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‘Alternative Hedonism’ and the critique of ‘consumerism’ 

1) Introduction

The dependency of the globalized economy on the promotion of a ‘consumerist’
 way of life that is at once so closely associated with ‘freedom and democracy’ and at the same time so socially and ecologically damaging, is now recognised as one of the more significant sources of dialectical tension of our times. The indices of this are to be found across the political spectrum:  in the post 9/11 appeals to ‘patriotic shopping’ as a way of showing support for the ‘Western way of life’ (a call whose contradictory ‘interference’ in private spending on the part of the neo-liberal state arguably signals both the vulnerable faultlines of the state and of the concept of consumer sovereignty itself (cf. Soper, 2006); in the alarms over climate change; in the expansion of green and ethical consumption; and in the centrality of the No Logo forms of opposition within the anti-globalization movement (Klein, 2000;  Littler, 2005).  The tension is also reflected in recent academic engagement with ‘political consumerism’ or ‘virtuous’ shopping (Micheletti, 2003; Micheletti and Peretti, 2003; Barnett, Cloke, Clarke and Malpass, 2005;  Harrison, Newholm and Shaw, 2005) and in growing concerns about the consequences of the high-stress, fast-food life-style and the new interest, both lay and academic, in what makes for the ‘good life’ and personal fulfilment.  After many years during which they were confined mainly to the campaigns, debates and life-choices of ‘alternative’ groups and social movements, themes of consumption, counter-consumerism, ecological crisis and sustainability, and the problems of ‘over-development’ are moving centre-stage.  Consumption, in short, is now emerging as an area of political contention, and a site where shifting cultural perspectives and new modes of representation might begin to have significant impact. 

These are developments, too, we might add, that lend some support to the repeatedly voiced scepticism about the long term fulfilments offered by consumerist culture.  For very few theorists, wherever they position themselves politically, have been inclined to justify consumerism as the appropriate telos of Western civilisation, and many have presented it, on the contrary, as compensatory for various forms of existential loss, whether of meaning, security, or identity.
 Given, moreover, the evidence to suggest that the increase in wealth and material possessions is no guarantee of an increase in happiness, there would seem some empirical support for such assessments. (Layard, 2005;  Purdy, 2005; Frey and Stutzer, 2000; Inglehart and Klingemann, 2000; Easterlin, 2001; Durning, 1992: 23, cf. 38-9; 41; Bauman, 1988: 96; Argyle, 1987: 161). One might here also note the comparable results of the findings from the ‘Happy Planet’ index of well-being recently published by the New Economics Foundation.

It is in this context that we are arguing in this paper for the potential significance of what we are terming an ‘alternative hedonist’ disenchantment with consumerism and offering some initial analysis of its resonance in some mainstream media channels.
 Our argument on ‘ alternative hedonism’ (for some earlier engagement with the concept, see Soper, 1998; 2004) rests on two main claims. The first is that the affluent, ‘consumerist’, Euro-American mode of consumption that 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 – an altered 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, and hence of removing some of the key sources of social and environmental 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 relatively affluent global societies. 
   This is not to suppose that any ambivalence towards consumer culture will be experienced only by those who already have access to it.  Nor, on the other hand, are we assuming that less affluent societies will necessarily be influenced by any ‘alternative hedonist’ revision of thinking that might emerge over time within the more affluent.  We are claiming only that an important stimulus of any change of direction, if there is to be one, will be the compulsion exercised by an alternative vision of the ‘good life’. An anti-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: to a new erotics of consumption or hedonist ‘imaginary’.   

The more substantive claim, is that we are indeed seeing the beginnings of this particular counter-consumerist trend, both in the sense that other conceptions of the ‘good life’ appear to be gaining more of a hold among some affluent consumers, and in the sense that there is a more pervasive disenchantment with the supposed blessings of consumerism. Shopping may still be one of the nation’s favourite ways of spending time, and there has been precious little reform in the use of the car and air flight, yet there are also some signs now that the affluent lifestyle is generating its own specific forms of disaffection, either because of the pollution, congestion, stress, noise, ill health, loss of community and personal forms of contact it entails or because it stands in the way of other enjoyments (cf. Schor, 1999; Levett, 2003; Bunting, 2004; Hodgkinson, 2004; Purdy, 2005; Shah, 2005; Thomas, forthcoming). 

In theorising these consumer responses under the umbrella concept of  ‘alternative hedonism’ we would make clear that we are referring to a complex of motives, interests and hedonic aspirations, rather than isolating one type of pleasure-seeking activity or consumer response.  But our study is distinguished by the attention it pays to the role of consumer disenchantment with ‘consumerism’ in generating revised ideas about the ‘good life’, and hence by its focus on the more self-interested motives and rewards of consuming differently.  The pleasures of affluence are presented in this connection as being both compromised by their negative by-products, and viewed as pre-emptive of other enjoyments.  In the one case the concern is with the ways in which previously unquestioned forms of gratification such as driving, or air flight, or eating certain foods, or using certain materials are becoming tainted by their side-effects.  In the other case we are theorizing a critical response that is troubled by an intuition of the pleasures that are being directly occluded or denied by the consumerist life-style.  If one can hypothesise an experience of displeasure here, it is in the sense of loss or deprivation of gratification rather than of pleasure compromised.  (This can be compared with the mode of desire the ancient Greeks referred to as pothos rather than himeros, a yearning for what is not obtainable in the present rather than a desire for that which is already available.  It also, of course, has many affinities with Romantic experience and expression.)
  The examples here might be more or less tangible, more or less retrospective and nostalgic, more or less utopian. It may be a nostalgia for certain kinds of material, or objects or practices or forms of human interaction that no longer figure in everyday life as they once did; it may be a case of missing the experience of certain kinds of landscape, or spaces (to play or talk or loiter or meditate or commune with nature); it may be a sense that possibilities of erotic contact or conviviality have been closed down that might otherwise have opened up; or a sense that were it not for the dominance of the car, there would be an altogether different system of provision for other modes of transport,  and both rural and city areas would look and feel and smell and sound entirely different. Or it may just be a vague and rather general malaise that descends in the shopping mall or supermarket:  a sense of a world too cluttered and encumbered by material objects and sunk in waste, of priorities skewed through the focus on ever more extensive provision and acquisition of things.  Some may want to dismiss these claims as too purely speculative, but as we record below they certainly correlate with the various regrets and yearnings that are now finding some mainstream media expression. 

These consumer responses are described, and applauded, by us as ‘counter-consumerist’, and we pursue some of the implications of this for the understanding of human need and desire in more detail in Section 3.  We should make clear here, however, that we are not offering puritanical jeremiads against the indulgence of consumer culture, nor wanting to indict individuals and their consumption practices. The point, rather, is to bring back into focus the dominant role of the capitalist economy in the formation of consumer society and the negative effects of its ‘work and spend’ dynamic. We acknowledge, of course, that our position on this is contentious, but we do not think that the specific forms taken by affluent consumption in the West today, and its unceasing expansion of goods and services can be understood without reference to the profit motive and its constant encouragement to consume in ever more commercialized and resource hungry ways. A specifically ‘consumerist’ consumption we would define therefore not only by its rupture with natural limits and opening to an unprecedented potential for self-fulfilment, but also by its resistance to any non-commodified conceptions of the means of advancing the ‘good life’ and personal development.  It is marked, in short, by all the insignia of the quest for profit:  by the mass production and diversification of goods for sale (rather than the promotion of other means of realising well-being), 
 and by the unprecedented investment in branding, packaging, advertising and other inducements to purchase of the kind referred to through the concept of ‘commodity aesthetics’. (Haug, 1983; cf. 2006).  Its productive mission, one might say, is the multiplication and diversification of ‘satisfiers’ of already experienced forms of need and, wherever possible, the creation of new ‘needs’ themselves – provided these are always conceived as satisfiable only through goods or services provided on the market and are thus means of profiteering.  

 This ‘counter-consumerist’ stance clearly connects with an earlier tradition of socialist critique of the market and ‘commodity aesthetics’. It also has some resonance with the argument of those who have more recently criticized consumption theory for its disengagement from production and its too exclusively semiotic – and often rather celebratory - preoccupation with fashion, self-styling and identity affirming forms of consumption at the cost of acknowledging the less self-centred and more routine practices of everyday consumption (Warde, 1997; 2004b; cf. Schatzki, 1996; Schatzki et alii, 2001). We would agree, for example, that in the move away from the former, Bourdieu influenced, account of consumption as a relatively predetermined expression of class position, too much has been made of the supposed elective rather than prescriptive aspects of postmodern consuming.  As Warde has pointed out, the liberating aspects of choice have been exaggerated, and although product differentiation is 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: 194; 201-3).  

 But there are also some notable differences from either of these frameworks of thinking in our approach.   For this departs both politically and theoretically from much earlier leftwing opposition to commodification and the shopping-mall culture in refusing to ground its critique of ‘consumerism’ in an essentialist distinction between ‘true’ and ‘false’ or more or less ‘natural’ needs.  It thus rejects the presumption that the ‘excesses’ of modern consumption can be corrected through a return to a simpler and supposedly more ‘natural’ modus vivendi.  It also differs from the more recent practice-theory oriented argument on consumption in its concerns with desire, motivation and by reason of its specific focus on the ways in which consumers today are beginning - for ‘alternative hedonist’ reasons – consciously to problematise forms of consumption (of food, transport, leisure etc.) that were previously taken much more for granted.   Indeed our main focus is neither on consumption as a bid for personal distinction or individualization, nor on consumption as a relatively unconscious ‘form of life’, but on the ways in which a whole range of contemporary consumerist 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.

Our study is also distinguished by its focus on the role of these consumer reactions in constituting an immanent critique of consumer culture.  The engagement is with ambivalence or disaffection with ‘consumerism’ as this comes to the surface and finds some actual expression or register on the part of consumers themselves.   Although these shifts in response, and the new representations of pleasure that go with them, are presented in a positive light, and their potential applauded for the emergence of more sustainable modes of consumption, the primary aim is not to defend or justify certain forms of consumption as objectively more ‘needed’ or more ‘authentic’.  What is being presented is not so much a theory of what ought to be needed, or desired, or actually consumed, as a theory about what some consumers may themselves be beginning to discover about the ‘anti’ or ‘counter’ consumerist aspects of their own needs and preferences. 

We are not, then, seeking to prove that consumers ‘really’ need something quite other than what they profess to need (or want) or experience as such.  Our main interest, rather, is in the hedonist aspirations prompting changes at the level of experienced or even imagined need, in some of their recent indices mainstream media, and their implications for the development of more sustainable modes of consumption.    Indeed, it is important to note that the focus on self-interested motives for altering consumption patterns is directly related to our dissatisfaction with assertions made in detachment from considerations of agency about the forms of consumption that will help to promote sustainable development.   Those espousing the ecological cause are in general pretty good at diagnosing what has gone wrong and informing us of what is needed in order to put it right.  In the Limits to Growth we are told, for example, that:

People don’t need enormous cars; they need respect.  They don’t need closetfuls of clothes; they need to feel attractive and they need excitement and variety and beauty.  People don’t need electronic entertainment; they need something worthwhile to do with their lives.  And so forth. People need identity, community, challenge, acknowledgement, love, joy.  To try to fill those needs with material things is to set up an unquenchable appetite for false solutions to real and never-satisfied problems.  The resulting psychological emptiness is one of the major forces behind the desire for material growth.  A society that can admit and articulate its nonmaterial needs and find nonmaterial ways to satisfy them would require much lower material and energy throughputs and would provide much higher levels of human fulfilment. (Meadows, 1972: 216).

The overall message of this is quite consistent with our argument.  But it is one thing to claim knowledge of what is ‘really’ needed.  It is quite another thing to reveal in what sense, if any, these are indeed the  ‘needs’ of consumers; and another again to show by what agencies and transitional means they might be more universally acknowledged and acted upon.  It is precisely in virtue of our sensitivity to the problems of being seen to impute or impose a structure of consumer preferences in default of adequate indices of their existence, that our argument moves from an (admittedly still quite rarely experienced) ambivalence regarding existing patterns of consumption towards the alternative structure of satisfactions that are arguably latent within it, rather than presupposing the ‘unconscious’ needs for this alternative and then casting around in a theoretical void for consumers who might come to experience them. (Thus far, we might add, we are in agreement with Daniel Miller’s claims about the ‘poverty of morality’ in consumption studies even as we dissent from his unqualified and strawman attack on critics of consumerism (2001b: 226-238)
 ).   

In line with this approach we have been keen to explore indices of interest in ‘alternative hedonism' now manifest in the culture at large and entering into everyday experience, and it is this objective that has been pursued through the media study, and provided its ‘mainstream’ focus and approach.  In view of our claim that counter-consumerist sentiment is now becoming less marginal in British society, we wanted to avoid a too exclusive focus on cultural sites and practices where anti-capitalist or green orientations are explicit, and instead to study those which would not define themselves in this way.
  In referring to these as ‘mainstream’, we recognise the limitations of that term in relation to the cultural and technological diversity we inhabit. Nonetheless, it is a useful shorthand, to denote cultural forms which have powerful economic and institutional backing and which are able to access audiences of millions.  And these ‘mainstream’ forms offer, if not an accurate ‘reflection’, certainly an insight into contemporary cultural concerns, and fora of discussion which at the very least participate in the constitution of the public sphere/s (Newcomb and Hirsch, 1984; Livingstone and Lunt, 1994). As Corner comments, even in the contemporary context of deregulation: ‘Television, by the very nature of its depictive flows, is involved in the constitution and maintenance of the contemporary public. Its publicness and its politicality cannot be comprehensively reconfigured as private, even though its funding, its profusion of channels, and, indeed, some aspects of its content combine to give it a stronger private profile than was provided by the national corporation and networks of an earlier stage of its development’ (Corner, 1999, p. 22). Although it is not possible here to enter the debates on the role of the media in the constitution of a public sphere or spheres, and on the extent to which they conform to Habermasian definitions, it is precisely the ‘publicness’ and ‘politicality’ of television identified by Corner which renders it a suitable area of investigation in our consideration of alternative hedonist strands in contemporary culture. 

Our overall argument is that the equivocal imagery and representations to be found in recent media engagement with consumption issues reveal the first glimmerings of disquiet and the first inklings of desires for other pleasures and other lives.  One part of our study of these is concerned with news media and the representation of anxieties about the impact of unchecked consumerism on health, quality of life, the environment and social inequality, both globally and nationally. The other explores the register of ‘alternative hedonist’ responses in some forms of lifestyle television.  It is on the results of the study in this area that we report in the first instance before offering some more theoretical reflections on their implications. In presenting this discussion of contemporary television programmes, we are aware of the limitations of textual analysis alone. Our research did not encompass audience study, and as a result we are not making claims here about how these programmes are read, received or appropriated by viewers.
 Such questions would need to be the subject of future research. What we are saying, however, is that these programmes form part of the discursive networks in which viewers participate. They are a cultural and narrative resource offered to viewers of terrestrial television in contemporary Britain, and however varied the responses to that resource may be (and they may encompass the ironic, the disengaged or the riveted), its availability to millions, and its propensity to transmute into other cultural domains (spin-off books, websites and so on) lend it cultural significance. 

2) Consumer disquiet and alternative desires in contemporary lifestyle television

It has been argued that the recent development of lifestyle television programming offers a new questioning of gender and of the public / private split, ‘contesting our understanding of the public sphere as one solely of citizenship and governmentality’ (Brunsdon quoted in Moseley, 2001, p. 34). Since part of our focus is on negative impacts of consumerist lifestyles as they are registered in private and individual concerns, this blurring of old boundaries is of particular interest. Lifestyle television along with the reality television ‘über-genre’ to which it belongs, has taken a dominant place in the prime-time terrestrial schedules in the past ten to fifteen years, relegating variety shows, documentaries and sitcoms to oblivion (Brunsdon, 2001, p.30-31). The pervasive concern with consumption, especially of food, of property and place or of fashion and beauty products, and the preoccupation with all aspects of the question of ‘how to live better’ make this a particularly suggestive site for studying changing conceptions of ‘the good life’ and emergent forms of disquiet regarding the negative by-products of consumerism. These representations offer a mirror image of their activity to consumers; the compromises and quests seen in this mirror are our subject here.

We have identified four sub-genres of lifestyle/ reality television where such concerns and alternative desires seem to be colouring representations of ‘the good life’.  These have been characterised as:

· heritage cookery 

· relocation to the rural or the exotic

· spiritual journey 

· ‘ecoreality’.

In the ‘heritage cookery’, the ‘relocation’ and the ‘spiritual journey’ sub-genres, the narrative is triggered by dissatisfaction with contemporary consumerist lifestyles. Typically the sources of this discordance, such as polluted air, traffic noise, urban congestion and stress, figure in the credits and opening sequences. For example, in Escape to River Cottage (Keo Films for Channel 4, 1999) and French Leave, (Optomen Films for Channel 4, 2003) the celebrity chef hero is literally escaping from the pressures of urban life:

I was fed up with spending four hours a day in a car commuting up and down from Oxfordshire, and more importantly, I wasn’t enjoying the job as much as I used to. The business side had completely taken over, and the one thing I loved more than anything else, the thing I had a real passion for – the cooking – had  gone onto the back burner. I wanted to get that passion back. I wanted to change my life (Burton-Race, 2003, p.8). 

The narrative which follows is then motivated by a quest, not only for better  food, but also for a more harmonious way of life. Our hero carries out the quest, with ‘ordinary’ helpers who are often specialists in local foods. The search is for food which is not mass-produced, not sold in supermarkets or flown half-way round the world, but either wild food or locally produced, grown on a small-scale, and prepared with  traditional recipes. The food itself offers visual pleasures lacking in the TV dinners and fast foods that are commonly consumed by many of those watching.   Additionally to these aesthetically pleasing images of food and its preparation, the programmes also project a lifestyle that is located in a thriving rural community, attentive to nature and the seasons, and where time is available whether for food preparation or relationships, or most frequently, a combination of the two. These three aspects: community and relationality, closeness to nature and a transformed relationship to time figure throughout as essential components of the alternative lifestyles which the narratives construct, or strive to realise. They are present during the quest, for the protagonists have time, for instance, to go with an expert companion in search of wild mushrooms on exactly the right day (they also have time to fail, to come back with an almost empty basket), but they are usually most insistently present in the programmes’ closure – often a celebratory  and highly convivial meal eaten in beautiful surroundings. 

As this analysis, and   the ‘heritage cookery’ label suggest, this genre is imbued with nostalgia. The ‘good life’ sought for is in part a lost utopia, whether English, in the case of the River Cottage series, French in French Leave, or Italian in a series such as Jamie Oliver’s Great Escape (Fresh One Productions for Channel 4, 2005). Like the heritage films of the 1980s and 90s, the nostalgia evokes a national, or European, identity structured around a lost rurality (Higson, 1993). There has been a debate about the ideological import of these representations with Higson and others deeply suspicious of such constructions of national identity, and Raphael Samuel  defending the popular pleasures of ‘heritage’ (Samuel, 1994; Thomas, 2002, p. 35-6). The nostalgia associated with the heritage cookery programmes discussed here, and with the alternative hedonism project more broadly, is prompted more profoundly by the real losses of urban and much rural
 modernity – the loss of time, quiet, green space and community - than by concerns with national identity. The heritage cookery genre represents not only a desire for food which is better both ecologically and gastronomically than much of what is consumed in Britain under the guise of convenience, but also a desire for escape from stressful urban environments and work routines. In this it acts as a compelling vehicle of nostalgia for lost tastes, landscapes and community celebrations, selling spin-off products and attracting audiences of millions among those whose actual lives may bear little relation to the reality it projects.   

 
The ‘relocation’ sub-genre is based on a similar narrative structure of escape from urban dystopia and quest for a better life. In this case the focus is on the home, and the heroes are ‘ordinary people’ who are aided by celebrity helpers (Kirsty Allsop and Phil Spencer). Relocation, Relocation (IWC Media for Channel 4, 2003-) is exemplary of the quest narrative: the programme is based on the search for two properties for the participants, usually a thirtysomething couple, who want to ‘relocate’ in order to improve their quality of life. The financial premise is usually that by releasing equity in an existing property in an expensive part of the country the couple can fund two properties – one in a desirable location, and the other a ‘crash pad’ near their places of work. Although Relocation, Relocation is alone in its consistent deployment of the two property solution, it can be said to be part of a sub-genre of lifestyle programmes which are all based on the search for the dream life, location and house, and which are all premised on the need for escape from what are perceived as negative aspects of contemporary, and overwhelmingly urban, life. Each programme offers a slightly different articulation of dissatisfaction with a busy urban life. The themes recurring in the introductory segment of the programmes are dissatisfaction with stressful, work-dominated lives: ‘A life of work drives you up the fast lane of the career ladder, but can leave your personal life languishing on the hard shoulder’ (Phil, programme 4) and noisy, polluted or unattractive urban environments: ‘They currently live here in Swindon but they’ve realised there’s more to life’ (Kirsty, programme 3). 

The narrative resolution generally works to confirm that the relocation has satisfied the desires and removed the frustrations of the old life. Each member of the couple is interviewed separately before the celebration moment, and the exposition of the delights of the new life is shot in the new home, or on country or seaside walks. In the revisit version, these pleasures are naturally intensified. Relocation, Relocation thus offers a complex representation of privileged lives in contemporary Britain. The pleasures sought by the participants – time, beautiful natural environments, relationships – are not overtly those of a consumerist lifestyle, while the dissatisfactions they express are very clearly its by-products. In this sense, the series can be said to represent one of the modes in which the disquiet and desires identified by an alternative hedonist analysis are expressed in popular media texts. Yet, the solutions offered always require money, and involve, in some cases, more commuting and in most more consuming. Since they are premised on a ‘two property lifestyle’, there is, in effect, a redoubling of consumption, and a flurry of new purchases for the two new homes. Despite this, and despite the fact that the problems of city life are simply left behind, the strong desires for community, more time for relationships and relaxation, and peace and quiet which trigger the narrative make it impossible to characterise Relocation, Relocation as simply an unambiguous celebration of consumerism. The solutions offered are partial and ambivalent, with both negative and positive elements, both socially and individually. In one case in the 2005 series, the conflicting demands of careers, family and quality of life could not be resolved: even the magical powers of the relocators could not provide an individual solution to problems which are fundamentally collective, social and political. Relocation, Relocation illustrates how in the present conjuncture affluent consumers are caught in a double bind, where their desires for peace and pleasure require ever more complex deployments of their labour and property if they are to be even half satisfied. Nonetheless, these compromised solutions usually provide a satisfying narrative closure; they are recognisable ‘lifestyle strategies’ of the privileged upper middle-classes in an imperfectly organised world. 

The popularity of programmes such as Relocation, Relocation
, along with many other television texts belonging to the ‘relocation’ or ‘heritage cookery’ sub-genres suggests that these narratives of escape from the pressures of a work-dominated, consumerist society do have considerable cultural resonance. If we add to this the similar attractions offered by some lifestyle magazines and the best-seller status of books such as Peter Mayle’s A Year in Provence and its Tuscan equivalents, we can conclude that narratives of ‘finding a place in the sun’, or ‘escaping from the rat-race’, are a significant cross-media genre in British popular culture.
 The fact that ever increasing numbers of Britons are known to be doing exactly this – by emigrating, usually to sunnier climes, or moving out of cities - indicates that the programmes are responding to, as well as participating in, a form of restless, affluent mobility.
 The narrative tropes of community, locality, landscape and escape mobilised by these sub-genres of lifestyle television are clearly part of the cultural climate in which these moves take place, and this climate is, we are arguing, coloured by the complex matrix of  alternative hedonist disquiet and desires. 

Our third sub-genre, indicates a somewhat different and more reflective turn to spirituality in lifestyle and reality television, often predicated on an argument that contemporary society is too materialistic, and that consumerism does not satisfy. Spirituality Shopper (Optomen for Channel 4, 2005), presented individuals at a crisis point in their lives with a selection of religious practices to try out. As the title and format suggest, centuries old religions were reduced to ten minute clips, ‘tasters’ from which our heroine or hero must choose, just as she or he might select a yoghurt off a supermarket shelf. The religion offered was an extension of consumerism, even if the programmes’ preamble suggested a growing experience of emptiness resulting from a secular pursuit of material pleasures. Clearly, this binary itself is simplistic. It recurred, nonetheless, in the opening sequences of BBC2’s The Monastery – a reality television series where five ‘ordinary men’ spent 40 days in a Benedictine monastery in the south of England (Tiger Aspect for BBC2, 2005). Here, even if the contrasts between the men’s lives and those of the monks are initially quite crudely drawn, the depiction of religious life is pursued in more depth than the ‘try it and see’ format of Spirituality Shopper permitted. Reality television intersects here with quality documentary, and the fast pace and editing of most reality and lifestyle TV is abandoned in favour of long-shots of meditative monks, candle flames or the light falling on the plain stone altar of the Abbey Church.
 The austere modern architecture of the latter, and the beautiful setting of the Abbey provided the producers with visual material that could suggest the intense spirituality of the monks, while the monks themselves were represented as patient and intellectually subtle religious teachers.  Unlike much reality television, where conflicts are set up by the choice of protagonists who are then left to ‘get on with it’, and in the process make good television, here, the monks sought to defuse conflict and worked through issues with the men in ways that helped them to reconsider and reconstruct their own masculinity.

The filming of significant silences in interactions between the men and the monks was also an innovation of the programmes, whose audiences comment particularly on a scene in the final programme where one of the men, Tony, is given a white stone by one of the monks, Brother Francis.
 This ‘white stone moment’ was an usual climax in lifestyle / reality television, in that few words were spoken, and a spiritual, rather than physical change was at stake. The programmes thus went beyond a simple opposition of materialistic and spiritual values, to suggest the value of slowness – of filming and of living, of subtle and sensitive care for others in relationships, and of spiritual life and experience as process. In that sense, there is some affinity here with the alternative hedonist critique of consumerism, even if this departs from a more secular position. The Monastery also has some connections with the other sub-genres discussed through the themes of relationality and community. However, here, images of convivial celebrations are replaced by a sense of a working community where relationship problems are addressed and worked through. Ironically, the centuries old Benedictine tradition provides a modern version of community, which is rooted in relational work rather than nostalgia for village life.  

We find, then, in the three sub-genres of lifestyle TV discussed so far, some evidence that discourses and narratives of dissatisfaction with consumerist lifestyles are becoming quite prevalent in contemporary prime-time television. Phrases such as ‘escaping from the rat-race’, ‘downsizing and downshifting’, ‘quality time’ and ‘work-life balance’ have become common-place, just as our screens are filled with images of urban dystopia and rural harmony, or material wealth accompanied by spiritual emptiness. However, the final sub-genre that we have termed ‘eco-reality’, does not belong to this discursive framework, nor mobilise a narrative drive based on a quest for personal happiness. The change which participants are asked to make in their lives proceeds from an explicit ecological agenda. A very explicit example of this is BBC2’s No Waste like Home (Celador for BBC2, 2005).  The fact that this type of  programme is being made and broadcast on terrestrial television at all suggests a growing awareness that the pursuit of individual gratification through ecologically damaging practices is, to say the least, short-sighted, and self-defeating. Here, we encounter a different aspect of the alternative hedonist turn, that is, the sense that individual well-being now depends on reversing the environmentally blind tendencies of many cultures through collective action. 

The presenter of the programme, Penney Poyzer, is confronted with some of the UK’s ‘most wasteful families’. In the thirty minute programme, by setting targets and depriving them of various amenities, she transforms their energy use, food consumption and waste disposal practices. A pre-title sequence, showing Poyzer at locations such as power stations, landfill sites or reservoirs, highlights the main issue to be tackled by the episode. Throughout, Poyzer reels off popularised statistics ‘As a nation we throw away waste equivalent to 3.5 million double Decker buses’ (Programme 1, tx 18th August 2005). These images are sometimes translated into visuals – in one programme a wasteful family is filmed in a football ground to show them that they use enough electricity to illuminate it (Programme 8, tx 6th October). In the middle of the programme, Poyzer visits a site where alternative practices are thriving, to demonstrate what is possible. She visits the household (on a bicycle) once to identify their ‘issues’ and set targets, and then returns to measure their success at the end of the first week. The second week usually entails some more extreme measure, such as having the electricity cut off for twenty-four hours. At the end, she returns for a third time to congratulate the family and hand them a wad of notes representing the money they have saved. The voice-over reminds us that the family has also been saving the planet, and Poyzer speaks to camera of the impact it might have if everyone followed their example. The message – that individual behaviour can make a difference to the environmental crisis - is crystal clear. 

No Waste Like Home differs from other lifestyle television in several important ways. The participants do not present Poyzer with a quality of life issue –their excessive consumption of petrol, food and so on is on the whole not problematic to them. The issue is a collective one and Poyzer’s job is to make them aware that their individual choices have a social and environmental impact. The narrative goal is to transform them from unthinking consumers to responsible citizens. In two episodes this is particularly marked: one couple living in a luxury block in central London begin a campaign to change recycling practices and energy use in their block, while a student living in a shared house changes not only his own waste disposal practices but those of a restaurant where he works. In the first case, it is the presenter, Poyzer, rather than the participants, who is moved to tears, so that the model of the ‘controlling’ presenter and passive participants is nuanced and to some extent reversed. The fact that some participants take on active roles, which go beyond their own households and the programme of reform set by Poyzer, is also a significant difference between this series and other examples of lifestyle television. The ‘utopia’ here is presented as a project of collective action, rather than as a goal of individual pursuit; and it is based on practical change, rather than escape to the rural idyll. 

Despite the clearly positive nature of the ecological argument of these programmes, they provide an interesting example for our discussion of the need for alternatives to environmentally destructive consumerism to present themselves in a seductive, rather than punitive mode.  No Waste like Home is problematic in these terms. Firstly, a narrative closure which centres on discussion of transformed recycling practices is less compelling than the realisation of the dream of a new life which the heritage cookery and relocation genres convey. Secondly, the persona of the presenter herself is likely to inspire an ambivalent response. In this, it is comparable with Celador’s other progamme for Channel 4, You are what you eat, where presenter Gillian McKeith goes through a similar sequence of visiting - in this case obese - participants in their homes, demonstrating visually to them how badly they are eating (a table laden with a week’s groceries) and setting them targets for recovery.  In both cases, the programme opens with the female expert marching threateningly (or in the case of the eco-reality, cycling) down the street towards the house while the participants cower at the window or behind the door. There is then a visual and verbal exposition of their faults and a thorough telling off.  In the case of No Waste Like Home, Poyzer’s appearance as a faintly ridiculous ‘headmistress’ figure, cycling along the road to the accompaniment of a silly song about bicycles, detracts from the programmes’ important messages.
 On one level, the programmes could be said to contribute to the feminization of prime-time television, and to a notion of women as guardians of social harmony and of the environment, but the exaggerated nature of the representation of a disciplinarian matriarch reinforces gender stereotypes rather than participating in the gender hybridity identified in lifestyle television by Rachel Moseley (Moseley, 2000). In No Waste like Home, the association of ecological practices with sacrifice and punishment is an illustration of precisely the problems identified in the alternative hedonist argument. It is not surprising that its audience figures steadily declined from 2.91 million for the first programme to 1.67 million for the last (BBC Audience Research). The success, by contrast, in terms of audiences, of the heritage cookery genre, of Relocation, Relocation or of The Monastery lends credence to our claim that alternatives to consumerist lifestyles need to be presented through a more seductive aesthetic, where transformed practices are associated with new pleasures and deeper satisfactions, rather than at a mundane level, or in punitive mode  (see Soper, forthcoming 2008; Thomas, forthcoming 2008).  

3) Alternative hedonism and the critique of consumerism

The equivocal feelings towards the high-speed affluent lifestyle, and the various yearnings for alternatives to it charted in our media study, suggest that the consumerist way of life is now beginning to be seen quite widely as in some sense deprivatory of other more essential or more ‘authentic’ gratifications. In this they tend to confirm the ‘alternative hedonist’ analysis (and also chime with the economic studies of Layard and others already cited).   This, perhaps, should hardly strike us as very surprising given how much recent and current theory of consumer culture has presented it as distorting or manipulating of our ‘truer’ needs or else as allowing for displaced gratification of various needs and desires that would otherwise not be met.  We would not want to be too assimilative here.  Clearly there is a significant division between those accounts of consumer behaviour that centre on private desire or fantasy or the heroically self-creating aspects of the modern consumer in perpetuating contemporary consumerism (Campbell, 1995; cf. 2004: 36-39; 1987: pp.60-86; Featherstone, 1991; Willis, 1990; Fiske, 1989) and those accounts that question the existentially  ‘authentic’ or ‘progressive’ qualities of shopping, and in doing so place altogether more emphasis on its systemic aspects, either with respect to its construction or manipulation of consumer ‘needs’ and wants (Adorno, 1951/1974; 1991;  Marcuse,  1955/1972; 1964; Leiss, 1978; Haug, 1986, 2006;  Lodziak, 1995; cf. Gorz, 1989; Jamieson, 1990; Bauman 1988,1991,1998); or, as in the more semiotic accounts, in respect to the way in which consumption furnishes a code or form of language through which individual consumers are prompted to signify status, identity and difference (Bourdieu 1984; Veblen, 1994; Barthes, 1973; 1990; Baudrillard, 1990, 1996, 1998; cf. Bauman, 1993;  Clarke, D.B, 2003).  For the psychological motives that are offered as explanatory of consumer behaviour in the one case, are presented, in the other, as inculcated responses explicable only by reference to more objective social forces. Consumer behaviour that is treated as a matter of existential choice, through the one optic, is viewed through the other, as the altogether less voluntary effect of transcendent economic and social structures and their systemic pressures and forms of social governance.  Yet across the theoretical divide, there is also some considerable agreement on the supposed role of consumerist consumption in supplying ‘meaning’ or compensating for the loss of earlier, more institutionally and socially guaranteed, forms of existential security (eg. Bauman, 1988: 57-61; 95-98; cf. 2001a; 2001b; Clarke 2003:150; Campbell, 2004: 42-3). The difference of outlook here, it would seem, at least in some cases, is more normative than theoretical. Campbell, for example, views consumerism as helpfully combating ‘ontological insecurity’ and thus making good a loss of ‘meaningfulness’ of the kind supplied in earlier cultures.  Daniel Miller, too, despite his previous resistance to any nostalgia about earlier societies, as if these had indeed provided a more meaningful experience or enjoyed a ‘truer’ or more ‘authentic’ relationship to needs (Miller, 1995:  1-57, cf. 24), has in his more recent work, also presented consumption as a kind of counter to the sense of alienation created by ‘vast institutionalized forces’.  Shopping in this respect, he suggests, ‘seems to equate with Hegel’s philosophical notion of Sittlichkeit as a constant process of transcendence that aims to reconcile us with our social world both by changing the objective world to one that creates a home and by facilitating the subjective perception that would allow us to feel at home in such a world.’ (2001a: 188). So even those who take a more positive view of consumerism tend to do so by reason of its compensation or substitution for other losses.  They see it, in other words, as reconciling us to deprivation and alienation rather than as intrinsically satisfying. If then, affluent cultures, peopled by increasingly reflexive individuals living in a context of high anxiety about ecological exhaustion, are beginning to look beyond the limitations of this consumerist form of provision, it should, as we say, hardly surprise us.

But this is not to imply that the development speaks to an interest in returning to a ‘simpler’ or more ‘natural’ way of life, or gives credence to simplistic theories about the ‘falsity’ of consumerist desires and satisfactions. Consumerism is certainly about the pursuit of desire and its insatiability, rather than the satisfaction of what are sometimes referred to as more ‘primary’, ‘basic’ or ‘natural’ needs. (cf. Campbell, 1987; Bauman, 1988: 58-63; Giddens, 1991: 196-208; McCracken, 1988: 130-2; Slater, 1997:  28-9; 76).   But this does not mean that the more satisfactory and sustainable alternatives to it would not also have to provide for very complex forms of human desire, and to accommodate the distinctively human quests for novelty, excitement, distraction, self-expression and the gratifications of amour propre.  Indeed, the critique associated with ‘alternative hedonism’ is directed more against the limited and partial rein given to such desires and quests within consumer society than against the desirous culture as such.

So while we do not extol the joys of consumerism, our position also differs from some Marxist-influenced commentaries in resisting distinctions between ‘true’ and ‘false’ needs and the naturalistic approaches to human consumption that underpin these (Marcuse, 1955/1972; 1964; Lodziak, 1995; cf. Heller, 1980).  And we are certainly not suggesting that the corrective to consumerism’s negative consequences can take the form of a ‘return’ to a more basic and objectively knowable system of need satisfaction.  To argue that would be to ignore the dynamic and doubled structure of the aspirations - at once both immanent and transcendent, reproductive and expansionary - to which consumer society is in some sense, however inadequately and problematically, responding (Soper, 1981; 2004:  130-134; cf. Bauman, 1988: 58-63; Giddens, 1991: 35-108;  Slater, 1997). However consumer society is analysed, and whatever normative position is adopted towards its ‘insatiability’ - whether it is thought to heighten our pleasures or frustrate them - it is clear that it plays upon aspects of selfhood that are neither readily gratified nor ‘natural’, if by that is meant shared with or explicable by reference to the behaviour of other species. Non-human animals may emulate each other, and they are certainly observant of their pecking orders, but they do not consume for display or symbolic reasons; they may be deceived in their quests for satisfaction, but they do not pursue fantastical pleasures; and they are not interested in dissatisfaction as itself a condition of enjoyment.  Human consumption, by contrast, is of a two-fold and over-determined character, developed in relation to both the needs for physical survival and reproduction and to the more transcendent – and currently often deflected and confounded - needs of the ‘spirit’. What is more, the material objects of human consumption – and this too differentiates it from that of other animals, especially those in the wild – are seldom stable, but constantly mutating, and in the case of the consumer culture becoming ever more qualitatively numerous and baroque. 

At the same time, it is of course questionable whether we can here draw any very final distinction between ‘biological’ and ‘cultural’ or ‘spiritual’ needs. What distinguishes, for example, the human ‘biological’ need for food - insofar as this is, indeed, a matter of need rather than of instinct or of the wholly objective calorific requirements of the organism for survival - is precisely its cultural mediation, and this always involves some socially influenced apperception or experience on the part of the consuming subject. (Soper, 1993: 116-119; cf. Berry, 1994: 184-88). Nor does it help much to posit a hierarchy whereby our species-specific ‘cultural’ or ‘aesthetic’ needs are analysed as in some sense emergent from or consequential upon those needs we also share with other animals (cf. Benton, 1988: 13; cf. 1993:54-7). For it seems very questionable whether the specific modes in which human beings gratify their more physical needs can ever be exhaustively accounted for without invoking precisely those ‘spiritual’ dispositions which are said to be in some sense derivable from them. In other words, what distinguishes the specifically human mode of gratification of needs held in common with other creatures is the aesthetic and symbolic dimension itself. (cf. Soper, 1995: 164-5).  So it would seem fine up to a point, that is to say in conceptual terms, to distinguish between survival and flourishing; between the needs of the flesh and those of the ‘spirit’; to claim in respect of human needing that we ‘do not live by bread alone’, and so on. But it is even more accurate to say that even when we are ‘only’ gratifying the need for bread we are always doing something more. (cf. Douglas and Isherwood, 1996; McCracken, 1988). 

The essential point here concerns the complexity of human consumption, its irreducible symbolic dimensions, and the difficulties of specifying some objective and supposedly naturally determined level of true ‘needs’ of the kind implicit in simplistic denunciations of the  ‘falsity’ of consumerist provision. ‘True’ needs cannot be conceived as fixed and open to a purely cyclical satisfaction, since to be human is to need (desire) diversity, change, novelty, self-development. In an important sense, moreover, ‘political’ needs (the kind of ‘true’ needs socialists have, for example, at times imputed to the working-class, or indeed, to humanity at large) do have to be acknowledged subjectively (or they do if they are to claim any democratic legitimacy). They are not like the needs for salt or serum that a doctor imputes to a patient. They are needs which people can only properly be said to have if/when they come to feel them to be their own, and this means there is always an implicit reliance in any such claims on experience as validating the imputation of need.
 For these reasons, one has to take issue with any leftwing discourse on human satisfaction and fulfilment which claims to have an independent knowledge of what conduces to that and seeks to ground that knowledge in objective and universal truths of human nature. As already suggested, this applies particularly to the cruder (and sometimes rather puritanical) discourses of the Marxist left. But we might note, too, that the problem of democratic legitimacy also troubles the more dialectical and hedonistically attuned argument of the Critical Theorists, since in presenting consumer needs (wants) as inculcated or manipulated through the provision and merchandising strategies of the market, they also by implication rule out any appeal to conscious experience as authentically speaking to needs. (Adorno, 1951/1974; 1991;  Marcuse, 1955/1972; 1964) In this optic, on the contrary, the market society is presented as appealing to a consumer freedom of choice and spontaneity that it has in reality expropriated (Adorno, 1966/1973: 263-4). So on this argument, too, more sensitive though it may be in its account of ‘expropriation’ of the will to resist, no dialectic of desire or emergent ‘structure of feeling’, to invoke the concept of Raymond Williams (1977: 128-136), 
 is theorised of a kind to ground a democratic counter-consumerist politics. Nor is it, one may argue, in the more recent argument of those currently insisting on the need for the Left to develop a non-regressive and non-fundamentalist critique of the modern, an alternative that is neither capitalist consumerism and state terror, nor revolutionary Islamic terror (Retort, 2005: 185). We do indeed need such a critique, and to develop it in ways, as Jameson has pointed out (1994: 47-8), that free it from the taint of authoritarianism. But that precisely requires us also to go beyond the mere statement of the need for this critique - to go beyond the Leftism that remains transfixed by the apocalyptic sublime of the absolute and unrepresentable ‘other’ to capitalist modernity. We have, in short, to be prepared to track the surfacing of desires for otherness on the ground this side of the precipitous face of such radical social change,, even at the cost of finding them in the wrong places, desired by the wrong people, and contaminated by all the banality and political confusion and ordinariness of the everyday consumer culture out of which they will (since from where else?) be emerging. 

The ‘alternative hedonist’ critique stands back from the sublime to peer at the minutiae of everyday practice. By pointing to the acknowledged ambiguities in the reactions of consumers themselves, and to the role of the media in both fostering and responding to them, it engages with an actually emergent culture of consumer equivocation.  In arguing, therefore, for an alternative to dominant conceptions of fulfilment, and moving its critique against consumerism, it is grounded in an already-existing structure of feeling, and can appeal to that in legitimating claims about the unneeded and deprivatory aspects of consumerism.  It can also point to the expressed interests in the less tangible goods such as more free time, less stress, more personal contacts, a slower pace of life, etc., as lending support to criticism of the narrow materialism of consumer culture. (We might note in this connection the preoccupation of the lifestyle television we have examined above with the loss of free time, whether in the relocation programmes, where lack of time for leisure or relationships frequently motivates the move, or in the spiritual journey sub-genre, where a new, or perhaps old, relationship to time is invoked. Thus we may be witnessing a disjuncture between the systemic emphasis on the circulation of goods, and the entertainment and leisure industries’ recognition of desires for less tangible pleasures, such as free time. ) 

For it is a paradox of the consumerist mode of consumption that even as it offers its extensive range of psychic and physical pleasures, its prevailing tendency is to deflect the unmet needs of the spirit towards material comforts and more tangible consolations, or to promote material goods as means of meeting more spiritual desires – and this applies throughout the doubled and overdetermined structure of human needing: in respect of both carnal and non-carnal appetites and pleasures.  Even where it is a question of meeting the needs of the flesh (of satisfying hunger, for example) the tendency of the consumer society is very often to whittle away or downgrade the more distinctively ritualized (spiritual and aesthetic) dimensions of this (cf. Douglas and Isherwood, 1996; Corrigan, 1997: 18 ; Warde, 1997;  Warde and Martens, 2002). The food, for example, is fast food, eaten on the run, in the drive-in take-away, and very often consumed in solitary mode and while doing something else such as watching television. This is the bleak postmodern eating described so well in Michel Houellebecq’s fiction (Houellebecq, 2001; 2003).   What has gone missing from it is the sense of the meal as a prepared, shared, convivial event having its own instrinsic value in structuring time, fostering human exchange, and providing food for thought as well as bodily renewal.  It is precisely in response to this form of alienated eating that heritage and other cookery programmes have been successful; they restore the notion of combining the pleasures of gastronomy and conviviality, and of finding and eating food from an identifiable and local source. Ironically, they may be watched by audiences consuming a TV dinner on a tray, but they nonetheless indicate that whilst this may be the practice, it is not necessarily the desire of contemporary consumers. In would seem clear, in fact, that the success of these ‘products’ in the market relies not on their ability to instruct people on how to satisfy physical hunger, but far more in their representation of social, emotional and environmental pleasures associated with the consumption of good food.

 It will be pointed out, maybe, that more people are now visiting restaurants and spending ‘quality’ time within them than before.  But this only goes to prove the point that the primary momentum of the consumerist culture is to reduce and drive out this form of time expenditure from a more ordinary, immediate, trans-class and everyday experience.
  And if the need for it nonetheless persists, as is suggested in the increase in restaurant eating  (and in the growth of the Slow Food movement) then that, as we say, is no surprise. It is one manifestation of an ‘alternative hedonist’ dialectic, through which the satisfaction denied or marginalised returns to claim attention in some other mode.  Although we might note that this ‘return of the repressed’ is also caught up in what one my term the ‘satisfaction at second remove’ imposed by the consumerist dynamic: in other words, by a dynamic that tends to the elimination of certain forms of relatively straightforward and inexpensive pleasure, only then to further profit through the provision of more expensive (and therefore often more socially exclusionary) compensatory modes of consumption. (One example is the multiplication of gyms to which people drive in order to do treadmill running in cities where - largely because of the consequences of extensive car use in urban space - they no longer find it pleasant or safe to walk or run). 

The tendency, then, of consumer culture is both to ‘ultra-materialise’ the sources of satisfaction of the more materially oriented and sensual needs, and to materialize the ways in which we meet the more intangible and spiritual needs (and this often also comes at the cost of reducing the time and space for other, less resource-intensive and commercialized, means of meeting those needs). It is as if in consumerism we do indeed have an attempt – a necessarily failed one – to accommodate all the more irreducibly symbolic and affective dimensions of human needing, whether for the more sensual or the more cerebral satisfactions, by treating them on the model of physiological need:  as if they were, indeed, mere extensions or complications of material need, and could be met, for the most part, through the provision of tangible objects. One might even define consumerism as the form of consumption which seeks to gratify distinctively human needs – the needs of transcendence:  amour propre, the needs for self-distinction, novelty,  – in non-transcendent ways, in other words, via material commodification.    

Many will dissent from an explicit formulation of this kind.  Yet it is surely no accident that theorists of very differing complexion have (as we note above) so regularly arrived  at the idea of ‘consumerism’ as compensatory activity. And whatever, of course, is presented in this way is, at least implicitly, also being theorised as a distortion or alienation of the system of gratifications that would have been more appropriate. When theorists insist on desire and its insatiability as the specific features of consumerist culture, what they also direct attention to is its endless failure to gratify – and thus ultimately to its misdirection of human and ecological resources.  Campbell may claim that it is this failure to gratify that is itself the source of satisfaction – that the pleasures of consumerism lie precisely in the endless deferral of the pleasure of fulfilment.  Others have appealed to psychoanalysis, especially Lacanian theory, to explain the inevitability of this deferral as grounded in a constitutive lack deriving from human nature  (Clarke, 2003: 163-4; cf.p.66).  But the evidence suggests that many of those who are caught up so obsessively in the quest for a satisfaction that never arrives, are themselves disturbed by their ‘shopaholic’ compulsions. Research indicates that there are now some 700,000 of these in the UK alone, and ‘Wallet Watch’ and other monitoring agencies report increasing consumer anxiety about over-spending and excessive consumption. (Edwards, 2000: 123-4 ; cf. Slater, 1997: 28-9; 76). 
 There would indeed, then, seem, as Slater suggests, to be something more pathological here than normative. Nor is it entirely clear why the endless deferral of pleasure should also be its source.  We may enjoy being tantalized but only if the fruits do come finally within our reach. But, in any case, as already suggested, if what is at issue is human insatiability, it is always open to speculative explanation along antithetical lines: namely, that what we here have is a quest for satisfactions that are never deliverable precisely in virtue of the limitations imposed consumer society.

4) Alternative Hedonism and ‘aesthetic revisioning’

This brings us finally to some brief comments on the nostalgic-utopian framing of alternative hedonist responses, the role of imagery in their formation, and the importance of visual and sensual pleasure in promoting a corrective to the limitations of consumerism. (cf. Soper, forthcoming, 2008).  As we have seen, the media study has tended to confirm our sense that this is better advanced through compelling  images of the pleasures to be gained from consuming differently rather than by more punitive and condemnatory approaches to existing consumer practice, or depressing warnings about its environmental impact.  It has also highlighted both the nostalgic and the more visionary aspects implicit in current forms of consumer disaffection.

In this context there is a place, we would argue, for being more assertively utopian in promoting sustainable consumption, and not only in the sense of being willing to offer blueprints or projections of other possible futures, but in the sense of seeking to form desire and encourage a different feeling and response to the world (cf. Williams, 1983:  13). The new consumption is not to be thought of as a matter simply of having less of what we used to have nor as a damper on desire, but as providing more of what we lacked before and opening the way to previously unconceived experiences. It is important, therefore, both to defend the progressive dimension of a certain nostalgia for the passing of the old world, the disappearance of cultural and environmental diversity, and their subsumption to consumerist ‘progress’ and its homogenising pressures, and to remain alert to what is interstitial and emergent, and to the ways in which the old or residual can sometimes be restored in the form of an avant-garde. To be sensitive to the various dimensions of what might be termed the ‘dialectics of disappearance’ we need, as Raymond Williams some time ago argued, to recall that ‘the most widespread and most practical thinking about the future is rooted in human and local continuities’ and that this brings us to build in ways that ‘are meant to last for coming lives to be lived in them’:

It is true that these ways have been weakened by particular kinds of society and economy, which set alternative priorities of quick satisfaction and return.  Yet their impulses are still very strong.  Beyond the snappy formulas of an instant and enclosed individualism; beyond the profitable fast exploitation of resources;  beyond the market schemes of obsolescent durables;  beyond the widespread and reckless borrowing from the future to solve some current difficulty without discomfort:  beyond all these powerful and identifiable forces, these deeper impulses and reckonings persist . (Williams: 1983:  5)

All this involves, in turn, a challenge to contemporary conceptions of ‘progress’ and a more historically informed understanding of the regressive aspects of consumerism. Advocates of an ‘alternative hedonist’ response on need, will not only reject the ‘back to the Stone Age’ conception of its agenda as failing to recognise its avant-garde quality, but also highlight the more backward, puritan and ugly aspects of a work-driven and materially encumbered existence.  For there are indeed aspects in which modern affluent societies seem, by comparison with earlier ages, overly ascetic and sensorily deprived. One of the most obvious is in the time expended at work, for in this respect, if not in others, the Mediaeval culture could be said to have been more hedonistic. (Schor, 1991: 44 cf. 2-10; Scitovksy, 1976: 210f; Bunting, 2004: 3-60).
 

Working hours have, of course, fallen since their peak in the nineteenth century, but very much less than they would have done had the enhanced productivity of labour not been harnessed to increased production and profit but to the expansion of free time.  In a number of other respects, too, we may claim that the consumerist lifestyle has been sensually constraining relative to earlier times. This is particularly true for our experience of the rural environment, which is hardly anywhere in England now to be appreciated without the intrusive sounds of motorised transport or the interference of pylons and aerial networks and other artefacts associated with the provision of electricity and access to advanced telecommunication.  The pre-industrial countryside of the pastoral idyll has now to be deliberately worked for and is scarcely available other than through the recreations and excisions of the filmmakers.
  But cities, too, are arguably often less pleasurable places than they were in the relatively recent past.  If we compare the Paris of Baudelaire’s flaneur or Joyce’s Dublin with city life in Europe today, it is difficult to feel that there has been much, if any gain at all, in sensory enjoyment.  Especially for those who would travel on foot, but also for anyone trapped in traffic jams, city life is a bruising, noisy, harassed and often dangerous experience relieved by rather little in the way of beauty or relaxation. Of course, there are parks and pedestrian precincts and some serious moves now being made in Europe towards the creation of ‘greener’ cities.  But the very fact that this provision is intended to offer a needed escape and corrective to the normal car-dominated urban environment and experience indicates that this has become increasingly fraught and negative.  Ambling and idling in a contemporary city is seldom very enjoyable outside its specially designated ‘leisure’ areas and amenities.   Modern transports system, too, do little to comfort the flesh or delight the eye.  Commuters suffer particularly in the UK, with recent researchers showing that even short journeys can induce extremely high stress levels. 
 The seats and fittings and station accommodation of the train service in Britain are generally less generous and aesthetically attractive than they have ever been, despite the economic growth and technological innovation of recent decades. To commute to London by rail is constantly to encounter complaints about the discomforts, inadequacies and embarrassments of the most recent and hi-tech forms of provision:  the cramped space, the failed air conditioning, the barely manouvreable catering trolleys, the misleading digital sign-boards, the vagaries of the electronically operated toilets. Nor are we offered any of the provision, such as crèches, re-cycling facilities, large-scale facilities for bike transport, that have made train transport so much more convenient, compelling and environmentally progressive in other parts of Europe and Scandinavia.  To make such claims about the repressive and sensually abusive aspects of modern consumption is not to deny the convenience and specific forms of pleasures associated with it and the ways they allow consumers to enjoy experience they could otherwise not have had.  But in almost all cases where we can speak of consumerist pleasure, we can also speak of displeasure, and of other pleasures gone missing, and it has to be said that hitherto the other side of this hedonist dialectic has been very under-developed in discussions of consumer pleasure and enjoyment.

That this is so is hardly surprising given the extent to which everything conspires at the moment to ensure minimal outlet to any alternative hedonist imaginary, and the forces arrayed against it are truly formidable. The advertising budget for promoting consumerist spending is an estimated 435 billion dollars per annum, and according to a 1998 Human Development Report, the growth in advertisement spending now outpaces the growth of the world economy by a third.  Such astonishing expenditure is indicative of the need to repress all inclinations towards freer forms of enjoyment and to reinforce a demand otherwise at risk of becoming sated or inured through continuous reiteration of the consumerist message.  Businesses are ever fearful of what they term ‘need saturation’, and bent on the development of new purchasing whims.  In the words of Charles Kettering, the director of the General Motors Research Laboratory, the aim of business must be the ‘organised creation of dissatisfaction’ (cit. Schor, 1991: 94); or as another senior executive has put it with even greater candour, ‘consumers are like roaches – you spray them and spray them and they get immune after a while,’ (cit. Klein, 2002). Hence the need for ever more powerful stimuli to buy. Nor is the media industry, dependent as it is on the revenue from commercials, in a position to do much to stem the flow of this merchandising activity.  Our media study has explored some ambivalent representations of consumer pleasures, and exceptions to the rule in the form of  ‘ecoreality’ programmes, but the industry is generally reluctant to allow its

advertising space or air-time to be used for overtly counter-consumerist sentiment.  For more than a decade, the anti-consumerist campaigning group, Adbusters, has been trying to buy airtime for its social marketing TV spots, often called ‘un-commercials’, and have been regularly rejected by CBS, NBC, ABC, FOX, MTV, and also by major networks in Canada, the UK, Australia, France, South Africa, Japan and Germany.  Nor are we likely to find much expression given to a countering ethic within mainstream politics, where, with the exception of the Green Parties, the same consumerist mantras on the importance of economic growth, expanding markets and boosting high street sales are sounded to the exclusion of all other visions and conceptions of how to live and prosper. 

But the promotion of an alternative ethic and aesthetic has also been hindered hitherto by the tendency of even more radical leftwing political and cultural theory, however critical of corporate capitalism and its consumer culture, to disconnect from issues relating to material cultural and everyday existence.  As we have argued at various earlier points in this paper, Marxist and socialist responses have often substituted a simplistic and essentialist critique of consumerism and an abstracted and sometimes rather prim ‘knowingness’ about the ‘true’ needs to be realised in a post-capitalist society, for any closer engagement with either the emergent structure of desire or the modes of provision that might be involved in any transition to an alternative mode of consumption.  Even where Left theory has been sensitive about the need to dissociate from Jeremiads against consumerism and to resist the authoritarian and puritan aspects of its dismissal, rather little is said about what this counter-or post-consumerist order might look like, what alternative seductions to McDonaldisation it might evoke, how or why these might begin to win support among the yet unconverted masses, or what their role in any democratically achieved transition would be. 

Ye the seductive depiction of alternatives to resource-intensive, polluting and unhealthy consumerist life-styles is almost certainly critical not only to the meeting of current commitments on climate change, waste management and environmental regulation, but also to building any more substantial opposition in the future to the economic governance of our times.  Let it be said again, this is not to claim that consumerism is without its pleasures, nor to insist that those pleasures are ‘false’ in relation to some presumed ‘truth’ about human needing.  It is to claim, rather, that the ‘other pleasure’ to consumerist pleasure, is currently so marginalized, occluded and denied its own advertisement and representation that any choice and decision in the matter has been more or less eradicated. The ‘choice’ not to be identified and exhorted as a ‘consumer’ is precisely what is denied in the current era of ‘choice’. 

Alternative hedonism needs, therefore, to develop its own contemporary cultural presence, both ethically and aesthetically, through representation, both discursively and visually, of its new political imaginary.  The ethical transvaluation of values involved will expose the ‘sanity’ of the current pursuit of ever more possessions as a form of pathology.
   Aesthetically, it will demand extensive revisioning of the perceived attractions of material culture, a gestalt shift of optic and hedonist perception. 

This is because, like any other mode of consumption, that of ‘alternative hedonism’ will be contextually dependent and develop and expand its range in response to the cultural influence exercised through shifting discourses on subjectivity and agency. Self-interest, after all, involves something more than the understanding one has at any point in time of needs and desires, norms and values.  It also involves coming to a better understanding of one’s interests, and changing one’s practice in the light of that. Worth noting here is how much attention has been devoted in consumption theory to what is arguably a pretty shallow notion of self-change, where all the emphasise falls on the instability of ‘identity’ and the role of consumer culture in providing for its ceaseless remaking and performance.  Rather less attention has been paid to the more profoundly reflexive and permanently achieved insights on personal need, whose impact at the level of consumption may well be altogether more complex than is recognised in the idea of consumer goods and services being ‘used’ to ‘signal’ an ephemeral and transient self.

We might here cite as one of the more obvious instances the transformation in self-understanding brought about through feminism, whose cultural revolution ‘raised consciousness’ for both sexes in ways that had profound and permanent impact on their way of life.  As individuals acquired a heightened awareness of the role of gender in their being and of the extent of its social construction, and hence mutability, so they entered into complex  - and often painful – processes of self-change and ‘reconstruction’.  Such processes can involve quite dramatic revisionings of affective and emotional response: epiphanies through which the attractions and repulsions of the world of lived experience undergo a kind of gestalt switch.  Persons or objects or behaviours or practices that were formerly erotically seductive or aesthetically compelling yield their enchantment to others that previously held little of those attractions 

There is an analogue here, one might argue, for the kind of ‘revolution’ in sensibility that would be involved in any extension of the ‘alternative hedonist’ way of seeing.  Rather as individuals through the mediation of feminism arrived at altered conceptions of their selfhood and aspirations, so might an‘alternative hedonist’ mediation work upon the sensibilities and perceptions of affluent consumers and bring about some similarly dramatic revisions of self-interest and once perceived as enticingly glamorous come gradually instead to be seen as cumbersome and ugly in virtue of their association with unsustainable resource use, noise, toxicity or their legacy of unrecyclable waste. Joseph Beuys has claimed that ‘only from art can a new concept of economics be formed, in terms of human need, not in the sense of use and consumption, politics and property, but above all in terms of the production of spiritual goods,’  (Schellmann, 1997: 28), and he was surely right to highlight the  significance of cultural production in any reconfiguration of the world of materiality. Working in this spirit, there is now an avant-garde of painters, writers, film directors and anti-consumerist image makers who have made or who are making a contribution at this level.  One thinks, for example, of the art of Chris Jordan, Paul Bonomini, Barbara Kruger, and Fernandez Arman. The director Lars von Triers has resisted the convention of muting car and machine noise on his soundtracks.  Rock music has on occasion ironised consumerist obsessions and captured the un-glamour of the modern mall. Ali Smith’s recent novel, The Accidental is a powerfully dialectical exploration of the alternative erotics of consumption.  But we might also note the pioneering internet sites and anti-consumerist campaign imagery of organisations such as Adbusters and Buy Nothing Day. 

The revisioning in question here is not a case of ‘pure’ aesthetic judgement in the disinterested Kantian sense, since it is closely aligned with a general re-thinking of pleasure and the good life that would be achieved through a ‘green’ renaissance.  Comparably to the way in which there is a necessary regulation between ethical concern for an object and true beliefs about it (cf. O’Neill:1994: 27) there is a regulation between beliefs about and aesthetics responses to material culture. If, for example, you come to know that x does you harm, you tend to perceive it differently. Advertisers have long been aware of this and revised their appeal in the light of these shifting regimes of truth and belief.  No one could today market an anti-greenfly spray, as was the case in the 1950s, with an image of mother, father and child all wreathing themselves in clouds of pesticide as they assault the rosebush (cf. Wilson, 1991: 99). Cigarette advertisement had, until it was finally banned in the UK, to be emptied of any imagery of actual smoking.  Car advertisement has becomes increasingly reliant on an implausible depiction of the vehicle as a ‘solitary’ in nature. The green renaissance would harness this interdependency of belief and aesthetic experience for its own counter-consumerist purposes, and seek to extend it to the environment at large, such that goods that were unsustainable, even though not responsible for any immediate personal damage, ceased to exercise their one time aesthetic compulsion and were no longer perceived as seductive.  Images of waste may have an important part to play in these aesthetic shifts, since the junk excreta of consumerist society is so plainly and repellently undesirable.  Bonomini’s  RSA “Weee Man” (a 300 ton, 24 foot high android constructed out of the average weight of the Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment, or Weee, that a single person disposes of in a lifetime) that loomed menacingly over the Thames in the spring of 2005, provided an instance of the kind of intervention that could contribute to the anti-consumerist aesthetic shift (Akbar, 2005: 3).

An anti-consumerist ethic and aesthetic, however, should not dwell exclusively on the ecological necessity of revised ideas of pleasure and the good life but also on its hedonist contribution. Given the recent forecasts on climate change and resource exhaustion (it is now projected that it will require the resources of three planets of earth’s equivalent were everyone on this one to come to consume as does the average American today), it is true that this revision is essential simply on eco-political grounds, regardless of any other attractions it may have.  We would still maintain, however, that even if it were possible indefinitely to sustain consumerism, and to extend it all parts of the planet (and maybe beyond), it would not necessarily be to enhance human pleasure or happiness; and it would, in any case, always come at the cost of occluding and burying the chances for other equally, if not more gratifying, sources of consumption (and non-consumption).  A turn to ‘other pleasures’ is in this sense not against the grain of human desire but fully consonant with it.   
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� This is, of course, a highly contestable term and notoriously difficult to define.  Throughout the paper, and particularly in the discussion of this section we seek to indicate what we see as distinctive to a ‘consumerist’ mode of consumption, noting in particular its materialism, its expansionary dynamic and the role of capitalism in shaping and propelling its modes of provision. But we acknowledge that the analysis we offer is incomplete and open to possible objections.  Our usage of the term, however, if imprecise, is in line with much common parlance, and we here employ it in that Wittgensteinian spirit as widely used in reference to the consumer culture of Western affluent societies.  We should also make clear that in characterizing these societies as ‘consumerist’ we are referring to their dominant cultural dynamic. The behaviour and outlook of individuals themselves is, of course, by no means exclusively ‘consumerist’. There may also be disagreements among users of the concept about what precise aspects of consumption count as ‘consumerist’; these do not invalidate the appeal to the concept but are, on the contrary, only debateable by reference to it.


� We discuss these issues in more detail below.


� For details of the project on ‘Alternative Hedonism and the Theory and Politics of Consumption’, in the ESRC/AHRC ‘Cultures of Consumption Programme’, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.consume.bbk.ac.uk" ��www.consume.bbk.ac.uk�  The authors acknowledge receipt of Award no. RES-154-25-005.  They are also grateful for comments on an earlier draft to Nick Couldry, Moya Kneafsey and Frank Trentmann.


� We here use the concept of ‘affluence’ and of the ‘affluent consumer’ rather generally to refer to the Western standard of living and those who participate in it.  We use it, that is, to refer to a lifestyle that in material terms is very prosperous relative to that of the majority of the world’s population.  But we also, of course, recognize the economic divisions within ‘affluent’ societies themselves and that there are therefore quite differing levels of access to affluence within them. 


� This is in line with the general recommendations of the advocates of sustainability. (See, for example, World Commission on Environment and Development 1987; Attfield and Belsey, 1995; Ehrlich and Ehrlich, 1991; IUCN,UNEP,WWF, 1991; Meadows 1972; Meadows, Meadows and Randers, 1992; Real World Coalition, 1996).  See also Ginsborg (2005).


� On the difference see Plato, Cratylus 420a-b.  Cf. Vernant (1991: 101).  On Romanticism and ‘alternative hedonism’, cf. Soper (forthcoming).





� Exchange of money is not a necessary aspect of all individual acts of consumption (cf. Frow,1997:  148-179; Kopytoff, 1986:  84-7;  Miller, 1995:  26-7;  Scitovsky, 1976:  87),  but it certainly is of its ‘consumerist’ social evolution.  And in contrast to earlier forms of simpler commodity society where consumption was still, for the majority of people, essentially reproductive in character and confined to a fairly narrow range of utilities, consumer culture has been about stimulating a continuous expansion of consumption throughout society as a whole.


� Miller, for example, writes that he finds it ‘hard to respect an approach to consumption whose only consideration is the superfluity of commodities,’ (2001b:  228) – a swipe that entirely overlooks the main concern of many green critics, which is not with superfluity as such, but with the interconnections between the pursuit of first world affluence and economic and ecological constraints elsewhere.  For all his deference to E.P.Thompson’s ‘materialism’, Miller shows scant recognition of the extent to which huge inequalities of wealth are driven and maintained by the quest for profits, and his response to the environmentalist critique (that this often functions as a front for an ‘ascetic repudiation of the need for goods per se’ ) is feeble in the extreme (Cf. R. Wilk, 2001).


� Alternative sites and practices have also been the focus of other research, such as Barnett et alii, 2005. 


� More detailed discussion of contexts of production and reception (the latter in terms of audience figures) as well as a more developed textual analysis are provided in Thomas, forthcoming, 2008. 


� Whilst rural communities may still enjoy green space and relatively clean air, they are enmeshed in car dependency, commuting and the work ethic, and suffer from loss of local services and amenities.


� Relocation, Relocation has attracted audiences of over five million and won seventh place in the BBC2, Channel 4 and 5 top 50 programmes list for the period 1st January – 4th July 2004, BFI Television Handbook 2005, pp. 30-33. See Thomas, 2008 forthcoming. 


� Whilst the spin-off magazines from A Place in the Sun and from Relocation, Relocation’s sister programme Location, Location, Location are mainly concerned with the financial aspects of moving house, magazines such as Country Living and Homes and Gardens share some of the more nostalgic elements discussed here; Thomas has work in progress on ‘ecochic’ in contemporary lifestyle magazines. See Wendy Parkins, 2004 on the Tuscan literature.


� See King, Warnes and Williams, 2000; Buller and Hoggart, 1994; Boyle and Halfacree (eds), 1998. 


 





� Thomas has work in progress on the notion of ‘quality reality’ in relation to The Monastery and The Convent (Tiger Aspect for BBC2, 2005 and 2006).


� Thomas is developing a project on ‘religious reality’ television, and has done some preliminary audience research. 


� These domineering female presenters of lifestyle (though not Poyzer herself) have been satirised by the BBC2 comedy programme Deadringers. 


� Our position here has some affinities with Amartya’s Sen’s argument that what matters is what people can do (their ‘capabilities’) rather than the commodities to which they have access, and in particular with the way in which Sen’s approach ensures the subjective  participation of individuals in the definition of their needs.  Our concern here, however, is not so much with ‘basic’ needs or capacities and their objectivity, but with what constitutes ‘flourishing’ over and above the indispensable provisioning of basic needs, and who can claim the right to decide on this.  The argument for ‘alternative hedonism’ is considered more directly in relation to the literature and debates on needs in Soper, forthcoming, 2007).


� Williams refers through the concept of  ‘structure of feeling’ to emergent or pre-emergent responses or qualitative changes of affect that ‘do not have to await definition or rationalisation before they exert palpable pressures and set effective limits on experience and on action’ (1977:  132).


� To be scrupulous here one would have to concede that the poorest in society have never had the time or money to enjoy their meals at a very leisured pace.  But there is evidence to suggest that even for the working-class until quite recently the meal was taken together round a table rather than the more individualistic and snatched event that it has often now become even for the wealthier. Richard Hoggart describes how his family ate healthy stews of meat and vegetables on weekday evenings, and had a fine tea with tinned pineapple on Sunday (Hoggart, 1957, p. 37-8).  Bourdieu, writing of France in the 1960s, finds working-class meals more relaxed than middle-class ones, but the family nonetheless meets around the table, and the emphasis, as in Hoggart’s description is on plentifulness or ‘substance’ and ‘tastiness’ rather than refinement (Bourdieu, 1984, pp. 193-200) In Mike Leigh’s film of Vera Drake, much praised for the authenticity of its reconstruction of 1950s working-class culture, meals are regular and shared events, and it is striking how much communion takes place around  the table. 


� Many in the so-called ‘Voluntary Simplicity’ movement have also changed to more frugal life-styles to avoid the stress of debt (see � HYPERLINK "http://www.simpleliving.net" ��www.simpleliving.net� ). 





� Puritans insisted on only one day a week for rest in contrast to the generous allowance during the Middle Ages, and by the nineteenth century the agricultural worker was only having Good Friday, Christmas Day and Sundays off. (Schor, 1991: 43-8)





� This is not to imply that there were not other forms of noise or distraint on idyllic experience in the past.  There is indeed some relativity in respect to experience of this kind, even if it is not unlimited (Cf. Soper, 1995:  180-212).  But we are speaking here of the specific forms of distress caused by motorised transport today and of the forms of nostalgia it has prompted.  


� Report in Guardian, Office Hours supplement, December 6 2004, pp.2-3.


� In a recent book Adam Phillips recalls the summons of Maynard Keynes to this effect, in 1932, when he looked forward to a future (in his Essays in Persuasion) when love of money as a possession would have come to seem one of those ‘…semi-pathological propensities which one hands over with a shudder to the specialists in mental disease.’  (2005:188-9).
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