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| am very pleased to be addressing you today, edlyga this august place. Let me
thank Claudio Aguirre-Bianchi especially for invig me to travel to Sweden to talk
to you about the ideas | have set out in my b@obwth Fetish,? and developed in

various other writings.

When writingGrowth Fetish, | drew examples mostly from affluent English-dpeg
countries (with the addition of Japan). The Anglopé countries in particular seem to
have adopted a strong form of neoliberal ideologgr dhe last two to three decades,
and have seen their cultures and social institatarerwhelmed by the forces and
values of the market in a way that has not beermedtin much of continental
Europe. On the other hand, the arguments obvi@iske a chord in other countries —
the book has been translated into Japanese, lalidiBpanish — and, at various
lectures and seminars | have given, people fromntcies as diverse as China, Russia
and Poland have said that the analysis descrilmesadely the trends in their

homelands.

| am therefore eager to hear from you how muchetla@guments resonate in Sweden,
which is seen by progressives around the worlti@sation that has, more than any
other, epitomised the civilising influence of sédamocracy and the modern welfare
state. Yet even here | am sure that the influeficeaoket ideology has been
expanding and bringing with it social and cultwhhnges than make many feel

uneasy.

! Executive Director, The Australia Institute (www.tsig.au) and Executive Chair of the Climate
Institute (Australia). Contact: exec@tai.org.au.
2 C. Hamilton,Growth Fetish, Pluto Press, London, 2004



Growth fetishism

The starting point of my critique is to challenge most sacred belief of modern
political and economic thought — the belief thataéion’s progress is determined
above all else by its rate of economic growth dvad the first obligation of any
government is to manage the economy to keep GDWiggaas rapidly as possible
over time. Consider how powerful this assumptioTtse global economy is
structured to promote growth. The internationalnecoic institutions — the IMF,
World Bank and WTO - are powerful because theysasn to be essential to
sustaining economic growth. Nationally as wellrgerinationally, a privileged place is
given to private firms because they are believdaetthe ‘wealth-creators’ and
creating wealth is accepted as the most imporéeht Environmental protection has
made considerable strides over the last two oettezades, but only because it has
been shown that it will not harm growth. On theesthand, despite the overwhelming
evidence that global warming will transform the tBar climate for centuries, with
fearful consequences for human health and wellb@agto mention the survival of
many species and ecosystems), the world cannad &megnificant reductions in

greenhouse gas emissions because of concernsthbaitects on economic growth.

The pre-eminence of income growth as the goal bfippolicy and of private life has
sunk deep into our consciousness. For decadesweebean promised that growth
will unlock possibilities of which previous geneaats could only dream. Economic
growth will deliver a life of luxury and ever-in@sing leisure, with more free
services, devices to relieve the drudgery of hoolskelvork, opportunities for personal
enrichment, exciting space travel and cures fodteeases of humankind. The lure of
growth is endless. For any social problem more gnagvalways the solution.
Unemployment is rife: only growth can create thesjoSchools and hospitals are
under-funded: growth will improve the budget. Potiten of the environment is
unaffordable: the solution is growth. Poverty isrenched: growth will rescue the

poor. Income distribution is unequal: growth wilake everyone better off.

The principal moral claim of neoliberalism is tloealy free markets can unleash
productive power and make us all richer, a claiat tannot easily be challenged by

social democracy or socialism. After three decad&ghich neoliberalism has swept



all before it, there is now no serious politicapopition or alternative; there is no
response to the arguments of those who supposirtigée-minded pursuit of more

economic growth and the spread of free marketsyesare.

Although at considerable social cost, the procéss-@alled economic reform —
privatization of public assets, freeing trade, iddizing capital markets, deregulating
labour markets and contracting out public servicbas undoubtedly increased the
rate of economic growth. With few exceptions, theremies of the West have been
booming since the early 1990s and most citizemgbfcountries have become
prosperous as never before. Of course, a portitimegbopulation continues to suffer

material deprivation, but a large majority has bekessed by prosperity.

But in the face of all of the fantastic promisesobnomic growth, at the beginning of
the 2£' century we are confronted by a startling fachet that is gnawing away at the
very core of neoliberalism itself. Despite high audtained levels of economic

growth in the West over the last 50 yeargrowth that has seen average real incomes
increase perhaps threefotdhe mass of people are no more satisfied withr tiveis

now than they were then. There is no evidencethigabeneficiaries of this sustained
growth are enjoying happier lives as a result; thiede is a good deal of evidence that
their psychological wellbeing has deteriorated. Whsked whether they believe that
on the whole people are happier now than they &@rer 40 years ago almost

everyone says ‘no’.

If the purpose of growth over recent decades hes htegive us better livesand

surely there can be no other purpegien it has manifestly failed.
Political convergence

The dominance of free-market thinking in econonhias been paralleled by a
transformation of politics in Western countries.eDthe last 25 years politics in the
West have been marked by the ideological convemehthe conservative and social
democratic parties. Mesmerised by the promisesgbien growth, social democratic
parties have abandoned their traditional commitsiant converged on the free
market policies of the conservatives. It is nowmmonplace to observe that the

conservatives, seeing their political ground ocedfiy the parties of the ‘left’, have



purified their neoliberalism, discarded the oldag®f social conservatism and shifted
further to the right.

The political implications of this ideological coengence through the 1980s and
1990s have been profound. The political culturgvestern democracies has been
reconfigured as the sense of class solidaritydhaeé underpinned the parties of the
left has evaporated. People no longer know whapd#ntes of the left stand for. Their
natural appeal to working people faded as theyd@draed their traditional principles

and the worldview of ordinary people shifted.

The more the parties have converged in substameenore they have attempted to
differentiate themselves through spin. The polititspin are inescapably spurious,
and there is a popular belief that the democraticgss has become an elaborate
charade. As posturing replaces policy, the majaigeamanufacture outrage at the
alleged failings of their opponents, even thougrehs little of substance to
distinguish them. No wonder people are alienated,plitical space is created for
the emergence of parties of the far right. Theyingrthat, instead of blaming the
system and those who benefit from it, some of thwdse become alienated turn their
bitterness on those least able to protect themselgengle mothers, immigrants and

indigenous people.

Growth fetishism and its handmaiden, neoliberaligrarefore assail democracy itself.
Social democracy is being superseded by a soradéehtotalitarianism in which
more and more of our private lives and public deass have been colonised by the
values and constraints of the marketplace. Wheer gdople speak bitterly of the
corruption of modern politics, they neverthelesd fhat it is a historical aberration
from the constancy of democratic rights, and thdhe end the people can still have
their say. Disturbingly, younger people hear ohly &ccusation that the system is

incurably corrupt, and they believe it.
Towards an alternative

On its own terms, neoliberalism has been highlgsssful. But around the world, a
few critics have begun to pose the subversive gqreswhy, with all our riches, are

we no happier? There is evidence of a widespreaidlsnalaise in rich countries,



reflected in an unprecedented prevalence of psggiad! disorders. Many people
believe that the preoccupation with materialism ammhey-hunger have been
responsible for a decline in public and private atior and there is a widespread, if
rarely articulated, feeling that, for all of itsniptations and promises, at its heart the
consumer life is empty. In other words, despitedsnomic successes, neoliberalism
has left us with dysfunctional societies populdigdlienated people living pointless

lives.

My organization, The Australia Institute, beganiagkhese questions around six
years ago, and we have been impressed by threef atglence. Firstly, we
conducted a survey which concluded that most Alistrsdo not believe life is
getting better. On reflection, this is an extraoeadly fact, for our leaders have been
promising for decades that if only we can get tt@nemy growing quickly then our
nation will progress and our lives will be betf€he economy has been doing very
well, yet most people old enough to make a compansminated the 60s or 70s as
the decade in which the quality of life was highesen though incomes were perhaps
half their current level. When asked to reflectdrat would make for a better life,
few people ranked more money high on the list afrgres. We discovered that these
views were being reported in studies in affluenirddes around the world, especially

Anglophone ones.

Next, we began to ask why governments and comnogatate so preoccupied with
GDP, Gross Domestic Product, as the measure ofd@are progressing as a nation.
Why do we assume that the annual increase in thie w& marketed goods and
services has any bearing on a nation’s state dbeiaj? So we constructed an
alternative to GDP that takes account of many dieors affecting our economic
wellbeing® They include the way in which increases in natiemeome are

distributed, and the contribution to our wellbeofghe vast amounts of unpaid work
in the household and the community each year, lisrie&t cannot be found in the
national accounts. The new measure, known as thaiGeProgress Indicator, also

accounts for some of the costs of the growth pyaasluding effects on the

% See www.gpionline.net



environment (such as global warming), the costbaimuting and the costs of crime.

In all we accounted for 21 additional factors.

The Genuine Progress Indicator shows that, whil®®Br person rose steadily
through the decades beginning in the 1950s, fraaral the mid-1970s the GPI
began to fall. The divergence between money incandsa broader measure of
economic welfare matches the pattern shown in Gétgpiled for a number of other

countries, including Sweden.

Thirdly, we began to take notice of an emergingybofditerature reporting the work

of psychologists who were exploring in detail tb&ationship between higher incomes
and happines$.The studies found that above a certain threshalde-passed by the
great majority of people in rich countries — moremay income would make virtually

no difference to perceived life satisfaction.

The literature shows that people who pursue extrimsexternal goals of wealth,

fame and physical attractiveness — the very gbalsdre pressed upon us daily as the
road to success in consumer society — are lesg/teaggphave lower quality of life

than those who have inner-directed life goals. Tthesstudies conclude that the life-
orientation of consumerism actually make us lesgerded. Those who adopt this
orientation make others less happy too. Individwalk external motivations are
shown to have shorter, more conflict-ridden anderemmpetitive relationships with
others, thus potentially harming the quality of figmcolleagues and friends. They are

also more likely to suffer from psychological diders.

US psychologist Tim Kasser, who has been at thefrmmt of this research,

summarises a decade of work.

People who are highly focused on materialistic @albave lower personal
well-being and psychological health than those Whiteve that materialistic
pursuits are relatively unimportant. ... The studlesument that strong
materialistic values are associated with a pereasndermining of people’s

well-being, from low life satisfaction and happiae® depression and anxiety,

“ For references, se&@rowth Fetish, op. cit.



to physical problems such as headaches, and tonadity disorders,

narcissism, and antisocial behavior.

Of course, materialistic life goals are precisélyse promoted by advertising and the

culture of marketing.

The research results serve only to confirm cergwfdolk wisdom. The evidence
points to the conclusion that the more materialisee become, the more we try to
cope with our insecurities through consuming amdiéiss contented we are. Further,
despite the barrage of advertising that tries tauteotherwise, the more materialistic
we are, the less free we are. Why? Because weaoashit more of our lives to
working to pay for our material desires. And therenacquisitive we are, the more our
desires and the means of satisfying them are detednby others. Acquisitive people
derive their sense of identity and their imaginktte in society from the things they
own, yet the symbols that confer that self-wortd atatus are at the whim of external
forces — of fashion. Despite all of the neolibetadtoric of choice, the spread of the

market actually deprives us of autonomy.

These three bodies of evidence contradict the lbexali assumption that privileging
the market and economic growth will improve natiomallbeing. Despite sustained
growth and high incomes, citizens of affluent cowastare no happier. If we measure
economic wellbeing more systematically then, intcast to the story told by the
official national accounts, wellbeing is declininibe costs of growth have begun to
outweigh the benefits. And the type of society #repersonal characteristics
promoted by growth fetishism are dysfunctionaluhésg in lower quality of life,

more psychological stress and poorer relationships.

Several think tanks and researchers in other cesnioticed these anomalies too and
began to question the whole growth project. InUlge a think tank called Redefining
Progress and an organization known as the CenténddNew American Dream

began to ask awkward questions about the benéfitsraobsession with higher
incomes and ever-greater consumption. In the UKNew Economics Foundation,

which also compiles a Genuine Progress Indicaast,Jlear published a new political

® Tim Kasser;The High Price of Materialism, MIT Press, Cambridge MA, 2002, p. 22



manifesto called ‘A well-being manifesto for a ft@ahing society’. We at The
Australia Institute were so impressed that we Betiawriting a wellbeing manifesto

suited to Australia.

The think tanks and researchers | have mentioneel triae thing in common - they
are not aligned with any political party, a facittigives them the freedom to think
more radically and to go beyond the traditionabppeipations of both conservative
and social democratic parties. After all, the dgthbd parties of left and right have all
committed themselves to neoliberalism, the freeketaaind higher consumption as

the keys to further social progress.

For much of history it is understandable that husnaave wanted above all to be free
of the daily compulsion to provide for their matéémeeds, and they dreamed of the
lives they could lead once so liberated. In 193thddaynard Keynes reflected on
what life would be like after another century obromic growth. He anticipated that,
with average real incomes perhaps eight times hjighe economic problem would
have been well and truly solved. This is the pthat has been surpassed by the great

majority of people in the West today. In this st&eynes observed:

.. . for the first time since his creation manlwe faced with his real, his
permanent probler how to use his freedom from pressing economicsgare
how to occupy the leisure, which science and comganterest will have won
for him, to live wisely and agreeably and well [l]t will be those people,
who can keep alive, and cultivate into a fullerfeetion, the art of life itself
and do not sell themselves for the means of lifeg will be able to enjoy the

abundance when it comes.

Despite the abundance provided by sustained grdesthpeople today keep alive and
cultivate the ‘art of living’ that Keynes referréal and most cannot enjoy the bounty
that has arrived. This is the tragedy of consurapitalism. Now that most people in
rich countries are affluent, the demands of theneoty have becommore rather than

less dominant, and we are in the grip of money-buag never before.

Instead of being liberated by the enormous prodedgins we have achieved, it

seems that we have allowed ourselves to becomaveasIMoreover, in sharp



contrast to the promised freedom to choose ourdegetinies, our materialism makes
us ever-more dependent on others for our persdaatity and sense of self-worth.

The freedom of the market has turned into the gagai@nt of the soul.
The death of social democracy

All this suggests that the problems besetting tlestbday are, for the most part,
sicknesses of affluence rather than of materiatidafoon. Consequently, political
ideologies that emerged in an era characterisgubbgrty, exploitation and lack of
opportunity cannot provide an understanding ofrtleelern world nor a solution to its
problems. Social democracy is no longer relevadtiamo longer capable of inspiring
citizens to support social change. Let me explayreasons for this belief in a little

more detail.
Class and power

Social democracy emerged at a time when societydeasnated by the struggle
between labour and capital and set itself the edslountering the power of capital
through the political process. Reflecting the earfluence of Marxist political
analysis, social democracy was constructed onss ei@w of the world, one that, as
long as it was not interpreted rigidly, remainédrilinating through much of the 20
century. Often aligned directly with the trade unimovement, social democratic
parties saw their task as one of pursuing in thiéiged domain what the unions
pursued in the industrial domain, constraininggbwer of capital and advancing the

interests of the working class.

At the time it was not difficult to define the wank class; those who worked for
wages (or piece rates in some industries). Thegspsiseir managers and the

professional classes were more or less distinaigRly speaking, class divisions
reflected economic structure, and political anduwal aspects of class generally

conformed to the economic structure.

But from the 1970s and 1980s this well-definedcttme collapsed as the economies
of rich countries themselves were transformed, fom@s built on manufacturing,

farming and mining to ones dominated by serviceigtides. The sharp decline in the



number of manufacturing jobs, the traditional bafs#e unions and working-class
politics, was matched by the rise in the numbewxtute collar professionals. And far-
reaching cultural changesespecially those driven by the new social movesent
combined to dissolve the notion of class as a lsefalytic device or basis for

politics. In the words of the German sociologistitH Beck:

Industrial society, understood as a model of tlesviorld in which gender

roles, nuclear families and classes are interlocisedisappearing ... The same
mode of production, the same political system stmme dynamics of
modernization are producing a different societthim lifeworld: different
networks, different circles of relationships, diffat lines of conflict and

different forms of political alliances for individis®

Class as a social, cultural and political catediay virtually disappeared, and this has
eroded the social foundations of social democra®gting a new fluidity to political

alignments.

This is not to say that inequality in the distribatof income, opportunity and power
have disappeared — far from it. But the social eons that motivated social
democracy — poverty, inequality and exploitatioare, as a result of affluence, now
confined to a small proportion of the populatiasd than 20 per cent in most affluent
countries. While the moral imperative to ameliotthie circumstances of this group
remains — indeed, in the face of widespread affteeit becomes even stronger — the
circumstances of the bottom ten or 20 per ceri@pbpulation are no basis for a

politics of social transformation.

Nor am | claiming that business does not contilouexercise enormous powetr; |
argue that it exercises power in a way quite dgffiéfrom the image of the ruthless
boss focused on the bottom line in the factory.&e&lrsing, power is no longer
exerted through struggles in the workplace overgra/conditions and the right to
organise; it is brought to bear through the proees$ consumption. The locus of
social control and social conflict has shifted frtdme production sphere to the

consumption sphere which is dominated by marketing.

® Ulrich Beck,Democracy Without Enemies, Polity Press, Cambridge 1998, p. 21
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The individual

In the post-modern world, the nature of the indiibbhas undergone a radical
transformation. In contrast to social democracgsaeption of the individual as a
member of a class engaged primarily in an econstniggle — a class from which
they derive their identity and place in the soomer — the individual today is free
floating. No longer subject to material privatidhne choices facing today’s individual
are vastly expanded, at least in principle. HamInot talking of neoliberalism’s
trivial idea of choice — that exercised in the nerfor goods and services — but the
opportunity to choose a life course. In particutagny people could elect to step off

the materialist treadmill and distance themselvas fthe influence of the market.

Today, compared to the individual of the social deratic vision, our sense of self
and place in the world are more fragile and comimighan ever. In a world of global
cultural diffusion and loss of community rootednegse must create our own
identities — or ‘write our own biographies’ in Begkvords— and it is primarily
through our consumption behaviour that we do #Me.construct our identities in
large measure, and increasingly, through the lifestwe choose, the brands we buy,
the self we manufacture by selecting an identiynfthose offered to us by the

marketers.

The compulsion to participate in the consumer s$pdgeno longer driven by material
need, or by political coercion, but by the belieftee great mass of people that to find
happiness they must be richer, irrespective of Wwealthy they already are. If
ordinary people today are exploited then it is bsnmon consent. They choose the
gilded cage and would prefer not to be told thatdbor is open. Thus in rich

countries today the power of capital is an idealabrather than an economic force.

| think this provides us with a far more useful vtaythink about the process of
globalisation. In this view, globalisation is nasj the free flow of trade and
investment but the spread of certain political glaad cultural forms. It represents not
only the export and imposition of economic polidieslt on neoliberal orthodoxy but
also the diffusion of a culture and a psychologpradisposition centred on economic

growth, compulsive consumption and the exploitatbthe natural world.
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The legitimacy of globalisation is drawn from thaibf that human wellbeing is
improved by increasing the volume and quality add@and services consumed by
individuals, and its effect is to give a privilegeldce to all activities and policies that
promise an increase in the rate of economic groRainallel with this formal set of
values and beliefs are cultural forms of behavtbat place extraordinary emphasis
upon consumption as the foundation of lifestyleisTi& why there has been so little
resistance to globalisation. From Beijing to Berfrom Boston to Beirut, people have
been persuaded by the ideology of consumer cegtahat economic growth is the
path to happiness, and that unfettered marketsweiimise growth. In other words,
globalisation has succeeded, above all, becaugdeplkave been persuaded it will

make them richer.

In this view, the progressive critique of globatisa has missed the mark. It is not the
free flow of goods, services and capital that re@nés a danger, but the way in which
the ideology of the market now frames our thinkidigforts our choices and erodes
the moral basis of society. Thus while happy teeptthe material benefits that have
flowed from globalisatior- albeit with certain reservations about the inceegsower
of global corporations- there is also a widespread discomfort about whzas all

meant for our cultural integrity and moral wellbgin
Solidarity

As a consequence of this new dispensation thedela of solidarity, the emotion that
powered social democracy, has little meaning. Ream@ no longer drawn together by
their oppression, united against a common enenifypond by a shared cultural
history. In place of solidarity, they aspire to opg a superior position to their peers,

or at least to differentiate themselves from thengssert their individuality.

In contrast to the previous era in which peopleted their sense of self
unconsciously by absorbing the cultural forms aekldviours from those around
them, Beck and others argue that we live in aroetiadividualization’ in which we
must create our own self, ‘write our own biographystead of having it drafted by
the circumstances of our birth — our gender, ettynand class. This is how the self is

created in a society saturated by mass media iohvthe symbols of achievement and
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the characters worthy of emulation appear on theescand the magazine pages rather

than in the local community.

Whether individualization is a blessing or a cutse final step to personal freedom or
being cut adrift from all that is soligt is not the point. The point is that loyalty can no
longer be taken as given, that personal relatigsséand connections to groups are
always contingent, and that individuals must noansthie world to decided with

whom or what they want to identify. Increasinghyisito the market the brands, the
images, the cultural associaticaghat people turn to create themselves. And in this
world it is consumption activity, shopping, thatbemes the characteristic act. This

has had two profound effects on how people thirduathemselves.

The first is that instead of being products of lifercircumstances, individualisation
has meant that we have come to accept that weaaheresponsible for our own lives.
For those who succeed in socially sanctioned waganeans that they can feel
justified at their own efforts and duly rewarded tioeir dedication, determination and
superior character. It absolves them of any nedeldiocompassion for those who
have failed, for their failures can only refledaak of character. For those who do not
succeed, their disappointment must be internaliggeer than blamed on the bosses,
the schools, the government, or ‘the class systienthis world, social problems
become individual failures, a process that haoéopndly conservative political

effect.

The second effect is that the replacement of diased stratification by a myriad of
individual life stories has, paradoxically, a horaning effect; for the identities that
can be created out of the products provided byrtaket are not invented
autonomously by those who adopt them, but manufadtoy popular culture which

in turn is controlled and co-opted by marketing.

Because consumer capitalism and neoliberal idediagg succeeded so spectacularly
at creating the impression that each of us isaitrdividual, popular commitment to
social justice has declined. Citizens of affluemiirttries are much less likely now

than three decades ago to have sympathy for the @od much more likely to

attribute their disadvantage to the personal inadeigs of those so afflicted.
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The politics of wellbeing

So the world that gave rise to social democragy jpglitical ideology is no more. The
clear divide between class interests, the emploasisgulating the economy to
promote social justice, the solidarity that bouratking people together politically
and culturally are gone. Instead, we have a sod@tyinated by affluence,
individualism, the obligation to find a self-idetytand an ideology of personal

responsibility.

This does not mean that poverty and disadvantage lteen abolished and that the
circumstances of the poor and dispossessed doattgnrBut the deprivation model
cannot provide the basis for a politics of sockamge in a society characterised by
affluence, and the continuing focus on the condgiof those who have not enjoyed

the benefits of affluence is counter-productive.

It must be admitted that three decades of neoliserdnave seen an unprecedented
increase in individualism and preoccupation with g@e the part of citizens of
affluent countries, severely eroding the emoti@pgleal of social democratic values.
Thus we do not lack the ability to solve povertyd alisadvantage, we lack the
willingness. And the unrelenting emphasis on tlt@emy has only made the bulk of
voters more preoccupied with their own circumstanée we become richer we have
become more inclined to blame the victims for tlogn adversity and less willing to
help them out. We will not solve the problem of pdy until we solve the problem of

affluence.

The critique of modern consumerism and the margetotiety suggests an alternative
political philosophy, one centred on promoting Wweihg in a post-growth society.

The Wellbeing Manifestobreaks the link between the economy and our iddii

and social wellbeing. It thereby challenges the idamce of economics and finance in
political life. It dares governments and politigarties to break the spell cast by the
quarterly national accounts and GDP and to contmitiselves instead to improving
‘gross domestic happiness’. The philosophy it priseevould give priority to

fulfilling work and help citizens to reclaim thegime. It would encourage vibrant,

" Seewww.wellbeingmanifesto.net
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resilient, sustainable communities and help pedelelop the skills to build stronger
family relationships. A politics of wellbeing wouldind back the process of
commercializing educational institutions and inistt schools and universities be
devoted to improving the physical, emotional andgahbealth of young people, rather
than certifying them for the workplace. It wouldt i@sitate to counter the forces that
spread growth fetishism, especially the barraggeceptive marketing. It would
recognize when the values of the market intrude anéas of life where they do not
belong and—deaf to the self-interested cries foremahoice’, ‘development’ and
‘economic freedom’'—take measures to exclude thena the new politics would no

longer be tempted to sacrifice the natural worltiftésDP by half a per cent.

The new wellbeing agenda challenges the traditipagies equally because it says

that, for all of the economic benefits of free medsk in the end we cannot find true

happiness in a shopping centre. It side-stepgaldgibnal left-right debate over who
can best manage the economy, and asserts thahioauntries the market has

become the enemy rather than the friend of soctajrpss.

The obstacles to the new politics should not beetggtimated. Environmentalists
have recognised for a long time how difficult itisask people to change entrenched
consumption habits. The reasons for this should Ip@wlearer from the analysis of
the role of consumption | have outlined here —wahtth are set out more
systematically in the ‘Ten theses on consumptittaliched as an appendix.
Consumption behaviour and the sense of personatitig@are so closely related that a
challenge to someone’s consumption behaviour fedenge to their very sense of
self. Appeals to rational self-interest and greamatizing have taken us as far as they
can. If it continues to rely on existing campaignmethods, environmentalism is
doomed to fail, for most people would sooner corstimemselves to death than risk
becoming a new person. In a way, we are askinglp¢okill themselves when we
ask them to overcome their addiction to consumpfldris fear of self-transformation
presents a daunting barrier to environmentalists@reen parties. Socialists who

promised to better provide for people’s materiadwehad an easier task.

It is for this reason that | believe environmerstzlineed to open up a new front in the

campaign to protect the natural world. The limiteppeals to citizens’ reason have
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been reached. Instead of arguing that we must ehamgbehaviour to save the
natural environment, is it not more effective t& people whether their high
consumption life-styles are actually making therpgy® This is the radical question

being posed by the new politics of wellbeing.

It is not utopian to believe that citizens of tlitugnt West can be weaned from
obsessive consumption. There are signs that, ggtsdes of intensifying
consumerism, many people are beginning to rebelekample, in Australia around
one-fifth of the population has ‘downshifted’ ouke last decade; that is, they have
voluntarily decided to reduce their incomes andscomption level$.Similar figures
apply in Britain and the US. Downshifters, and tleeiusins the ‘cultural creatives’,
are not for the most part motivated by philosophieasons but simply want to get
some balance back into their lives to devote miame to their families, their health
and their passions. They are choosing fulfilmermrodoney or, as | say elsewhere,

rich lives instead of lives of riches.

Some people have become so habituated to the gleofdhe market they have
forgotten the lessons of history: ‘What you propissall very well,” they will say, ‘but
it can never happen. The forces working againsgtatuding human nature, will
prevent it’. The argument that there is no stoppiegmarket ideology is anti-
democratic because it insists there are forcesntitledlways overwhelm the
preferences of the citizenry and that it is posgléor us collectively to pursue a better
society. These are the voices that said the Shahrofvould never be deposed, that
the forces of apartheid were too powerful to bertbwewn, and that the Iron Curtain

could never be breached.

For people who can imagine nothing more than tesqont, history has truly ended. If
they are right, the future is one in which we acualate more and more material goods
and watch immobilized as all aspects of our perdores and social worlds are

turned over to the market. This dystopian futurkk lv@ marked by an intensification

of all the distress and damage caused by affluenzdkinking consumerism,

fractured relationships, psychological disordensi mmountains of waste a future in

8 For details see C. Hamilton and R. Denni$ipenza, Allen & Unwin, 2005, Chapter 10.
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which our children and grandchildren are condentnedeaningless lives. | don’t

believe the people will accept such a future.
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Ten theses on consumption

The following ten theses or propositions on constimnpapply only to affluent
countries. The content, meaning and psychologigalficance of consumption in
developing countries are radically different, aitbb the consumption behaviour of
rich consumers in poor countries has some of theackeristics described in the
theses. The thesesspelt out in more detail iGrowth Fetish andAffluenza —

provide the basis for an alternative progressiig® one that resonates with the life

circumstances of citizens of affluent countries.

1. Inrich countries, the principal purpose of constionpspending is no longer to

satisfy needs but to find and express a persoratiig.

2. For a large proportion of consumption behavioug,dht of buying and the act

of consuming have become distinct and need to Aklysed separately.

3. Marketing, including advertising, is designed to g&to buy, not to consume,

and, where possible, prefers us not to consum#hiiscard.

4. There is an inexorable process of converting wiantds'needs’ and this results
in, and reflects, a ratcheting up of expected stedwlof living, one in which

expectations always stay in advance of incomes.

5. Because of the limits to consumption capacity, thisheting up process

inevitably results in more waste.

6. The rise in expectations or aspirations puts pressua people to work longer

and harder and this comes at the cost of theiopatselationships.

7. Whereas increasing consumption was once necessamptoving wellbeing, in

rich countries more consumption is now associatiéll declining well-being.

8. Improving wellbeing today requires a partial withdhal from the market and a
distancing from its influence, including an actresistance to the market values

of materialism, excessive competition, individuadiand the money-metric.
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9. The trend towards voluntary reduction of incomesd eonsumption known as

downshifting is a reaction against the pressureopsumerism.

10. A shift to a society based on a downshifting etind the associated rejection of
consumption as the basis of life-style and selfritedn is the only way to

protect ourselves from severe environmental decline
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