (its theories and philosophies) upon which it rests. This includes a field's theory of knowledge, ontology, language, culture, power, politics and ethics. Yet we have tried to avoid where we can focusing exclusively on abstract theoretical and philosophical analysis, so we have attempted throughout the book to use examples to support our arguments. While our inquiry explores a range of concepts and theories from various perspectives, it is designed to assist social psychologists to better understand consumer culture, how it intersects with and is critical of the leading positions in the subdiscipline, and how an understanding and greater incorporation of consumer culture into its leading theories would enable social psychology to once again contribute to understanding and helping to solve some of humanity's most pressing problems.

Matthew McDonald and Stephen Wearing
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1 Introduction
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Social psychology and consumer culture

The purpose of this book is to critically analyse and expand the leading positions in social psychology from the perspective of classical and contemporary theories of consumer culture. We argue that a more comprehensive understanding of consumer culture would enable social psychology to once again play a meaningful role in solving some of the dilemmas that modern Western discourses, institutions and practices pose for individuals, groups and society at large, such as climate change, obesity, mental illness, alienation and urban/suburban planning.

We use the term social psychology in our inquiry to refer to ‘psychological social psychology’ as distinct from ‘sociological social psychology’. The other important distinction we make when using the term social psychology is that we are implicitly referring to ‘mainstream’ social psychology as opposed to ‘critical social psychology’ (e.g. Gough and McFadden, 2001; Hepburn, 2003; Ibanez and Iniguez, 1997; Tuffin, 2004). Much of our inquiry critiques mainstream social psychology; as such we frequently draw on insights from the critical social psychology literature, which provides an alternative perspective that supports our thesis.

The discipline of psychology, and by extension social psychology, has typically focused most of its attention on production (Moscovici, 1972), whereas consumption and its culture has often been trivialised (Kasser and Kanner, 2004). One reason for this is that production in the form of work, commerce and industry is emphasised by governments, policy-makers and academics, through legislation, public policy, research and its funding. In contrast, consumption is seen as an inconsequential activity engaged in during one's leisure time.1 In the Protestant tradition consumption and leisure are seen as indulgent, decadent, feminine pursuits not worthy of serious intellectual analysis (Mackay, 1997; Ritzer et al., 2001; Scanlon, 2000b).

The activity of consumption has not been completely ignored by psychology. However, its research and theory on this topic is narrow in scope, focusing on the cognitive, affective and behavioural responses to products and services, and to their marketing and advertising — topics that collectively make up the field of ‘consumer psychology’ (Jacoby, 2001). Consumer psychology takes a ‘micro perspective’ on questions of consumption, producing a set of micro-theories on phenomena such as memory, perception, attitudes and decision-making. Topics of study include consumer preferences for colour combinations, whether an overweight waitress makes you eat more and the success of hybrids involving dissimilar products.

In contrast, the inquiry presented in this book takes a ‘macro perspective’ by focusing on the culture of consumption and its links with political economy.2 Our focus on political economy is related more specifically to the role that neoliberal economics has played and currently plays in the maintenance of consumer culture in the West — a topic we will explore in more detail later in this chapter. Our focus on the broader political and economic structures of consumer culture will lead us into discussions on globalisation, commodification, lifestyle choice, the mass media, advertising, urban/suburban planning and alienation.

Research on economics and consumption in psychology generally falls within the remit of social psychology (Lunt, 1995). However, the uninitiated student of social psychology, whether at high school, college or university, would be hard pressed to find any reference to consumer culture in an introductory social psychology textbook. As Kasser and Kanner comment:

the discipline of psychology has been largely reticent about consumer culture … issues of consumerism, commercialization, and materialism have generally not entered the science or practice of psychology as key variables to be understood.

(2004: 4)


Kasser and Kanner argue there are three main reasons for this. The first is that psychology has been slow to focus on variables outside the individual person, focusing on intra-psychic processes instead3 (Kasser and Kanner, 2004: 4). This is reflected in social psychology's emphasis on ‘social cognition’ (Reicher and Wetherell, 1999). Social cognition analyses social behaviour through individual cognitive processes such as perception, memory, thinking and feeling. The emphasis on social cognition is complemented by a narrowly conceived methodological approach which stipulates that research incorporate experimental designs, the carrying out of multiple study packages and the prioritisation of mediational analysis through the use of secondary measures (Cialdini, 2009). Social psychology's focus on these elements and modes of research has led to the production of knowledge that rarely asks and answers socially relevant questions.

Social psychology's current obsession with social cognition is a departure from its traditional mission. It started out analysing and seeking to provide solutions to some of the most pressing social issues of the early to mid-twentieth century. Some of these included the Great Depression, immigration and political ideologies such as communism, fascism and democracy (Greenwood, 2004a; Pancer, 1997). Kurt Lewin, a pioneering social psychologist, favoured an applied focus, seeking to conduct research and generate theory that would influence public and social policy for the betterment and welfare of society (Moscovici, 1972; Pancer, 1997). However, during the 1950s and 1960s there was a move away from an applied focus in social psychology as it came to be seen as atheoretical and unscientific.4 The response to this seeming problem was to test theory under more rigorous conditions, by conducting laboratory experiments, which were viewed as more ‘scientific’ because variables could be controlled and observed under greater scrutiny. This change in emphasis was criticised by a number of social psychologists (a criticism that continues to the present day) who argued the subdiscipline has become less relevant to social behaviour in real-world settings owing to this change in direction (Armistead, 1974; Brewster-Smith, 1983; Cialdini, 2009; Greenwood, 2004b; Oishi et al., 2009; Pancer, 1997; Parker, 1989; Ring, 1967; Silverman, 1977). Moscovici notes:

social class structure, the phenomenon of language, the influence of ideas about society, all appear critically important and claim priority in the analysis of ‘collective’ conduct though they hardly make an appearance in contemporary social psychology..

(1972: 20)


As a consequence, social psychology has lost touch with everyday life. Buunk (2006: 84) writes that ‘when people do understand what social psychology is, they are usually interested in precisely those issues that today's social psychologists often shun’. Argyle (1992: p. xi) made a similar criticism when he wrote that social psychology lacked an applied focus, which had made it boring, abstract, and remote from real life.

The second point raised by Kasser and Kanner (2004: 4–5) is that psychology has tended to collude with consumerism5 by testing and developing theories designed to market products and services, communications and advertising, without questioning its benefits for individuals, families and society at large. Bowlby points out:

There is an intimate connection, institutionally and intellectually, between psychology and marketing during the first forty years of this century and beyond. As psychology became separated off from philosophy on the one hand and neurology on the other as an independent discipline, the primary questions with which it was concerned were often identical to those that preoccupied advertisers … psychologists at the time were laying out areas of investigation which overlap to a striking extent with those that concerned advertisers from a pragmatic point of view; and the developing institutional fields known as ‘consumer psychology’ or the ‘psychology of selling’.

(1993: 96)


This intimate connection that Bowlby refers to can be traced back to psychology's early days. For example, the psychologist Walter Dill Scott wrote two books at the turn of the twentieth century applying psychological theory to advertising: The Theory and Practice of Advertising published in 1903 and The Psychology of Advertising published in 1908. Both of Scott's books and the science of psychology generally, were ‘instrumental in professionalising the industry of sales and selling’ (Hansen et al., 2003: 48; see also Lynch, 1968: 152). John Watson was a similar example. Watson pioneered the school of behaviourism, which came to dominate the science of psychology in the early part of the twentieth century.6 In 1921 Watson, who had been a previous president of the American Psychological Association, left his academic post at John Hopkins University to join the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency where he eventually became Vice President. Watson was a major advocate of Thompson's corporate mission, which sought to replace traditional needs with modern consumer needs and desires (Cushman, 1995: 154– 6; Ewen, 1976/2001: 84–5; Thorne and Henley, 2005: 343–5). Ewen states:

Advertising directed some of its messages directly at children, preferring their ‘blank slate’ characters to those of their parents whose prejudices might be developed. J. B. Watson, the psychologist/ad man, had given underpinning to such a strategy. If the children were indoctrinated in the ‘behavioristic freedom’ which characterized the modern industrial world, he argued, business might be able to intervene in the values and definitions of culture.

(1976/2001: 143–4)


Like Scott and Watson, Edward Bernays (nephew of Sigmund Freud), pioneered techniques in public relations, advertising and marketing in order to influence public opinion in support of consumer lifestyles (Curtis, 2002; Ewen, 1976/2001: 83). Bernays used theories and research in social psychology (crowd psychology, persuasion) and psychoanalysis (the unconscious) to further corporate and political aims of mass persuasion. Like Gustav Le Bon, Bernays believed that individuals under the social influence of crowds have the potential to regress to more primitive, irresponsible and infantile states of mind, leading to violence and other forms of animalistic behaviour (Graumann, 2001: 11–13). The US government of the time was afraid of this danger within its growing urban population. Bernays, along with his colleague Walter Lippman, assisted the US government in managing this threat by setting in motion a series of programmes designed to ‘manufacture the consent’ of its urban population. In effect, these programmes used the latest thinking in persuasive communication techniques to link consumer products and services with unconscious desires, in an attempt to keep the urban population happy, quiet and docile (Curtis, 2002; Ewen, 1996; Hansen et al., 2003). Cushman adds:

The use of psychology in advertising was a development of major economic and cultural importance. It reflected a trend that had begun with mesmerism, had grown stronger with positive thinking and abundance theory, and shifted and finally co-opted psychoanalysis: the combination of liberation theory and the psychoanalytic unconscious, used in the service of corporate interests such as the management of labor and the manipulation of the consumer.

(1995: 154–5)


Psychology's long-running and intimate relationship with consumerism was summed up in a recent article published in The Psychologist (the monthly publication of the British Psychological Society) on the psychology of advertising, which noted that: ‘Psychology and the advertising industry have always had a close “personal” relationship’ (Florance et al., 2011: 462). This special relationship can be seen in the role that psychology has played in the development of advertising strategies and techniques throughout the twentieth century, which linked people's desires, passions, hopes and anxieties, with material comfort, pleasure and therapy (Cushman, 1995; McDonald et al., 2008; Miller and Rose, 1997). This collusion with consumer culture is rarely questioned by psychologists, because of their belief, some might argue illusion, that psychology is a politically neutral science. This apolitical stance has blinded social psychologists to the potentially pernicious effects of the mass media and advertising, and the internalisation of consumerist values.

There is also the issue of studying consumption at the level of cognition, which has narrowed psychology's analysis in this sphere, so that its research and theories typically focus on issues of ‘consumer choice’ and the preferences that determine these (Bowlby, 1993). This particular approach to understanding consumption fails to connect with much useful work carried out in other areas of social science that go beyond an individual's cognition by seeking to understand the ways in which consumption is linked to broader social and cultural forces (e.g. neoliberalism, the mass media, advertising, globalisation) in Western society, whose influence on social behaviour is profound. Moreover, there is a need to engage with fundamental debates in the wider social sciences about the benefits and drawbacks of consumerism. Moscovici notes:

It is only the exploration of new realities that will enable social psychology to progress and will take it out of the restricted framework of commercial and industrial activities within which it is confined at present.

(1972: 65)


Kasser and Kanner's (2004: 5) third point is that psychology has generally taken an ambivalent attitude towards social policy and social criticism. While some movements and schools in psychology have shown a preparedness to engage in these activities (e.g. critical psychology, humanistic psychology, community psychology and discursive psychology), the science of psychology as a whole has not sought to precipitate or influence social policy or social change. Since the Second World War psychopathology and the study of its treatment (abnormal and clinical psychology) has become one of the largest areas of research in the psychological sciences in terms of research funding and scientific publication. While abnormal and clinical psychology acknowledges historical, social, cultural, political and economic factors that contribute to mental distress, they rarely discuss these in depth or seek to influence political or policy processes that may create conditions for their change (Fox et al., 2009). The problem here as Fromm notes is that social psychologists want us to believe that:

contemporary Western society and more especially, the ‘American way of life’ corresponds to the deepest needs of human nature and that adjustment to this way of life means mental health and maturity, social psychology, instead of being a tool for the criticism of society, thus becomes the apologist for the status quo.

(1956/1991: 71)


Kasser and Kanner (2004: 5) argue that psychology's unwillingness to analyse the broader political and economic aspects of consumer culture is a good example of its general attitude towards social policy debates and social criticism in general. The authors evidence this with an anecdote about a journal article they submitted to a psychology journal on materialism that was rejected, in part, because one of the reviewers along with the journal editor felt the findings were anti-capitalistic, and that their research was the sort that the conservative right in the United States frequently points to when it wants to cut research funding. In many ways this anecdote sums up the current state of play with regards to social psychology's attitude towards the political and economic aspects of consumer culture.

So what is consumer culture? What influence does it play in our everyday lives, and how has it been conceptualised? In the following section we will introduce the concept of consumer culture by discussing its prominence in our day-to-day lives. We will then conduct a brief definitional review of the concept, as an entrée to a deeper more extended review of the theories of consumer culture to be presented in Chapter 2.


Consumer culture


Consumption and everyday life

It has to be made clear from the outset that consumption is an active form of relationship (not only to objects, but also to society and to the world), a mode of systematic activity and global response which founds our entire cultural system.

(Baudrillard, 1968/1996: 217)


The purchase of a consumer product or service has become such a common and unremarkable aspect of everyday life that most of us barely think about it. Yet consumption and its culture has become an integral facet of social life in modern Western society and the central means by which individuals communicate self-identity. It is often invoked by politicians as a means to express citizenship, patriotism and national pride during periods of crisis. The quantity and quality of our acquisitions are often used to measure our success or otherwise in life. Consumer products and services function as a basis for social groupings and as a means to acquire membership to them. They stimulate imagination, envy and desire, and contribute to psychological distress as much as they provide pleasure, satisfaction and the means to pursue freedom through choice. Last but not least, consumer culture has come to determine the design and organisation of our urban and suburban landscapes. Lunt and Livingstone note:

involvement with material culture is such that mass consumption infiltrates everyday life not only at the levels of economic processes, social activities and household structures, but also at the level of meaningful psychological experience — affecting the construction of identities, the formation of relationships, the framing of events.

(1992: 24)


Evidence of consumer culture's significance can be seen in the amount of time and money spent each year on products and services. The average person in the United Kingdom now spends more time watching television (and its concomitant advertising) and shopping than any other leisure activity (Office of National Statistics, 2010). In 2005 the United States Census Bureau found that American households spent $425 billion at restaurants, $400 billion on vehicle purchases, $250 billion on clothing, $200 billion on furniture and appliances, $150 billion on entertainment, $100 billion on electronics, $100 billion gambling at casinos and $60 billion on alcohol (Quinn, 2008). When taken together, household consumer spending adds up to a staggering sum of money. In order to entice consumers to buy their products and services, business also spends billions of pounds each year, marketing and advertising their products and services, communicating messages that self-identity, love, beauty, friendships and the ideal lifestyle7 can all be purchased. Our urban and suburban landscapes are designed to make consumption as convenient and safe as possible. Shopping strips, malls and arcades are centrally located, well serviced by public transport and/or provide the opportunity to easily and safely park cars. Urban spaces are emblazoned with advertising messages and images which can be seen on road- and rail-side billboards, the inside and outside of public transport, rail and bus stations, shop windows, shopping malls, buildings and sporting stadiums. Away from the public sphere we find our private lives are similarly infiltrated with advertising messages and images beamed to us through the television, radio, letter box, the internet and telephone.

Governments, universities, labour unions, the mass media and banks tell us that ‘consumer confidence’ is the single most important measure of the health and wellbeing of our societies. In times of economic crisis, recession and depression our politicians speak of ‘consumer led’ recoveries and often set public policies designed to stimulate consumer spending.

Out of the pain and misery of the Great Depression and then the Second World War, Western governments wanted to ensure a prosperous peacetime. They did this by calling on business to make new products, create new markets and encourage the populace to take up consumption-based lifestyles. It was during this period that consumption became not only a personal indulgence but a civic responsibility designed to improve the living standards of everyone (Cohen, 2003; Curtis, 2002).

It is therefore no surprise that prominent social theorists have come to agree that modern Western culture is a consumer culture (e.g. Baudrillard, 1970/1998; Bauman, 2005; Giddens, 1991; Gorz, 1989; Harvey, 1989; Riesman, 1961a; Ritzer, 1998b); that is a culture ‘organised around the consumption (of goods and leisure), rather than the production of materials and services’ (Marshall, 1998: 112–13). As a consequence consumer culture influences and shapes our thinking, behaviours, habits, customs, language, dress and our social interactions and relations. Ritzer notes:

Most generally, consumer culture means that a large number of people, perhaps most or all of society, have come to value consumption. That is, consumption is not just about acquiring the basics that people need in order to survive. Rather, people collectively come to see consuming, as well as the goods and services obtained, as important and valuable in their own right.

(2007: 164)


Ritzer here points to the ways in which consumer products and services have a meaning that transcend their purely physical characteristics. They have become prized cultural symbols that are used as a form of communication in social interactions and relations and in the formation of self-identity (Douglas and Isherwood, 1982; Lury, 1996: 12; McCracken, 1988: 71; Trifonas and Balomenos, 2003: 7). These are issues we will now explore.


Consumer culture: some conceptual definitions

The concept of consumption, Ritzer et al. (2001) proposes, covers four main topic areas. We will specifically focus on three in our inquiry. They include: (1) objects of consumption, (2) subjects of consumption and (3) sites of consumption. The ‘objects of consumption’ are the actual products and services that consumers purchase, such as cars, mobile phones, toasters, fridges, clothing, computer games, jewellery, holidays, shoes and eating out at restaurants. Early theorists of consumption such as Karl Marx and Adam Smith viewed consumer objects as a means to satisfy basic human needs, serving an essentially utilitarian purpose. This has now radically changed as the majority of products and services purchased today are not necessary to basic survival. More recent scholars of consumption propose that products and services are largely aesthetic in nature, acting as signs and symbols that signify social meaning (to be discussed in more detail Chapter 2) (Baudrillard, 1970/1998; Lury, 1996; Miller, 1987).

The ‘subject of consumption’ refers to the individuals and groups who purchase products and services. In the consumer culture literature the subject of consumption is variously celebrated and maligned. The consumer champion is seen as a rational economic maximiser, expressing their rights and freedoms in the marketplace (and in society more widely), fulfilling basic and other higher order needs. In contrast, the consumer dupe is a forlorn figure, manipulated and controlled by the corporate marketing and advertising machine. They are viewed as unthinking automatons swayed by the fickle superficial dictates of fashion, forever comparing themselves to others in the race to fulfil manufactured needs, surrounding their lives with superfluous material items and leading a largely meaningless life because of it.

These contrasting modes of subjectivity reflect two basic approaches to analysing the thinking and behaviour of people in consumer cultures. The first, the cultural studies approach, focuses on the meanings and dynamics of consumption in everyday life and the way in which people play with and manipulate consumer signs and symbols for the purpose of impression management, creating links and associations with others in the social milieu, and lending an element of stylisation to the project of life. This is a micro-level interpretation of the phenomenon that is often depoliticised (Schor, 2007). The critical approach is more judgemental, linking consumer culture to artificial social relations, political repression, the destruction of social and natural environments, alienation and ultimately despair, dissatisfaction and psychological distress. This macro-level approach has been criticised for theorising consumers as passive subjects lacking agency. However, the critical approach Schor (2007) argues has become relevant once again due to the emergence of globalisation and the catastrophic environmental degradation it has added to. The inquiry presented in this book draws on both approaches to understanding consumer culture. However, we tend to lean more towards the critical approach as it accords with our previous research on consumer culture (e.g. McDonald et al., 2008; Wearing et al., in press; Wearing and Wearing, 1992; Wearing and Wearing, 2000).

Despite the differences between these two approaches, both cultural and critical theories of consumer culture view it as central to the formation of self-identity in contemporary Western society. Both approaches highlight the shift from a relatively fixed self-identity rooted in traditional institutions, such as family, church, community, trade unions and other political/community affiliations, to a more fluid entity rooted in reflexive individualism, impression management and the commodification of human interactions and relations (Bauman, 1988, 1992, 2000; Elliott, 2008; Elliott and Lemert, 2009; Featherstone, 2007; Fromm, 1956/1991; Giddens, 1991; Lasch, 1979; Sussman, 1984).

‘Sites of consumption’ refer to the spaces and places where consumer products and services are bought and sold. In modern Western towns and cities these sites include shopping malls, shopping arcades, shopping precincts, boutique stores, supermarkets and franchised outlets, as well as entertainment and hospitality venues such as cinema complexes, casinos, bars, clubs, theatres, theme parks, cruise ships, restaurants, fast-food chains, cafés, hotels, holiday resorts, sporting stadiums and airports. Many of these sites are used by consumers as spaces in which to congregate in comfort and safety,8 socialise and experiment with different self-identities (Kowinski, 1985). Sites of consumption create and fuel desire by offering fantasies, spectacles and dream worlds that inspire the consumer's imagination (Ritzer et al., 2001: 422). The marketplace has always played an important role in human settlements, however, modern sites of consumption, those that came into existence after the Second World War, have transformed the urban/suburban landscape.

Referred to by Ritzer (2009) as ‘cathedrals of consumption’ these sites represent a shift in the way people consume products and services affecting every aspect of social life. Their quasi-religious nature is designed to enchant through the use of spectacle, extravaganza and simulations.9 The focus on spectacle has transformed the traditional marketplace, and the towns and cities we now live in. Prior to the advent of modern sites of consumption, shopping typically involved entering a small specialised store or open-air market place, where purchases had generally been decided on beforehand. In the modern era shopping has become a highly popular leisure activity that involves ‘wandering through displays of objects trying on goods (or trying on fantasies) (which) need not include an actual purchase’ (Ritzer et al., 2001: 423). As sites of consumption have come to increasingly dominate urban/suburban landscapes around the Western world, they have become significant spaces for social interaction and self-identity experimentation, and therefore a phenomenon of interest to social psychology, one that has yet to be fully explored in detail.

In a similar vein to Ritzer et al. (2001), Featherstone proposes that consumer culture is the culture of consumer society,10 indicating ‘that the representation (signs and images) and values of contemporary societies revolve around consumption: the purchase and enjoyment of goods for the construction of lifestyle’ (2001: 2662). The advent of mass production — increased efficiencies in production, the advent of scientific management and assembly lines — required a new era of mass consumption in order to absorb the greatly increased output of consumer products and services, ensuring the economies of the West continued to grow economically. The traditional Protestant aesthetic of individual sacrifice, hard work, thrift, delayed gratification and reinvestment of profits eventually gave way to the new ideology of consumerism (Ewen, 1976/2001; Featherstone, 1991; Laermans, 1993; Smart, 2010). As de Grazia (1996: 3) notes, ‘there was nothing natural or inevitable about the development of modern consumption practices’. The citizen had to be taught to become a consumer by learning how to express and satisfy long-suppressed desires, to seek out new pleasures, to spend now and save later. This process was facilitated in the early part of the twentieth century by the US government in conjunction with high-profile psychologists such as Edward Bernays, and some of the country's largest corporations. Workers were to be looked upon not simply as producers, but as consumers as well. This required they be paid more money and work less hours so they had more discretionary income and time to buy products and services (Ewen, 1996: 222). This stimulated economic growth and prosperity. The second major element in turning people from producers into consumers was the development of the mass media and advertising.

In the 1920s the foundation of a consumer culture became established with the new media of motion pictures, tabloid press, mass circulation magazines and radio extolling the leisure lifestyle, and publicising new norms and standards of behaviour. Advertising became the guardian of the new morality enticing individuals to participate in the consumption of commodities and experiences once restricted to the upper classes … Images of youth, beauty, luxury, and opulence became loosely associated with goods awakening long-suppressed desires, as well as reminding the individual that he/she has room for self-improvement in all aspects of his/her life.

(Featherstone, 1991: 172)


Even accounting for the significant increases in production output that occurred in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, production mechanisms since this time have made quantum leaps in efficiencies, rationality and subsequent output. This has fuelled a constant stream of new and value-added products and services, providing an extensive ‘repertoire of resources for the construction and renewal of identities and presentation of the self’ (Featherstone, 2001: 2664). In consumer cultures, products and services form the basis of social identity by providing a measure of distinction, bringing individuals together, building bonds and friendships, while separating groups based on taste and the choice of particular objects and the differing lifestyles they signify.

Featherstone (1991, 2001, 2007), like Ritzer et al. (2001), argues that an important characteristic of consumer cultures has been the redesign of urban and suburban spaces to accommodate shopping malls, shopping precincts and other consumer/entertainment complexes. These sites are designed to make shopping a pleasurable leisure experience. They are viewed by many as a form of entertainment in their own right, or providing some form of entertainment, as much as they are places in which to purchase products and services. Sites of consumption are geared particularly towards women, providing a space where they can move freely in security, engaging and experimenting with lifestyles, and conducting social interactions and relations in safe comfortable surroundings (Featherstone, 2001: 2665).

Consumer culture is constructed around products and services drawing on a wide range of imagery, sign play and narratives, a process Featherstone (2001: 2666) refers to as aestheticisation. Corporations compete with each other by employing marketing and advertising specialists to undertake sophisticated analysis into their current and future market of customers and to develop and mobilise advertising campaigns in order to elevate their products and services in the minds and imaginations of consumers. Drawing on the work of artists and intellectuals, this group of specialists (dubbed ‘para-intellectuals’ by Featherstone) act as cultural intermediaries in consumer societies.

These groups, which include those members of the new middle classes working in media, fashion, design, advertising, marketing, and the culture industries, are those who design the consumer culture representations, the informational aspects of consumer goods, and the experiential dimension of consumer sites.

(Featherstone, 2001: 2667)


In his final topic Featherstone (2001: 2667–8) discusses globalisation and the limits to consumer culture. Western consumer lifestyles depend on the extraction and manipulation of a wide range of natural resources, many of which are depleting at an ever accelerating rate. At the same time as depletion is occurring, the exploitation of natural resources such as oil and coal is producing toxic waste and pollution on an unprecedented scale, the most catastrophic of which are CO2 gases that are contributing to climate change. The creation of modern consumer cultures has led to a new set of modern risks that have become global in scope. In response pressure groups have sought to raise public consciousness, change political and economic orthodoxy, challenge environmental exploitation such as the development and use of modern technologies (e.g. genetically modified food, nuclear power, car use) and to promote greater equality between rich and poor nations.


Capitalism, free markets and consumer culture


Toward a free market economy

Consumer cultures, like other cultural phenomena, gained widespread acceptance through the mobilisation of various ideologies,11 in this case the ‘free market’. As Moscovici (1972: 58) notes, ‘our market economy forces us all to become buyers and sellers of goods and services’. The expansion of the market economy into virtually every aspect of modern life has had the effect of discrediting traditional norms predominantly through the influence of the mass media and advertising, which have become the ‘central purveyors of the new consumer culture values’ (Featherstone, 1991: 173). These values include the eschewing of social solidarity in favour of ‘individualism, private property, personal responsibility, and family values’ (Harvey, 2005: 23).

The first vestige of a consumer culture has been traced back to the sixteenth century (McKendrick et al., 1983; Slater, 1997) and in some cases even earlier. Consumption in the form of the ‘acquisition and display of luxurious and fashionable goods and clothes can easily be traced back to antiquity, yet for much of history the right to them has been restricted to all but the small elite’ (Featherstone, 1983: 4). This situation has now radically altered so that every citizen of modern Western society has become a consumer of one type or another, and that consumption has become the underpinning principle of our economy and culture, as opposed to an epiphenomenal characteristic as it was in previous historical eras (Corrigan, 1997: 1). Evidence of the centrality of consumption can be seen in the role that consumer spending plays in fuelling the modern economic system, without which it would collapse. In the aftermath of the Second World War, Western governments began to exhort their citizens to embrace consumer lifestyles in order to stimulate and rebuild their economies and countries. Consumer spending not only facilitated the fulfilment of desires, it also became a duty carried out on behalf of one's country, an expression and practice of national pride, citizenship, patriotism and civic responsibility (Aldridge, 2003; Cohen, 2003; Daunton and Hilton, 2001; Trentmann, 2007).

[T]oday's economy is based not on the restriction of consumption, but on its fullest development. Our economy would face a severe crisis if people — the working and middle classes — were not to spend most of their income on consumption, rather then to save it. Consuming has become not only the passionate aim of life for most people, but it has also become a virtue.

(Fromm, 1962/2009: 63)


The basis of Western society's current economic system and in particular the ‘Anglo’ countries of the world (United Kingdom, United States, Ireland, Canada, Australia and New Zealand) stemmed from a set of theories developed by two highly influential economists of the twentieth century, John Maynard Keynes and Frederick von Hayek. Initially colleagues at Cambridge University during the 1940s, Keynes and von Hayek developed ideas on economics and social theory that took diverging paths (McCormick, 1992). Yet both of their approaches to economic theory became ideologies in their own right during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

For Keynes the Great Depression of the 1930s was the result of unfettered free markets and the greed of wealthy industrialists and stock market gamblers who presided over them. The remedy, Keynes proposed, was greater government planning and regulation of the economy in order to provide a stabilising influence over the excesses of the market. In the aftermath of the Second World War Keynesian economics became electorally successful in many Western countries as they recovered from the shattering experience of world war. Keynes's ideas tapped into a growing desire for societies that pooled their resources and regulated the market in order to create greater equity and stability via universal access to education, healthcare and welfare for those in need. To achieve this end government would need to take greater control in planning the economy, in order to tame the volatility of the market, avoiding the pain and suffering inflicted by the Great Depression (Yergin and Stanislaw, 2002).

In contrast von Hayek rejected Keynesian macro-economics. In his books The Road to Serfdom and later Individualism and Economic Order he critiqued ‘the welfare state, the mixed economy, and collectivism from a purely libertarian perspective’ (Yergin and Stanislaw, 2002: 81). Von Hayek believed that central planning of the economy focused too much power in the hands of government, which led to the erosion of personal freedoms, social justice and equality. He illustrated his arguments with a historical analysis of Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union (Yergin and Stanislaw, 2002).

Von Hayek's ideas were largely ignored during the late 1940s at the time his books were published. It was not until many years later that life was breathed into his ideas by Keith Joseph and Margaret Thatcher through their respective associations with the Institute of Economic Affairs based in London (Yergin and Stanislaw, 2002). Thatcher had read The Road to Serfdom as an undergraduate at Oxford University, and later as a government minister. She was greatly inspired by von Hayek's ideas on market economics and the ‘price system’ — a mechanism where prices for products and services are determined by the market, so that buyers and sellers set prices in mutual consent (Tomlinson, 1990; Yergin and Stanislaw, 2002). These and other ideas she believed were a cure for the ills that had beset the British economy in the 1970s. These included escalating inflation and difficulties in trying to finance budget deficits as a result of welfare provision. Clarke notes:

Neoliberalism emerged as an ideological response to the crisis of the ‘Keynesian welfare state’, which was precipitated by the generalised capitalist crisis associated with the end of the post-war reconstruction boom and was brought to a head by the escalating cost of the US war against Vietnam at the beginning of the 1970s.

(2005: 58)


When Thatcher became Prime Minister of Great Britain in 1979 she enacted a raft of new economic policies that had a profound effect on the country's social and cultural landscape. These included the deregulation of financial institutions, the privatisation of government/national enterprises, or the introduction of ‘market mechanisms’ and corporate management strategies into government services such as welfare, healthcare and education, along with a reduction in government funding, the reduction of direct taxation on both households and business, and the undermining of collective labour movements and other forms of social solidarity (Harvey, 2005). Few British institutions emerged unscathed (Campbell, 2004). It was Thatcher's belief that free (unregulated) markets would increase individual freedoms, lead to greater participation in democracy and rein in inflation (Yergin and Stanislaw, 2002). Her programme of reforms was based on a conflation of neoclassical economics with the philosophy of liberalism, celebrating the rational individual seeking to maximise their personal needs.

Thatcher's ideas jumped across the Atlantic where they were taken up by Ronald Reagan, supported by the influential academic economist Milton Friedman from the University of Chicago. Friedman had long been critical of government intervention in the economy which he argued led to ‘excessive public sector growth, over-administration, bureaucracy and rigidity, which in turn create new economic distortions leading to a new cycle of intervention’ (Dean, 2010: 71; see also Harvey, 2005: 65). Reagan, like Thatcher, sought to liberalise the US economy by employing a set of principles not unlike those applied in the UK. These included the freeing up of the domestic market, enhancing consumer choice in order to increase individual freedoms and limiting the state's role in society. Successive US governments, from Reagan onwards, have been instrumental also in liberalising global trade relations by impelling countries to open up their markets to greater competition. These policies were enshrined in what became known as the Washington Consensus, a set of ten economic policy prescriptions developed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank and the US Treasury Department as part of a reform package for developing countries faced with economic crisis. These policy prescriptions have now become a global economic standard and the ideal against which most Western governments construct their own economic policy (Chomsky, 1999; MacEwan, 1999; Sim, 2004). These policies were supported by elements of the British and US ruling classes (e.g. politicians, pro-business intellectuals and lobbies, corporate executives and media owners) who popularised the idea that government interference, public enterprise, bureaucrats, red tape, regulatory agencies, unions, co-operatives and welfare dependency stymied the economy and reduced individual freedoms (Connell, 2010: 27). The free market was promoted as a superior mechanism for resolving social and economic problems, as well as increasing individual freedoms and economic prosperity (Harvey, 2005; Lemke, 2001).


Neoliberalism

Economic and financial globalisation and the free market economic policies that enable it to function fostered the rebirth of liberalism, to become what is now termed neoliberalism. Neoliberalism is based on a ‘set of value judgements about the superiority of market forces over bureaucratic decision making’ (Snooks, 2000: 114). It asserts liberalism from an economic standpoint, and is rooted in the thinking of Adam Smith and the Enlightenment project. Harvey adds:

Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by private property rights, free markets, and free trade.

(2005: 2)


Free markets it asserts, is the essence of democracy because it increases personal freedoms via consumer sovereignty, emphasises rationality and enables the individual to give expression and style to their personal life through consumer choice (Kotz, 2002). Frank explains:

Since we all participate in markets — buying stock, choosing between brands of shaving cream, going to movie X instead of Y — markets are an expression of the vox populi. Markets give us what we want; markets overthrow the old regime; markets empower the little guy. And since markets are just the people working things out in their own inscrutable way, any attempt to regulate or otherwise interfere with markets is, by definition, nothing but arrogance.

(2000: 42)


By emphasising consumer sovereignty and choice in public and economic policy, people are given the freedom to buy and sell and to set prices based on market indicators. According to neoliberal theory when consumer choice is properly exercised it results in prosperity for all (Gergen, 1991: 240; Smart, 2010: 31–4). Since its introduction in the 1980s neoliberalism has redefined citizenship, so that politicians view citizens primarily as consumers as opposed to producers (Ritzer and Slater, 2001); their private desires are seen as sacrosanct and beyond the judgement of social analysts or political actors (Slater, 2005: 139).

In a consumer culture, then, key social values, identities and processes are negotiated through the figure of ‘the consumer’ (as opposed to, say, the worker, the citizen or the devotee); central modern values such as freedom, rationality and progress are enacted and assessed through consumerist criteria (range of choice, price, calculations and rising affluence, respectively); and the cultural landscape seems to be dominated by commercial signs (advertising, portrayals of ‘lifestyle’ choices through the media, obsessive concern with the changing meaning of things).

(Ritzer and Slater, 2001: 6)


Markets and consumer culture have come to dominate daily life as supporters of neoliberalism seek to expand markets in places where they exist, and to initiate them in places where they do not.
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