Body & Sold

The Sunday Age

May 29, 2005



Artwork: Judy Green
We are richer but unhappier, spending to save and working longer to enjoy less. In a society gripped by the fever of affluence, Clive Hamilton and Richard Denniss call for a new politics of wellbeing.
Since the early 1990s Australia has been infected by affluenza, a growing and unhealthy preoccupation with money and material things. This illness is constantly reinforcing itself at both the individual and the social levels, constraining us to derive our identities and sense of place in the world through our consumption activity. It causes us to withdraw into a world of self-centred gratification - often at the expense of those around us. It is manifest in overconsumption and luxury fever, especially in our buying of goods that promise to transform our actual selves into the ideal selves the market has helped us construct. The virus is spread and intensified by a vast marketing industry that exploits our insecurities and vanities to make us feel discontented. Apart from trying to persuade us to consume particular goods, the larger function of the industry is to persuade us that a happy life can be had through accumulating money and consuming more. Our culture has been colonised by the ideology and values of marketing.

As a result, Australians today feel materially deprived, even though they are richer than ever before; a pervasive discontent is continually reinforced by consumer culture. This cultivation of a sense of deprivation in the midst of plenty is essential to the reproduction of consumerism. For people infected by affluenza, more is never enough, yet they fail to understand that more consumption will not allay their feelings of discontent.

Affluenza harms us. First, people who are infected want to consume more than their incomes allow, so there has been extraordinary growth in consumer debt in the past decade. The ratcheting-up of lifestyle goals has been the main cause of the boom in house prices. The marketing industry promotes indebtedness as a means of getting what we want now and has persuaded us that the best way to save is to spend. This accelerates the affluenza spiral, and it cannot be sustained. Second, affluenza lies behind the epidemic of overwork in Australia: people feel they must work longer and harder to meet ever-rising aspirations. But overwork imposes severe costs on our health and our relationships and cannot be sustained. Third, the environment suffers as a result of affluenza. Despite complaining that their incomes are inadequate to satisfy their needs, most Australians spend large sums of money buying goods and services from which they derive no benefit. Useless consumption generates mountains of waste going to landfill every year. This, too, is unsustainable.
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Like all humans, what modern Australians want above all is for their lives to have purpose, says Clive Hamilton in a new book written with Richard Denniss.
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The affluenza spiral is intimately connected to these unsustainable activities - excessive indebtedness, overwork and wasteful consumption - and the resulting pressures help to explain the plague of psychological disorders, alienation and distress that characterises modern Australia. To cope, millions of Australians self-medicate with mood-altering drugs and excessive alcohol consumption. The market has, of course, responded enthusiastically to the demand for products that temporarily suppress the effects of affluenza.

Australia's political system invigorates affluenza by promoting the values of the market and by validating the sense of deprivation felt by people who are wealthy by any objective measure. This is reflected in our continuing obsession with the Aussie battler, the rise of middle-class welfare, and the trivialisation of the circumstances of the minority of Australians who are genuinely poor. Yet not far beneath the surface most of us know the affluenza treadmill is taking us nowhere. When questioned, most of us admit Australia is too materialistic and that money hunger is responsible for a steep decline in moral values.

The intensifying pressures of affluenza have prompted a backlash in the form of downshifting. Close to a quarter of people in their 30s, 40s and 50s have made the decision to reduce their incomes and place family, friends and contentment above money in determining their life goals. But downshifters face obstacles and sanctions because they have rejected market values. We need a new political philosophy.

Most Australians, including those caught up in consumerist lifestyles, feel the prevailing value system is warped. They believe Australia has become too selfish and superficial, that people have lost touch with the more desirable standards of personal behaviour, such as self-restraint, mutual respect and generosity.

Conservatives have been much more adept than progressives at tapping into these concerns, even though in the name of choice they promote the very market values and consumerist goals that corrode the values we seek.

The yearning of most Australians for a society built on basic human values has been twisted into support for a retrograde conservative morality, including vilification of single mothers, hostility towards gay relationships, and attempts to demonise the "undeserving" poor. The values of a decent society have been overlaid by outdated prejudices and positions based on particular religious convictions. And, responding to a pervasive sense of social disintegration, conservatives have made political gains by taking a disciplinarian stance on crime and drugs. The majority of Australians want to live in a society with greater moral certainty, stronger constraints on antisocial behaviour and clearer sexual standards; conservatives appear to offer solutions, even if those solutions are wrapped up with other positions that many find uncomfortable.

Thinkers and leaders on the progressive side of politics have become wary of the new politics of morality, seeing it as the stalking horse of conservatives whose approach is often punitive, divisive and repressive. Schooled in the ethical universe of the 1960s and '70s, when the assertion of minority rights saw the overthrow of oppressive rules, many progressives have failed to engage with the moral concerns of the citizenry and have abandoned to those on the political right the most fertile grounds for social change. Now that the laws and norms that imposed sexual repression, limited opportunities for women and sanctioned racism have been renounced, the left has ended up standing for little more than the market economy with a bit of "social justice" thrown in.

Defending minority rights is not a trivial task, but it should now be clear that it cannot form the basis of a progressive politics in the 21st century.

Nowhere are these contradictions more keenly fought out than in debates over the idea of the family. Defending "the family" has become conservative territory, but it is time progressives muscled their way in with a new politics of relationships. Everyone wants a happy family life. Families are the source of most of the companionship,

Emotional support and love we experience throughout our lives; they are where we form our most enduring, caring and loyal relationships. Yet many progressive people, as if still crippled by the feminist and leftist critiques of the nuclear family, are afraid to defend the family; and, perversely, the more the moral conservatives have seized on the notion and moulded it into a romantic and reactionary caricature of the nuclear ideal of the 1950s, the more the progressives have vacated the field. This has been a political mistake.

The widespread unease with consumerism, even among the so-called aspirational classes, and the longing for a society with stronger values derives from something deeper than a perception of social decline. Like all humans, what modern Australians want above all is for their lives to have purpose. But finding meaning is not easy, especially when people are subjected to a barrage of commercial messages that promote superficiality, self-deception and laxity. Some are following a religious path, and they find growing church communities where they can, for a time at least, immerse themselves in a social environment that is welcoming, caring, joyous and devoted to a higher purpose. This explains the proliferation of evangelical Christian churches, where the corrupting influences of consumer culture can be left at the door and people can participate unselfconsciously in a celebration of being together (except in those bizarre evangelical churches that declare "God wants you to be rich"). They can find affirmation and value in being part of a community. This is a rare experience nowadays, but it fulfils an essential human need - one that television, shopping malls and political parties cannot meet.

Progressives feel uneasy about the importation of American evangelism, for good reason: these communities lend themselves to capture by conservatives who distort the participants' desire for a stronger moral order into an assault on outsiders who deviate from "the one true path". But, rather than deriding the "happy clappers" of the evangelical churches, we need to realise that it is only through understanding and accepting the urge to find something more satisfying than a consumer life that a "politics of meaning" can be built. Responding to most people's wish to live with purpose in an ethical society ought to be the natural territory of progressives, since the sentiments that underlie this hunger are consistent with the construction of a more just, sustainable and peaceful society.

The downshifting phenomenon points to a new form of politics. The emergence of a sizeable class of downshifters in Australia should challenge the main political parties to question their assumptions about what makes for a better society. It calls for a redefinition of success, since downshifters have defined successful living for themselves and their families in a way that thumbs its nose at the promises of consumerism. A preoccupation with more economic growth and higher incomes is no longer enough. Nor will it be enough for political leaders to change their rhetoric from economics to "family-friendly" policies and concern about overwork. That is already happening, but it is a facade. Although there has been some change in the rhetoric, the promotion of consumerist values and growth at all costs continues, and these are precisely the things downshifters are turning away from. Yet governments continue to sacrifice to GDP growth the things downshifters value, and no amount of family-friendly rhetoric can conceal this. The main political parties are a long way from redefining the Australian dream in a way that accords with the ideals and actions of the downshifters.

It has been interesting to watch the right-wing commentators' reaction to the downshifting phenomenon. Downshifters are exercising their right to choose but doing so in a way that rejects market values. Neoliberals can imagine only one sort of choice - choice within the marketplace. So how do they react when some people elect to step outside the marketplace? This is not supposed to happen: the economics texts assume that everyone has an insatiable appetite for more things. One prominent right-wing economist could explain the downshifting phenomenon only by characterising these people as "bludgers". Although not willing to say so, neoliberals believe we each have a responsibility to make as much money as we can, that we have a duty to honour our obligations to a higher authority - that hallowed institution, the market - and that exercising our right to withdraw from the market is unacceptable.

The problem is not consumption itself: the problem is our attachment to consumption, the way we invest our hopes, our goals and our sense of self in the things we buy and own. The problem is not so much that we consume but that we consume for the wrong reasons. Advertisers know they would sell less if they were merely to present the facts about a product, so they devote themselves to persuading us to form attachments to products because we want to use them to build an ideal self.

People who have a better understanding of themselves and are less prone to self-deception can see through marketers' attempts to deceive them. They are much less vulnerable to the affluenza virus.

Conscious consumption, as opposed to no consumption, is the antidote to affluenza. Conscious consumption involves cultivating an awareness of why we buy things and understanding what needs we are trying to meet by buying this item or that one. We are more likely to recognise that a purchase will not really answer a need if we understand that our motivation is a response to marketers persuading us that a product can fill an emotional gap in our lives or project to the world an image of how we wish to be seen because we are not happy with who we are. Such an insight might cause us to buy something different (perhaps without a brand imbued with social meaning) or not buy at all. One of the first stages in the therapeutic process for compulsive shoppers is to teach them to distinguish between needs and wants. This is also the essential idea behind conscious consumption, which means refusing to allow our lives to be governed by money and the things it can buy. This is not to say that sometimes shopping can't be fun, but the first signs of self-deception and addiction must call forth the conscious consumer.

One of the most valuable things parents can do for their children is teach them to adopt a critical attitude towards marketers' attempts to influence them. Children are exposed to advertisements before they can talk. Parents who not only control the amount of television their children watch but also take the time to watch it with them and point out that advertisers are trying to deceive them help instil in those children a capacity to shield themselves from the blandishments of the market. Restrictions on advertising to children would make parents' task much easier.

Conscious consumption is an essential protective shield in our personal lives, but it must go beyond the cultivation of an awareness of our own needs and of marketers' efforts to appeal to our insecurities. We must also be conscious of the impact of our decisions on the rest of the world. We could, after all, say to ourselves, "Yes, I have carefully considered my reasons for buying this giant, gas-guzzling 4WD and decided that I really do need it". We need to think about our consumption decisions socially as well as personally. We also need to think about our investment decisions in this way. Nearly all adult Australians have superannuation accounts: we can have our funds managed for the highest financial return, without any regard to the social and environmental consequences, or we can place our money in one of the rapidly growing ethical investment trusts, knowing our money will be put to purposes that do not damage the natural environment or result in exploitation.

The Diesel clothing company has marketed itself as the brand worn by the antiglobalisation generation, and chains of coffee shops deck themselves out in "Third World chic". Of course, proving one's conscious consumption credentials by buying a branded product is oxymoronic, but that would not be the only form of moronic behaviour provoked by the marketers.

Modern corporations dislike fickle consumers, which is why so much effort goes into creating brand loyalty. Outside the market, "loyalty" refers not to habit but to the willingness to stick by your friend or your country out of a sense of duty or love. Marketers succeed when we adopt their product as an aspect of how we define ourselves, so brand loyalty is nothing more than a form of self-love. Being loyal to a brand means we have abandoned our critical faculties and are willing to continue to buy that brand no matter whether it meets our real needs or not. Consuming consciously requires us to cultivate brand disloyalty - to feel no emotional commitment to a brand or a product because we no longer define ourselves by the things we buy.

Conscious consumption, which by definition means less consumption, is valuable for its own sake. It turns out that changing our consumption behaviour in the pursuit of improved wellbeing has the added benefit of contributing to the preservation of the natural world.

More is needed than just individual responses to affluenza. But, because the forces that must be resisted are so powerful and ubiquitous, we need to act as citizens as well as individuals. We need a political response to affluenza. Conservative economists and institutions such as the World Bank have long argued that the best way to look after the poor in developing countries is to facilitate economic growth by liberalising economies everywhere - free trade, free flow of foreign capital, privatising public assets, and so on. They say it is counterproductive to try to solve poverty directly and that governments hurt everyone when they try to tackle poverty by taking from the rich to give to the poor. (If Robin Hood had taken Economics 101 at the University of Nottingham he would undoubtedly have sided with the sheriff.) Instead, the argument has it, if the economy can be made to grow faster some of the benefits will "trickle down" to the poor and that is the best way to help them.

Although developed with respect to poor countries, the trickle-down argument has in recent decades been applied to countries such as Australia too. Of course, social democrats have called for, and in some cases implemented, redistributive policies, but across the world parties of the left have conceded that the primary objective of government should be to maximise the growth rate of GDP and that free markets are the best way to do this.

After decades of growth we still have poverty. About 10 per cent of Australian households fit any reasonable definition of "poverty" and perhaps another 10 per cent seriously struggle at various points in their lives. Of the rest, perhaps half would say they are struggling - and not just the bottom half - although few would be able to look the average East Timorese in the eye and complain about their financial situation. Concern for the underprivileged is right: a society in which no one cared for others would be a type of hell. But this necessary compassion should not provide the motive for a politics of social change in a society where the great majority of people are surrounded by abundance. Clinging to the deprivation model actually reinforces the arguments and political position of conservatives - the growth fetishists - and prevents us from confronting poverty. The deprivation model is simply the obverse of the growth model: they are both obsessed by income.

In Australia we do not lack the ability to solve poverty; we lack the will. And the richer we become as a society the more unwilling we are to sympathise with those at the bottom of the heap. We have been unable to make the necessary changes to social structures to reduce poverty because of the majority's preoccupation with protecting their own incomes, a preoccupation nurtured every time a political party declares that its priority is more growth. The goal of full employment has consistently been sacrificed to the interests of higher incomes for the wealthy. In a society where too much is not enough, social justice is an impossible goal.

To solve the problem of poverty, real deprivation, we must first solve the problem of affluence, imagined deprivation. Yet that must be done in the face of the formidable pressures applied by consumerism itself, which, having solved poverty materially, must constantly recreate it psychologically. Otherwise, the system cannot keep functioning, because the role of marketing is to sell the belief in one's own deprivation and the redemption that comes through consumption.

One of the first demands of an alternative political philosopher would be to identify the things that matter and insist that government policies promote them.

What is needed is a political philosophy of wellbeing, one that focuses on those aspects of our personal lives and the social structure that do improve our welfare. It would give priority to fulfilling work and help us reclaim our time. It would encourage vibrant, resilient, sustainable communities and help people develop the skills to build stronger family relationships. A politics of wellbeing would wind back the process of commercialising our educational institutions and insist that our schools and universities be devoted to improving the physical, emotional and moral health of our young people, rather than certifying them for the workplace. It would not hesitate to protect us from the forces that spread affluenza, especially the barrage of deceptive marketing. It would recognise when the values of the market intrude into areas of life where they do not belong and - deaf to the self-interested cries for "choice", "development" and "economic freedom" - take measures to exclude them. And we would no longer be tempted to sacrifice the natural world to lift GDP by half a per cent.

Some people have become so habituated to the ideology of the market they have forgotten the lessons of history: "What you propose is all very well," they will say, "but it can never happen. The forces working against it, including human nature, will prevent it." The argument that there is no stopping the market ideology is antidemocratic because it insists there are forces that will always overwhelm the preferences of the citizenry and that it is pointless for us to collectively pursue a better society.

These are the voices that said the Shah of Iran would never be deposed, that the forces of apartheid were too powerful to be overthrown, and that the Iron Curtain could never be breached. For people who can imagine nothing more than the present, history has ended. If they are right, the future is one in which we accumulate more and more stuff and watch as all aspects of our personal lives and social worlds are turned over to the market.

This dystopian future will be marked by an intensification of all the distress and damage caused by affluenza - unthinking consumerism, fractured relationships, psychological disorders and mountains of waste. And our children and grandchildren will be condemned to lives without meaning. We believe the people of Australia will not accept such a future.

This is an edited extract from Affluenza by Clive Hamilton and Richard Denniss, Allen & Unwin, $24.95. The book is available from Friday.
