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Introduction: The Mainstreaming of Counter-Consumerist Concern

Kate Soper

Until very recently, consumerism was seen as problematic only by some religious groups, small bands of ‘greened’ socialists and Green Party supporters, and the No Logo protesters within the anti-globalization campaigns. Now it has moved to the centre of mainstream political concerns. Alarms over global warming, and more widespread acknowledgement of the human contribution to it, have played a major role in this. But there have been a number of other factors at work, not least the anxieties many now feel about the socially exploitative aspects as well as environmental consequences of the Euro-American lifestyle. It is, for some at least, disturbing to live in a world in which sweatshop conditions of labour satisfy the greed and ever more conspicuous consumption of the already very wealthy, and the gap between richest and poorest grows to inflammatory proportions. Ordinary moral revulsion against the suffering and injustice resulting from recent neo-liberal economic policies here combines with a growing sense of exposure to the potentially explosive political consequences of such yawning divisions of wealth.  

 
To this we can add the evidence of a growing disquiet over the negative legacy of the consumerist lifestyle itself for consumers themselves. Mainstream media now register on a daily basis this new climate of disenchantment, with its concerns over the stress, pollution, ill-health, childhood obesity, car congestion, noise, excessive waste and loss of the ‘arts of living’ that are the unwanted by-products of consumerism. It is reflected, too, in the concerns of policy makers with the economic and social effects of the high-stress, fast-food lifestyle, and in the recent studies that have indicated that buying more does not bring greater happiness, and economic growth has no direct correlation with improved levels of well-being (the New Economics Foundation ‘Happy Planet’ index; Lane; Layard; Frey and Stutzer; Diener and Seligman; and cf. Ekins; Jackson, 2004; Jackson and Marks; Purdy; O’Neill).  As the UK government’s independent watchdog on sustainable development sums it up in its recent report on ‘Redefining Prosperity’,

ever since the ground-breaking work of Abraham Maslow and Manfred Max Neef, psychologists and alternative economists have set out to demonstrate that, far from there being any automatic increase in wellbeing for every increase in levels of consumption, much of our current consumption is turning out to be a very inadequate surrogate for meeting human needs in a more satisfying, durable way.    (Sustainable Development Commission)

There is now, moreover, a body of research indicating that as people have woken up to the ‘inadequate surrogacy’ of their consumerist lifestyle, and opted for less materialistic values, so they have gained in happiness and well-being (Brown and Kasser; Kasser, 2002, 2007).  And even those who are most committed to keeping us in the shopping malls, the corporate capitalist giants and their supportive governments, come close occasionally to acknowledging their vulnerability to such ‘awakenings’ and the vagaries of public spending that might ensue. One detected a sense of this, for example, in the calls following the Twin Towers attack, for us to commit to ‘patriotic shopping’ as a way of showing our support for the Western way of life: calls whose contradictory interference in our private market choices was at odds with the usual neo-liberal view of consumers as ‘sovereign’, and which said much about the dependency of corporate power on our continued loyalty to a consumerist way of life. There must surely also be an increasingly general (even if almost unspoken) understanding that the growth economy, with its reliance on continued material expansion and expenditure, is in contradiction with the restraints on consumption that are needed to meet agreed targets on carbon emissions. It is therefore not helpful, as the Sustainable Development Commission points out, for voters ‘to be lulled into a sense of false security that the status quo (“growth at more or less all costs”, on an exponential basis, despite the ever stronger scientific evidence that the ecological crisis is beginning to run away with us) is likely to remain the status quo for very much longer.’ Yet here in Britain, we continue to live in a phase of extraordinary denial on this. The obsession with climate change and its apocalyptic scenarios runs in tandem with the constant encouragement to acquire ever more goods and services; government presses on with the expansion of motorways and airports even as it funds public information campaigns on the importance of reducing our personal carbon footprint.  

In all these ways, then, and for all these reasons, the consumerist lifestyle is beginning to generate new tensions even within its own ‘Western’ heartlands, even as it continues to offer to less wealthy nations a virtually unchallenged model of progress and human prosperity. 

‘Alternative hedonism’:  a new approach to the critique of consumerism

It is these new forms of concern and conflictual development that have prompted the wide-ranging interdisciplinary perspectives on consumer culture that are represented in this volume. They have also provided the context for my own work on the concept of ‘alternative hedonism’ (that is, the pursuit and enjoyment of other pleasures) – a concept to which the title of this collection refers and to which its argument as a whole is ultimately related. The ‘alternative hedonist’ responds to the current situation not only as a crisis, and by no means only as presaging future gloom and doom, for she or he sees it also as an opportunity to advance beyond a mode of life that is not just unsustainable but also in many respects unpleasurable and self-denying. Alternative hedonists can speak more compellingly, and persuasively, than the prophets of environmental catastrophe. Whereas predictions of environmental disaster encourage a carpe diem fatalism, alternative hedonism is premised on the idea that even if consumerism were indefinitely sustainable it would not enhance human happiness and well-being (not, at any rate, beyond a point that we in the rich world have already past). And it points to new forms of desire, rather than fears of ecological disaster, as the most likely motivating force in any shift towards a more sustainable economic order.   
The general argument of alternative hedonism can be summarised in two main claims. The first, and more speculative, is that the affluent Euro-American mode of consumption, which has become the model of the ‘good life’ for so many other societies today, is unlikely to be checked in the absence of a seductive alternative conception of what it is to flourish and to enjoy a high standard of living. In this sense, the chances of developing or reverting to a more ecologically sustainable use of resources, as well as of doing away with some of the worst forms of social exploitation, are dependent on the emergence and embrace of new modes of thinking about human pleasure and self-realisation, especially, in the first instance, within the world’s richer societies. This is not to suppose that ambivalence towards consumer culture will be experienced only by those who already have access to it; nor is it to presume that citizens of less affluent societies will necessarily be influenced by any alternative hedonist rethinking that might emerge within the more affluent. All that is claimed is that an important stimulus of any eventual change of direction will be the attractions for well-to-do consumers themselves of an alternative vision of the ‘good life’. A counter-consumerist ethic and politics should therefore appeal not only to altruistic compassion and environmental concern, but also to the more self-regarding gratifications of consuming differently. It should develop and communicate a new erotics of consumption or hedonist ‘imaginary’.   

The second and more substantive claim is that we are now, as already noted, seeing the beginnings of such a trend, both in the sense that new conceptions of the good life appear to be gaining a hold among some affluent consumers, and in the sense that there is a more questioning attitude towards the supposed blessings of consumerism (Schor; Levett; Bunting; Hodgkinson; Purdy; Shah; Thomas). People are beginning to see the pleasures of affluence both as compromised by their negative effects and as pre-empting other enjoyments. The enjoyment of previously unquestioned activities – such as driving, or flying, or eating out-of-season strawberries that have been transported halfway round the world, or buying a new refrigerator – is now tainted by a sense of their side-effects. The pleasures of the consumerist life-style as a whole are troubled by an intuition of the other pleasures that it constrains or destroys, especially those that would follow from a slower, less work-dominated pace of life.

 Alternative hedonism represents a critical approach to contemporary consumer culture that is distinctive in its concern with self-interested rather than altruistic motives for shifting to greener lifestyles. The citizen and subject invoked here is rather more complex, and lifelike, than the narrowly appetitive individual imagined by neo-classical economics and rational choice theory. The individual motivated by alternative hedonism acts with an eye to the potentially negative impact of aggregated personal acts of affluent consumption for consumers themselves, and takes measures to avoid contributing to it. For example, she decides to cycle or walk whenever possible, in order not to add to the pollution, noise and congestion of car use.  However, the hedonist aspect of this shift in consumption practice does not lie only in the desire to avoid or limit the un-pleasurable by-products of collective affluence, but also in the sensual pleasures of consuming differently (Levett, pp.60f). There are intrinsic pleasures in walking or cycling which the car driver will not be experiencing. But cycling or walking themselves are much pleasanter, and may only be possible, where car use is limited – that is, where others too are making alternative hedonist commitments to self-policing in car use and are supporting policies that restrain it. In this sense, the more selfishly motivated preference for cycling will be inseparable from a more collectively oriented concern to avoid contributing to noise, danger, pollution and congestion. Similarly, those who avoid fast food are likely to do so for a complex of more or less self-interested motives, since to be bothered about its impact on one’s own health is usually also to be bothered about the processes of manufacture. But the pleasure of eating healthy food may well be enhanced by the altruistic or moral pleasure of knowing that one has also avoided contributing to certain forms of environmental destruction and social exploitation. There is clearly, then, a considerable overlap between alternative hedonist types of motivation and the altruism of the green or ethical consumer. Both might be said to engage in a distinctively moral form of self-pleasuring, and in a self-interested form of altruism which takes pleasure in committing to a more socially accountable mode of consuming. 

The concept of alternative hedonism highlights this complexity of desire and motivation in newly emergent consumer responses. In dwelling on the pleasures of escaping the consumerist lifestyle rather than on the need for frugal consumption, its emphasis differs from that of much of the literature on ethical consumption and sustainable development. Yet it clearly chimes with those calling for a redefinition of prosperity (Sustainable Development Commission Report;  Jackson, 2004, 2006;  Evans and Jackson; Kasser, 2007), and with the growing demands for the GNP measure of productivity to yield to others – such as the UNDP Human Development Index (HDI) and the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) – that are more reflective of real levels of well-being rather than purely quantitative economic growth.   (The UK government’s ‘Quality of Life’ index is a welcome response to such demands, and a step in the right direction although its profile to date remains very low).

Alternative hedonism also offers a theoretical framework for reflecting on the reasons behind the formation of the growing number of campaigning networks linking those who have opted for ‘downshifting’, reduced working hours and more sustainable lifestyles. The ‘Voluntary Simplicity’ movement in the US aims, for example, to promote a way of living that is ‘outwardly simple, inwardly rich’  (www.simpleliving.net/; cf. Elgin; Pierce; Holst), while the mission of  the more recently formed Center for the ‘New American Dream’ is ‘to help people live the dream, but in a way that ensures a livable planet for current and future generations’. Insisting that its  message is not about deprivation but about getting more of what really matters — ‘more time, more nature, more fairness, and more fun’ — the Center can fairly claim to be attempting ‘nothing less than a shift of American culture away from an emphasis on unconscious consumption towards a more fulfilling, just, and sustainable way of life’ (www.newdream.org ). To this we may add the growing expressions of dissent from the work-driven society, and the new interest in ‘time affluence’, that are being registered in the USA and across Europe (Kasser, 2007; Bunting; de Graaf; Schor), and the continued expansion of the ‘Slow Food’ (www. slowfood.com; www.slowfood.org.uk) and ‘Slow City’ (www.cittaslow.net; www.cittaslow.org.uk) networks (cf. Honore).

 By focussing on these new developments and shifts of feeling in constituting an immanent critique of consumer culture, the ‘alternative hedonism’ perspective aims to avoid the moralising about ‘real’ needs that has often characterised earlier critiques of consumer culture (Miller, 2001).  It engages with ambivalence or disaffection towards consumerism as this comes to the surface and finds expression in the sensibility or behaviour of consumers themselves. Although these shifts in response, and the new representations of pleasure that go with them, are presented in a positive light, the primary aim is not to defend or justify certain forms of consumption as objectively more needed or authentic. The concern is not to prove that consumers ‘really’ need something quite other than what they profess to need (or want) – a procedure which is paternalistic and undemocratic – but to reflect on the hedonist aspirations prompting changes in experienced or imagined need, and their implications for the development of more sustainable modes of consumption. This approach marks a break in the politics of ‘counter-consumerism’ from more orthodox left responses to the consumer society.

Counter-consumerist critique: historical precursors and contemporary perspectives
The concept of alternative hedonism elaborated above has been developed in a recent research project (2004-2006) undertaken by myself and Lyn Thomas in the ESRC/AHRC funded ‘Cultures of Consumption’ Programme. The theoretical refinement of the arguments was here anchored to a media study carried out by Thomas (whose findings she draws upon in her chapter in this volume). This was explicitly designed to highlight the ways in which the ideas and practices addressed in the theory are now moving out of the counter-cultural margins and finding a register in mainstream news media, lifestyle magazines and popular TV programmes. It allowed the argument to draw on indices of interest in alternative hedonism now manifest in the culture at large and entering into everyday experience. Of course, this interest could well be deflected into new forms of niche marketing, rather than inaugurating any serious challenge to the current order. It remains to be seen where it will lead, and how, if at all, it will connect with any more radical counter-consumerist politics. But those in the academy, and in public life generally, who would wish to see it develop into a more explicit and challenging form of opposition have a responsibility to engage with its tensions, reflect upon its ethical and aesthetic implications, and provide more explicit cultural representation of the non-puritanical but at the same anti-consumerist ‘political imaginary’ to which it is gesturing. 

Despite their differences of approach and origin, the contributors to this volume are united by a shared sense of the importance of addressing questions about the good life, pleasure and self-fulfilment in relation to consumption. They represent a growing interest in developing a new critical understanding of consumerism within the humanities. As the range of perspectives brought to bear suggests – and demonstrates – there is a clear need for a broad inter-disciplinary understanding of how the consumer society and its possible future is theorised, researched and taught in higher education. In providing a normatively accented and multi-perspectival engagement of that kind, this collection differs from those in cultural studies and sociology that deal with contemporary consumer culture in a more purely descriptive or value-neutral manner. In virtue of their commitments, several of the contributors address, for example, the conditions and forms of agency that might help over time to bring about a fairer allocation and more responsible and life-enhancing use of global resources. Their engagement as academics with the fracturing of the consensus about the good life and the practices associated with it is in this sense not purely ‘academic’, but follows from their interest in whether and how new forms of thinking and representation are registering discontent or beginning to influence a shift to a more enjoyable, socially just and environmentally sustainable consumption. In these respects, their studies share interests and values in common with those of the environmental and anti-globalisation movements, green politics and the campaigns for Fair Trade and ethical consumption. Such alignments, the editors would argue, are those that an imaginative and socially accountable academic engagement with consumption in the era of accelerating climate change should actively be seeking to cement. Moreover, to ignore the emergent new structures of feeling within consumer culture is to abstract from some of its most dynamic, interesting and politically significant dimensions. As Ulrich Beck has argued in his criticism of positivism in sociology, the discipline 

loses credibility if it walls itself off against these social movements and perceptions that urge reform, and therefore criticism, of industrial society.  Every skilled industrial worker, every high school graduate, every conservative with what has now become a quite normal ecological awareness has concrete possibilities of social change which a sociologist as analyst of this society is forbidden by the established super-ego of his profession from even registering… ‘Reflexive modernization’ means that society itself produces multiple and concealed forms of self-criticism which cannot be perceived and decoded by a sociology that abstains from social criticism.   (Beck, 1997, p.175) 
Critical engagement today with the consumer society is not, of course, without precedents, and clearly connects with an earlier left-wing tradition of Marxist and Frankfurt School critique of commodification and ‘commodity aesthetics’. Yet there are also definite differences of emphasis and outlook, beginning with the attention paid in the arguments represented here to the domain of consumption as a potential source of ethical pressure and political agency. For although Marxists and those influenced by Critical Theory drew attention to the negative impact of the market on human fulfilment, they presented this primarily in terms of its ‘false’ forms of provision and theft of consumer autonomy. The emphasis was on the construction or manipulation of consumer ‘needs’ and wants (Adorno, 1974, 1991; Marcuse, 1964, 1972; Leiss; Haug, 1986 and 2006; Lodziak; Gorz; Jameson; Bauman 1988, 1991, 1998), rather than on the critical reflexivity of consumers; and production alone was seen as the site of potential mobilisation against the capitalist order, through the agency of worker militancy. The market society, on this view, had protracted its domination by subverting the will to resist it, or to enjoy any system of pleasures other than the one it provided. Resistance was thus theorised as prompted solely by the exploitations of the workplace, while consumption, viewed as essentially determined and controlled by production, was regarded as exercising a placating influence, and as tending to reconcile consumers to the existing order rather than firing them to oppose it. This politics, moreover, in its most orthodox form, was directed primarily at transforming the relationships of ownership and control over industrial production rather than at the quality and methods of production as such; it was about equalising access to consumption, rather than revolutionising its culture.  

This abstraction from the politics of consumption first began to change with the emergence of ‘Flower Power’ and the new social movement campaigns of the 1960s. But it was really only in the arguments of the ‘Red-Green’ formation, as theorised initially and most influentially by Rudolf Bahro, that some parts of the left associated themselves more closely with a distinctive ‘counter-consumerist’ critique (see Bahro, 1982, 1984; Williams; Ryle; Benton; Soper, 1991; Redclift and Woodgate; O’Connor). As one of the editors of this book put it at the time, ‘a green “politics of consumption” or life-style politics is developing, which calls on us to accept that “the consumer” (each one of us) is something more than a passive victim of the capitalist expansion of needs’ (Ryle, pp.90f.). Much of this red-green literature also emphasised the success of capitalism in enhancing the material prosperity of the working class to a point where it made little sense to continue to invoke it in theory as the sole possible agent of political opposition to the existing economic order. 

Ulrich Beck and others have since then theorised the shift that has taken place from a working-class politics organised around provision for basic material needs to a trans-class politics of ‘risk’ organised round the fears of contemporary consumers (Beck’s tendency has been to emphasise our collective victimisation by industrial pollution rather than our collective implication in its creation) (Beck, 1992; cf. Giddens, 1991, pp.109ff.). In this situation, labour militancy and trade union activity have largely become confined to protection of income and employees’ rights within the existing structures of globalised capital, and have not sought to challenge, let alone transform, the ‘work and spend’ dynamic of affluent cultures. It is not, one may therefore argue, at the level of production or through the agency of the working class that any transformative pressure of that kind is presently likely to arise. Should it do so, it is more likely to be in the realm of consumption – in decisions to simplify the way we live and settle for a less materially encumbered and work-driven existence. This would involve deciding not to buy, but to do without; deciding to boycott the commodities of the global brand names, or just leave them on the shelf; deciding to avoid super-markets and shopping malls, and to purchase and invest only in goods and services of proven ethical and green credentials. Such ‘agency’ would no longer be class specific, but more diffusely exercised – even if in the first instance many of the more rebellious consumers would probably be relatively well off. This kind of counter-consumerist political perspective thus marks a significant departure from earlier critiques of capitalism, although it certainly recognises the inter-dependence of production and consumption.   


Such a perspective also differs from neo-liberal, orthodox left-wing and postmodernist understandings of consumer formation and agency, in that it regards choice neither as wholly autonomous and freely adopted, on the one hand, nor as wholly formed (manipulated or constructed) by trans-individual systemic pressures, on the other. Its focus, rather, is on the relative autonomy of the ways in which people are now beginning to reflect upon their own consumerist formation in the light of its negative consequences both personally and collectively. It thus seeks to develop the complex and nuanced theoretical understanding required to accommodate the troubled and equivocal forms of contemporary consumer reaction to consumerism. As some of the studies in this volume indicate, these reactions only come into being as a consequence of immersion in consumer culture. Along with their related ethical, aesthetic and environmental concerns, they are thoroughly conditioned by this context, and shaped by the media and other sources of information. Yet the decision to act on this dissatisfaction, the supra-personal level of concern for the collective impact of aggregated consumer choices, and the high degree of reflexivity involved in counter-consumerist reconceptions of the good life all indicate a degree of autonomy and accountability of which we also need to take account.  

Another distinctive aspect of several of the chapters lies in their emphasis on the hedonist rewards, rather than the duties, of living and consuming differently. While critical of the dystopian aspects of modern affluence, and sceptical about many of its supposed pleasures, they do not echo the puritanical tone of some earlier left-wing critiques on consumerism. They neither endorse consumerist forms of pleasure-seeking and fulfilment, nor pronounce jeremiads against their excesses and self-indulgence.  Contributors here write from a position that acknowledges the extent to which we are all currently party to consumerism, but goes on to emphasise the displeasures of the consumerist lifestyle and the fulfilments, both sensual and spiritual, that we might otherwise be able to enjoy.  

The theorists of ethical consumption and ‘virtuous shopping’  have made comparable points about the reflexivity and accountability of many contemporary consumers (Harrison, Newholm and Shaw; Barnett and others; Michelletti; Micheletti and Peretti; Miller, 1995). This approach, with its implicit critique of the model of the supposedly wholly self-seeking consumer and its attention to more ‘republican’ aspects of consuming, also has affinities with recent writings on the ‘citizen-consumer’ (Daunton and Hilton; Journal of Consumer Culture; Soper, 2007; Trentmann; Trentmann and Soper; Ginsborg; Sassatelli). The emphasis on the complex and contradictory gratifications and costs of consumption differentiates such perspectives from those of much recent consumption theory. A too exclusively semiotic – and often rather celebratory – preoccupation with fashion, self-styling and identity-affirming forms of consumption has characterised much postmodernist engagement with consumer culture. There are, of course, narcissistic satisfactions afforded by buying things, and many people clearly do just love shopping and the sense of belonging and forms of self-assurance provided by fashion articles and brand logos. But these postmodernist moves away from an earlier account of tastes and choices in consumption as a relatively predetermined expression of class position (along the lines classically formulated by Bourdieu) have surely made too much of the idea that one can individualise oneself by shopping. As Alan Warde has argued, the liberating aspects of choice have been exaggerated: although product differentiation may be imperative for profit, the effect ‘is not highly distinctive. Extensive variety encourages undistinguished difference. The world of consumption is led less by great personal aesthetic imagination, more by the logic of the retailing of commodities’ (Warde, 1997, pp.194, 201ff.). On the other hand, from a counter-consumerist point of view there are problems with the relatively uncritical account that Warde and others give of the less self-centred routine practices of everyday consumption (Warde, 1997 and 2004; Schatzki, 1996; Schatzki et al, 2001). For it is precisely certain mundane forms of everyday consumption, such as driving and flying, which are responsible for some of the worst environmental damage – and which are now generating negative by-products for consumers themselves. 

The focus associated with ‘alternative hedonism’ is neither on consumption as a bid for personal distinction or individualisation, nor on consumption as a relatively unconscious ‘form of life’, but on the ways in which a whole range of contemporary consumer practices, both more or less ‘everyday’ and more or less identity-oriented, are being brought into question by reason of their environmental consequences, their impact on health, and their distraints on both sensual enjoyment and more spiritual forms of well being.
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