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      More!

      
      
      
         ‘More?’1
 the master of the workhouse, in Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist



      
      I wake to the annoying electronic bleep of my BlackBerry Pearl mobile and resist for as long as possible the demand to emerge
         from Heal’s organic cotton sheets and Habitat bed. My feet eventually land on one of a thousand possible carpets from John
         Lewis, then carry me to the bathroom. There, among wood, stone and chrome, I ready myself for the day with bottles of Gillette
         this and Dove that from a cabinet filled with brands and finally wrap myself in White Company towels. There is just time to
         glance in the mirror to tell whether I’m thin enough or, more realistically, too fat to look right in a world where a glance
         at others tells me whether everyone else looks right too.


      
      Then it’s back to the bedroom to find the right clothing for the day. Everything in the wardrobe was selected with as much
         care as was everything that is in yours. I pick the outfit that suits my mood, a combination I haven’t worn for a while and
         can face at least once more. As I dress I notice every mark, worn thread and scuff. And as I put on each item I test my mood
         – does this still make me feel good? I’m searching for reasons to buy afresh and replace the tried and tired with new.


      
      In the space of fifteen minutes, I experience and confront hundreds of my purchasing decisions. My clothes and my flat, its
         blinds, lights, furniture and mirrors, say everything I want said about me. Welcome, in this small snapshot of my daily life,
         to the consumer society.


      
      I wasn’t born to be like this. I didn’t come into this world determined to surround myself with bundles of clothes I can’t
         possibly hope to wear out and more gadgets than I could ever understand, let alone use. It happened because I allowed it to
         happen and even wanted it to. But it wasn’t an accident and it’s not just me. It’s most of us. And I wasn’t really given a
         choice. We consume so heavily by design.


      
      
      
      From consumerism to turbo-consumerism

      
      
      The first claim of this book is that we live not just in a consumer society but in a turbo-consuming society. The second claim
         is that this need not be the case in the future, especially now that the hurtling train of consumerism has come off the rails.


      
      Consumption once meant tuberculosis. Now it means ‘to use up’. A society defined by consumption ‘uses up’ on a systematic
         and industrial scale. Indeed, while it isn’t all we do, the culture, institutions, laws and values of society are now organized
         primarily around consuming.


      
      Throughout the book I will use the words ‘shopping’ and ‘consumption’ interchangeably to mean buying anything – services as
         well as goods. Going to a restaurant is just as much an act of consumption as buying a new shirt from Gap. Consuming is applied
         to everything we buy: clothes, cars, holidays, escape, sex, relaxation, support, care, health, education, even love. It is
         the extent to which we shop and buying’s hold on us that defines society as being driven primarily by consumerism. Don’t take
         my word for it: take the word of the Prime Minister’s best brains in the Strategy Unit who, in 2007, declared that ‘The UK
         is now a consumer society.’


      
      But it’s more than that. Over the last three decades we shifted from being consumers to being turbo-consumers. In that time
         our consuming addiction raced away with us – gratification could no longer be deferred: it had to be instant. We stopped comparing
         ourselves with the Joneses and attempted instead to match up to the Beckhams. The stream of new designer goods just accelerated
         at a faster and faster pace, to such an extent that throughout the 1980s and 1990s what we bought became solidly entwined with our identity. Now we are what we buy. Two homes
         and three cars became the reality for some and the aspiration for many; easy access to credit and new global supply chains
         meant there was more of everything for more of us. By 2008 there were 121 mobile phones for every 100 people in the UK. One
         commentator said that in the face of three-for-two book offers shopping wasn’t just shopping but breathing. Shopping had become
         life. For some it has become death: boys will kill boys for possession of the right trainers.


      
      In a turbo-consumer society they sold us anything. They sold us togetherness: ‘Without others I am nothing’ (Orange) and ‘Life
         is better if lived together’ (Volvo). They sold us individuality: ‘True individuality is hard to find’ (Jaguar). They sold
         us control: ‘Imagine a phone you cannot manage without’ (Samsung). They sold us identity: ‘It’s your watch that says the most
         about who you are’ (Seiko). They sold us one-upmanship: ‘Mediocrity is a sin’ (Alfa-Romeo). They sold us exclusivity: ‘Wealth
         – it’s being able to tell the world to get lost’ (Barclays). They sold us shopping: ‘Shop. Don’t Drop’ (Peugeot). They even
         sold us ourselves: ‘You buy a piece of yourself’ (Seat Leon). As the wheels came off the extraordinary consumption vehicle
         that had entered every aspect of our lives, will they still be able to sell us anything?


      
      The leap to an even faster and more furious using-up was the product of cheap imports from China, and new technology meant
         we could buy online 24/7. But this transformation of our lives had political roots. Days of rest became days to go shopping
         because of changes to the Sunday trading laws. Access to easy credit was a result of the deregulation of the banking industry.
         The opportunity to buy council houses and shares in the newly privatized industries encouraged more and more to think of themselves
         as mini-capitalists. A culture that said greed was good and that there was no such thing as society fuelled a possessive individualism.
         Planning laws favoured the building of more and more out-of-town stores. In areas like education and health we were encouraged to behave more like consumers than citizens and make shopping-style choices about the services we received.
         Taxes were lowered so we could spend more, and in the last decade house prices were pushed up by allowing the restriction
         in supply of new homes so we could turn these rising assets into piggy banks for consuming more.


      
      The centrality of consumerism in our lives was enshrined in the aftermath of the bombing in New York of the Twin Towers. In
         defiant mode, the liberal, secular West was supposedly returned to normality by the shopping expeditions of celebrities, who
         had caviar and champagne on Concorde and were greeted at Kennedy Airport by Mayor Giuliani’s invitation to ‘Spend! Spend!
         Spend!’ National confidence was aligned to consumer confidence. As a signal of Western spiritual revival this seemed fairly
         bizarre, and its celebration of conspicuous consumption was hardly tactful in a global context, where living standards in
         the world’s forty-nine least-developed countries were now lower than they had been thirty years before.


      
      But living in a turbo-consumer society was about more than what we were sold and how. At its core, consumerism was a social
         phenomenon: the act of consumption had become our primary means of understanding ourselves and how we related to each other.
         It became the way in which society reproduced itself – not least because it marked a seismic shift in our identities: for
         centuries we had known ourselves and others through what we produced; now we identified ourselves and others by what we consumed.
         The age of production gave way to the age of consumption. Work still matters, but nowhere near as much as shopping.


      
      Shopping matters so much because it now defines what it is to be normal. Normality was previously defined by having a job.
         Now it is defined by what we do with the money we earn from working. As a race we have always competed for status, but in
         the second half of the twentieth century it was no longer based on how much meat we brought home or how many sexual partners
         we had, but on what we bought.


      
      We shopped because we were competitive. We shopped because we were seduced by the experience. But we also shopped out of fear.
         We kept up the pace on the hamster wheel of consumption, secretly knowing that it took us nowhere, but terrified above all
         else of falling off. Then we would stop being consumers and put ourselves beyond the pale, non-people who couldn’t keep up.
         Despite all the pressures and the empty promise that buying more would make us happier, the only thing worse than turbo-consumerism
         was not being a turbo-consumer.


      
      Until the financial crisis, the danger was in the emergence of a consumer monoculture that had two retail-driven purposes.
         First, it extended to the maximum the places in which profits could be made by selling the same things all round the globe.
         The world became a giant shopping mall of the same brands found on every high street from Shoreditch to Shanghai. Second,
         it reinforced the ruling-out of alternative ways for society to organize itself. For a consumer society to sustain itself,
         it must ensure that there is only time to shop; no distractions and no alternatives are permitted. We could no longer imagine
         anything else to do or any other way of being as we literally spent more and more of our lives on paid-for experiences. Now
         we can hardly remember a time when the shops weren’t open on a Sunday, when high streets looked different, when we did something
         else in our spare time other than go shopping.


      
      Just two decades ago television shopping was something to be laughed at. In programmes like Are You Being Served? and Open All Hours, the shoppers and shopkeepers were valued for their comic effect. Today the TV schedules are full of serious factual programmes
         about shopping and buying – from Property Ladder to What Not to Wear – because shopping is now a serious business.


      
      A dangerous negative feedback loop has been in operation: the more a consumer society ruled out other ways of being free,
         other ways of being social, creative and happy, the more anxious and insecure we became. As such, shopping became a coping
         mechanism for the problems it was creating. We shopped to forget, to distract ourselves, to have at least some fleeting power
         at the till and control over a small speck of our lives. We shopped to escape not just from our world but from ourselves as
         we constantly dumped our old identities in search of something new and better. ‘Oh, reason not the need,’ said William Shakespeare’s
         King Lear. But it was a deeply flawed coping mechanism because it wasn’t designed to help us cope but consume more. Consumer
         society sold us dissatisfaction, then sold us the cure.


      
      Until very recently it seemed that modern consumer capitalism had discovered the art of perpetual motion, a cyclical process
         that offered enough to keep us hooked, ever anticipating the next buy, but never enough to quench our thirst. It was a process
         driven by what we can now identify as a consumer industrial complex of marketers, advertisers, media moguls, designers, retailers,
         psychologists, analysts, share traders, transporters, growers and producers with an insatiable appetite for more. Because
         all these people were locked into the same cycle of consumption as we were: they strove to sell us more, to win a greater
         share of the market, to grow their profits, boost their share price so that they earned more and bought more.


      
      
      
      
      The mess we’re in

      
      
      But on 15 September 2008 shockwaves shuddered through the world of turbo-consumerism. On that day Hank Paulson, then US Treasury
         Secretary under George W. Bush, decided to pull the plug on Lehman Brothers Holdings, one of the biggest financial-services
         firms on the planet. The bank was forced to file for bankruptcy protection. The rest is history. From that point on confidence
         and trust in the global financial system drained away and world-wide recession ensued. Credit dried up, house prices plummeted
         and thousands of jobs were lost each day. All of a sudden overstretched mortgages and mounting credit- and store-card debts
         didn’t seem such a good idea. No one would lend so no one could borrow so no one could spend. We had shopped. Now it really was time to drop.


      
      In the winter of 2008/9 prices in the shops were slashed to sell off unsold stock in a desperate attempt to get people back
         into the shops. One anonymous City analyst summed up the wave of retailer panic, saying, ‘Desperate times call for desperate
         measures.’ Credit insurers who protected suppliers from retailers’ unpaid bills stopped providing cover: the risk had become
         too great. As established high-street names, like Woolworths, went under, they sold off stock at rock-bottom prices and therefore
         put their struggling competitors under even more strain.


      
      But this was just the moment the bubble burst – a bubble that had been pumped full of more and more hot air for years. The
         credit crunch was the symptom, not the cause, of the great consumer crash of 2008. It was our obsession with shopping that
         was both creator and victim of the biggest global recession for more than eighty years. This recession, though, is unique
         in that its origins didn’t lie in an external shock, such as rocketing oil prices or war, but in over-consumption and greed.
         Everyone wanted more. The final trigger was the US sub-prime housing market. After the unprecedented liberalization of financial
         services in the 1980s, mortgages were being sold to people with no secure employment who were highly likely to default on
         their loans. But no one wanted to believe the bubble would burst. Everyone wanted to live the home-ownership dream, and the
         lure of that dream meant more money could be made by reckless bankers and therefore more money spent. The system of acquisitive
         greed crashed itself.


      
      But what was happening in the US was only a reflection of what was happening in the UK. Former building societies that had
         demutualized in the 1980s and 1990s were struggling to find their place in the competitive banking sector. New banks like
         Northern Rock began offering mortgages of more than 100 per cent on properties whose price would inevitably fall – leaving
         the owners deep in negative equity. The only issue was when. The aspiration to ‘build society’ had quickly been lost in the
         greed of bankers to boost their pay, share options and, therefore, their propensity to spend. Everyone wanted their foot on
         the housing ladder, in part so that rising prices and repeated remortgaging would allow them to spend, spend, spend. What
         mattered was what you earned, what you could borrow, what your house was worth and what you could buy. Easy credit led to
         easy shopping and easyJet. Hedge funds and selling short, derivatives and default swaps, junk bonds and consolidated debts,
         securitization and share options – it was one giant pyramid-selling scam, built on a swamp of toxic debts, that sank overnight.


      
      Who was to blame? Greedy bankers, of course, ineffectual regulators, over-eager salespeople and politicians who either did
         nothing or did the wrong thing to stoke the consumer bubble. But we bought the stuff. We wanted it. We defined ourselves by
         it. We allowed ourselves to drift into the comatose life of the turbo-consumer. We needed something to worship and something
         to believe in and had long since swapped God for Gucci. We had been living beyond our means, in debt beyond our ability to
         pay, in the naïve and hopeless belief that this would be the first bubble that would never burst. We tried to defy economic
         gravity so we could just keep buying. Because that was all there was to do.


      
      
      
      
      Why there can be no going back

      
      
      The crash of this mad and unsustainable system has caused seismic reactions across the planet, not least from our politicians.
         Leaders who had extolled the virtues of free markets for decades are now falling over themselves to nationalize banks and
         pump the economy back into action. The mission of all the mainstream party leaders is to get things back to ‘normal’, and
         no stone will be left unturned in the quest. In Britain VAT was cut by 2.5 per cent for thirteen months to urge shoppers back
         to the high street, and the Bank of England cut interest rates to their lowest ever level to entice them still further.


      
      The system had crashed, but all the politicians could think to do was hit the rewind button of consumer capitalism. If everyone
         started shopping again it would all be all right. It’s the political equivalent of keeping the family warm by burning down
         the house. But if it was shopping that got us into this mess, it won’t be shopping that gets us out of it. This time, unlike
         with other recessions, there are compelling reasons why we can’t go back to how things were before.


      
      The first is that the past decades of turbo-consumerism have made us much wealthier but no happier. It doesn’t mean that,
         given the chance, we won’t opt for more wealth and more spending power. We may not become any happier, and the consequences
         of wanting more may be damaging to us, our society and the planet, but when that’s all there is to do then it’s all we do.
         However much ‘stuff’ we buy, we always want more because there’s nothing else to have. But a society based on more can never
         be a happy place to live, and I believe people are beginning to recognize that they want more from life than competitive materialism.


      
      The breakdown in the link between happiness and consumption is a very modern phenomenon because it only occurs when society
         goes beyond the point of survival to abundance. For most of us that happened in the last hundred years but has accelerated
         during the last thirty. As a species, humans were conditioned over hundreds of thousands of years to live with scarcity and
         the challenge of physical survival. We knew what to do when we were hungry or cold – we had to acquire enough to survive –
         but when those basic needs had been met, we developed a problem. The challenge of a post-material world has been emotional
         survival, how to live rich and fulfilling lives, which, until now, we have attempted to achieve through consumption. It hasn’t
         worked. Now the recession is forcing us to rethink.


      
      The myth that the more we have the happier we become is self-perpetuating: the more we consume, the less able we are to challenge
         the myth. The more we rely on shopping, the more other ways of being human are diminished because there is less space for them to flourish. We’ve lost the ability to function without consumption. But the dramatic downturn in the economy
         is taking away even the distraction of shopping from a life in which we cannot truly be free.


      
      And here is one of the central problems of a consumer society, which helps explain why we are wealthier but no happier. We’ve
         been competing with others, gaining and losing advantage, in a race that has no end, because there is no finishing line in
         a competition in which success and our happiness are defined by other people’s unhappiness. We have out-consumed each other,
         so it’s become an act of collective failure. When our neighbours acquired more, we wanted even more. They struck back and
         we tried endlessly to outdo each other. Ultimately no one had a lasting advantage and we all lost out. Now, when thousands
         are being fired, the credit is drying up, debts are looming and shops are going under, the majority will have to console themselves
         with window shopping or find something else to do in order to break the chain. This is the real clincher about our unhappiness.
         A turbo-consumer society rests on the fact that our needs are never satisfied: if they were satisfied we would stop shopping
         – or, at least, stop shopping so much. A consumer society can’t allow us to stop shopping and be happy because then the whole
         system would die – for good. Instead it has to sell us just enough to keep us going, but never enough that our wants are satisfied.
         Consumer society is based on the fine art of compensation, enough to reward us and keep our interest but not enough to stop
         us going back to the shops for more. Like all forms of compensation it offers rewards – but it is just that: compensation
         for a richer and fuller life. Turbo-consumerism is the heroin of human happiness. It’s a quick and expensive high that soon
         fades, leaving us desperate for more. Now the credit crunch means that many can’t even get the hit of compensation.


      
      The second reason why we can’t return to our old turbo-consumerist habits is because by buying more we have become increasingly
         empowered as consumers but increasingly disempowered as citizens, losing control over key aspects of our lives. The more we consume,
         the less space there is to be anything other than consumers. The space to be citizens and make decisions equally and collectively
         about the world around us is diminished. There are more individual choices to be made about the range of goods stacked on
         the shelves, but as we flex our solitary consumer muscles we have become weaker as citizens in command of our social, political,
         economic and natural environment – the big things in life. It is only as citizens that we can shape the world around us and
         the institutions that affect us. Laws, regulations, public investment, communities and society are the product of collective
         decision-making. It is only as citizens that we can choose not to choose, put boundaries around consumerism and decide where it can and can’t go. We can decide what can and can’t be sold
         and to whom. For instance, Sweden has decided to end the commercialization of childhood by banning all adverts to children
         under twelve. That country still has a civic culture that permits such a decision. Does Britain have such a culture? The crisis
         of consumption, brought on by the recession, gives us a chance to rebalance ourselves as consumers and citizens.


      
      The third reason that we cannot return to turbo-consumerism is that the planet cannot sustain itself based on recent levels
         of consumption. If everyone in the world was to live as we do in the UK, it would take the resources of three planets to sustain
         us all. It is not just a question of slowing down the rate of increase in what we consume but of consuming less. Our lives
         are in conflict with our planet. Climate change beyond our ability to manage the consequences is a direct result of over-industrialization
         and over-consumption. We must relinquish our consumption habit or our habitat.


      
      So, there can be no going back. We will always shop because we will always need to consume. Buying, trading and choosing are
         part of us. The issue is not whether we will stop shopping but whether we can rebalance our lives to do other things as well.
         Can we avoid permanently falling into the trap of an all-consuming society? Or is it too late? Have we reached a tipping point into a form of turbo-consumerism that rules out the possibility
         of a different way of living? Will we bounce straight out of this recession and back into the bad old ways of turbo-consumption?


      
      Though politicians beseech us to return to our normal shopping patterns, what happened before was not normal. What started
         in the latter decades of the twentieth century and came to a shuddering halt in 2008 was a blip. A blip between thousands
         of years of struggle for survival and the rapid arrival of super-abundance we did not know how to handle. If we return to
         a life of turbo-consumerism, we return not to normality but to abnormality. Of course, this remains an option, but if we take
         it, we will pay the price in unhappy lives that spiral even further out of control, and we will reap the whirlwind of climate
         change.


      
      
      
      
      A time to decide

      
      
      For the first time in a generation we stand at a crossroads. Events have polarized and focused the choices. The treadmill
         of turbo-consumerism has halted and most of us have been jolted off. Are we going to climb back on in the hopeless belief
         that the system has been cleansed? Or are we going to start afresh in a different way?


      
      Politicians urge us to spend our way out of the financial melt-down. Once again we are called upon to shop till we drop to
         prop up the economy. Too many of our politicians, opinion-formers and journalists are still in the old paradigm that more
         means happiness. They want us to borrow money we can’t afford to buy things we don’t need to keep the treadmill in motion.
         Nowhere is this more apparent than in Shepherds Bush, West London, where the Westfield shopping centre opened as the markets
         and consumer confidence crashed. The site cost £1.7 billion, and houses 270 stores, 50 restaurants, 13 cinemas and space for 4,500 cars over 40 acres. It was conceived in the age of abundance but opened in an age of austerity. Will Westfield
         be a monument to a consumer century, a relic, a folly or a taste of the future?


      
      If we rescue the system without reforming it, it will be only a matter of time before the next bubble bursts. A nation driven
         by the urge to spend now and pay later will always have to pay later. Will today’s recession be a diet before we return to
         the consumer binge? Of the £228 billion we spend every year in Britain, more than half is spent on non-essentials. We simply
         don’t have to spend it.


      
      Can we use the recession to break our shopping addiction? To do it, like all addicts, we must first admit we have a problem
         and recognize that we should expect more from our lives, that we should be happier, in more control, and allow the planet
         to sustain itself. We should aim for a good life in a good society in which we commit ourselves to strike a decent balance
         between ourselves as consumers and the richness of being citizens, family members, friends, colleagues and neighbours. We
         have always had the power to decide but the consumer crisis has given us an opportunity we can’t ignore.


      
      This is a book about shopping – why we shop and set so much store by it, how our consumer society came into being, the effects
         of it on ourselves, and how we might redress the balance so that our lives are less about consuming. When I told people I
         was writing a book that criticized shopping their reaction was often hostile. The subject seems to touch a nerve. People ask
         what is so wrong with a bit of shopping – the concern that we do too much is middle-class angst – or they become defensive:
         yes, they shop a lot but they do other things as well. The more robust will say that no one makes them go shopping, they do
         it of their own free will and will continue as they want to. Others admit that they shop but are quick to add that they hate
         it.


      
      We have been trying to fool ourselves about our shopping addiction. It can never be just a bit of shopping. Consumption has become the centre of our existence because it has been designed to do so by a complex web of interests and powers. And
         in criticizing consumer society I understand that it’s easier for those who have more material possessions than others to
         do so. Of course it would better if we could consume more equally, but a better life, a good society and a sustainable planet
         won’t come through everyone consuming more. Consumer societies always tend towards greater inequality – the US is more unequal
         than the UK, which in turn is more unequal than the Nordic nations – and the gap between rich and poor makes those at the
         bottom anxious and stressed to the extent that they live shorter and more brutish lives. Such hardship has been explored extensively
         by academics, including Richard Wilkinson and Michael Marmot. Poverty is a relative, not simply an absolute, blight that requires
         a reassessment of the good life and the way that consumer society creates emotional and social poverty, touching the lives
         of even the ‘wealthiest’ and causing environmental destruction.


      
      Our relationship to consumption and our reliance on it has become unhealthy and dysfunctional. While it worked by providing
         compensation for the better life we hoped for, there was little chance of changing it. But the crash changes everything. I
         believe there is an alternative, and that it’s worth fighting for. We can take action as individuals, collectively and through
         the state to tip the balance against lives that are all-consuming and define a new normality based on having the time and
         space to find genuine and lasting happiness.


      
      ‘The great error of our nature,’ wrote Edmund Burke in 1757, ‘is not to know where to stop; not to be satisfied with any reasonable
         acquirement… but to lose all we have gained by an insatiable pursuit of more.’ It is the ‘insatiable pursuit of more’ that
         must now be addressed.


      
      We have lived in a turbo-consumer society and some want us to return to it as soon as possible. They want us to go back to
         just wanting more. I don’t think we should buy it.


      
      



End of sample
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