An Ethical Critique of the Myth of the Sovereign Consumer

Many of those who attack advertising are really attacking the market system in general.  “Advertisers,” they say, “are constantly pushing products which consumers either do not need or are positively harmful to them.  For shame!” But these are always products that the consumer wants.  Otherwise, the advertising could not succeed.  In consequence, this is not an attack on advertising so much as an attack on consumer free choice” (Nelson, Advertising and Ethics, 196)

“Those of us who advocate the market as an appropriate institution are following the lead of Adam Smith: That the market, more or less, acts as if there were an invisible hand, converting individual actions motivated by the pursuit of private gain into social benefit.” (Nelson, A&E, 187)

“The market power of consumers will force advertisers to act in ways that benefit society.” (Nelson, 188)

“I support a simple proposition about the behavior of advertising: that all advertising is information” (Nelson, 188)

Advertising as a Means to Community

“It would be unfair to suggest that advertising is, by its nature, either useless or bad.  It is not.  On the contrary, it has an important, useful function to fulfill in a free society. . . . Truthful advertising can help bring people with common interes5ts together so that they can achieve ends that they could not reach without one another.  It iws an important instrument that can encourage free trade and competition and be a powerful force for good in society.” (Leiser, The Ethics of Advertising, 174-75)

In this paper I will criticize the myth of the sovereign agent, and specifically the agent as a consumer-- the myth of the sovereign consumer.  This myth is the belief that the moral agent can remain unaffected by the cultural influence of advertising.    Advertisers use this myth as a basis for claiming that their activity is ammoral, and refer to it in denying responsibility for their affects upon culture and society.  My position is influenced by Galbraith, and I will refer to his work, particularly his dependence effect and his own critique of the sovereign consumer, as I direct my own criticisms towards advertising.  Admittedly --and here I agree with Hayek-- Galbraith’s criticisms of production are perhaps too severe.  First, I do not think that as many of the products on the market have zero utility as it seems he would, and second, I believe advertising, like art, does help to invest our lives with meaning.  Nevertheless, I generally concur with Galbraith’s claims and I believe that advertisers should take seriously the moral responsibility of the impact of their influence on the desires of consumers.  Advertisers cannot hide behind the myth of the sovereign consumer, which the theoretical basis for their claim that advertising is ammoral since it leaves the consumer’s sovereignty intact.

John Kenneth Galbraith’s Critique of the Sovereign Consumer
In his seminal work, The New Industrial State, Kenneth Galbraith notes that one of the three pillars of marketing and economics is the assumption of the sovereign consumer:

The three pillars of modern microeconomics were here: the sovereignty of the consumer, with all firms responding alike to this final power; the inexorable pursuit of profit, which in the textbooks is called maximized return; all power within the firm residing with or deriving from ownership.  Even now one has a sense of the commonplace in affirming these principles.  Surely they are what everyone believes. (New Industrial State, xiii)

But Galbraith did not believe in these standard dogma.  He repeatedly criticized the myth of the sovereign consumer, which was normally assumed in market analysis.  Galbraith said that economists often make two assumptions when developing a theory of consumer demand which then affects how marketing is strategized.  The first assumption is that wants do not diminish by being satisfied: “The first is that the urgency of wants does not diminish appreciably as more of them are satisfied or, to put the matter more precisely, to the extent that this happens, it is not demonstrable and not a matter of any interest to economists or for economic policy.” (AS, 85, 119)   In other words, meeting consumer demands does not diminish the amount of demand.  

The second assumption is the belief that desires originate in the consumer, and are not fostered or imposed by external effects or influencers: “The second proposition is that wants originate in the personality of the consumer or, in any case, that they are given data for the economist.  The latter’s task is merely to seek their satisfaction.  He has no need to inquire how these wants are formed.  His function is sufficiently fulfilled by maximizing the goods that supply the wants.” (Affluent Society, 119)  The assumption is essentially that the desires of consumers originate within them, and are not produced by outside effects.  In other words, consumer desires are data, not influenced by marketing, but simply given.

Galbraith thinks that both of these assumptions are wrong.  Regarding the assumption that needs do not naturally decrease with satisfaction he says, “The notion that wants do not become less urgent the more amply the individual is supplied is broadly repugnant to common sense.  It is something to be believed only by those who wish to believe.”  (Affluent Society, 126)   People do not have, for example, an insatiable desire to eat-- they can only eat so much food in a day.  To claim that meeting demands does not decrease demands seems counter-intuitive.   

But Galbraith is even more harsh in his critique of the second assumption regarding the claim that consumer demands are simply given and that marketing simply tries to satisfy those natural desires.  In the words of Galbraith, “One cannot defend production as satisfying wants if that production creates the wants.” (Affluent Society, 85)  Marketers often claim that they are simply responding to natural consumer demand, but the fact is, they create the demand.  Galbraith points this out with an analogy,

Were it so that a man on arising each morning was assailed by demons which instilled in him a passion sometimes for silk shirts, sometimes for kitchenware, sometimes for chamber pots, and sometimes for orange squash, there would be every reason to applaud the effort to find the goods, however odd, that quenched this flame.  But should it be that his passion was the result of his first having cultivated the demons, and should it also be that his effort to allay it stirred the demons to ever greater and greater effort, the would be question as to how rational was his solution.  Unless restrained by conventional attitudes, he might wonder if the solution lay with more goods or fewer demons.

So it is that if production creates the wants it seeks to satisfy, or if the wants emerge pari passu with the production, then the urgency of the wants can no longer be used to defend the urgency of the production.  Production only fills a void that it has itself created. (Affluent Society, 126-27)

The critique could hardly be more pointed: marketing does not simply fulfill desires-- it creates the desires that it ‘fulfills.’  Like a pothole filler who goes out at night cutting potholes in the pavement so that he has holes to fill in the daytime, the marketer creates the needs which he then claims to satisfy.  If the desires of consumers--no matter how strange or silly--were natural, then dulfilling those desires would be a fine and justified goal.  But Galbraith thinks that many consumer desires are spawned by the producers of goods, not found innately within the consumer:

Consumer wants can have bizzare, frivolous, or even immoral origins, and an admirable case can still be made for a society that seeks to satisfy them.  But the case cannot stand if it is the process of satisfying wants that creates the wants.  For then the individual who urges the importance of production to satisfy these wants is precisely in the position of the onlooker who applauds the efforts of the squirrel to keep abreast of the wheel that is propelled by his own efforts.

That wants are, in fact, the fruit of production will now be denied by few serious scholars. (Affluent Society, 127)

One might wonder, then, why marketers don’t like to admit that they are the creators of the desires that they claim we want satisfied.  Galbraith has an answer: “It is easy to see why the conventional wisdom resists so stoutly such change.  It is far, far better and much safer to have a firm anchor in nonsense than to put out on the troubled seas of thought.” (Affluent Society85, 133)   

Wants then have much more to do with the production of goods and marketing of those goods than with the original desires of consumers.  A common view of marketers is that the production of goods is dependent upon the desire for those goods.  Galbraith here proposes just the opposite - that the desire for goods is dependent upon the production and marketing of goods:

As a society becomes increasingly affluent, wants are increasingly created by the process by which they are satisfied.  This may operate passively.  Increases in consumption, the counterpart of increases in production, act by suggestion or emulation to create wants.  Expectation rises with attainment.  Or producers may proceed actively to create wants through advertising and salesmanship.  Wants thus come to depend on output.   . . . The higher level of production has, merely, a higher level of want creation necessitating a higher level of want satisfaction.  There will be frequent occasion to refer to the way wants depend on the process by which they are satisfied.  It will be convenient to call it the Dependence Effect. (Affluent Society, 131)

The central thesis of the dependence effect principal is that many consumer desires are not spontaneous and natural, but artificially developed and nurtured through the practice of product advertising.  

Hayek’s Criticism of the Dependence Effect

a. Galbraith is too Stoic

Hayek attack’s Galbraith’s argument for the dependence effect, claiming that many non-innate desires are important.  Hayek summarizes the dependence effect as  “the assertion that a great part of the wants which are still unsatisfied in modern society are not wants which would be experienced spontaneously by the individual if left to himself, but are wants which are created by the process by which they are satisfied.” (Hayek, 346)    Hayek agrees that society affects what we want: “The first part of the argument is of course perfectly true: we would not desire any of the amenities of civilization--or even of the most primitive culture--if we did not live in a society in which others provide them.  The innate wants are probably confined to food, shelter, and sex.  All the rest we learn to desire because we see others enjoying various things.  To say that a desire is not important because it is not innate is to say that the whole cultural achievement of man is not important.” (Hayek, 346)   Hayek’s point seems to be that if we restricted our desires merely to our innate desires, we would have to give up most of our more developed desires—perhaps desire for solid food, desire to call someone on the phone, my desire to drink coffee, etc.  Culture plays such an important role in who I am and the desires I have that it would be virtually impossible and certainly inadvisable to attempt to rid oneself of them.   This point Hayek concedes.  What he rejects is Galbraith’s apparent claim that only our absolute needs are justifiable, and attempts to gain desires beyond those primitive desires is somehow unethical.  Hayek notes, 
Very few needs indeed are “Absolute” in the sense that they are independent of social environment or of the example of others, and that their satisfaction is an indispensable condition for the preservation of the individual or of the species.  Most needs which make us act are needs for things which only civilization teaches us to exist at all, and these things are wanted by us because they produce feelings or emotions which we would not know if it were not for our cultural inheritance.  Are not in this sense probably all our esthetic feelings “Acquired tastes”? (Hayek, 346)

Hayek is in good company to think that our esthetic feelings are acquired, and not innate.  J.S. Mill was certainly an advocate of such a position.  It does seem to be true that most of those desires which bring us the greatest fulfillment when desired seem to be non-innate desires—reading, the joy of a long friendship, drinking coffee, talking on the phone, being romantically involved, etc.  Hayek points out that Galbraiths arguments could work as well against many of our most beloved pursuits: 

Professor Galbraith’s argument could be easily employed, without any change of the essential terms, to demonstrate the worthlessness of literature or any other form of art.  Surely an individual’s want for literature is not original with himself in the sense that he would experience it if literature were not produced. (Hayek, 34-47)

This seems correct.  Certainly the production of literature, art, or film has led to an increase in our desire for more.  Producing goods may have the effect of creating more desire for goods, as Galbraith maintains, but this in itself is not an ethical issue, unless we are willing to hold this principle that only absolute needs are ethical.  

Hayek seems to be criticizing Galbraith here for having stoic tendencies. The Stoics have advice which flies in the face of manipulative advertising.  As the Stoics saw things, there were two means to happiness-- either 1) get what you want or 2) learn to want what you’ve got/get.  The Stoics see option #1 as futile, since my desires are rarely satisfied, and as soon as one desire is fulfilled, another or two take its place.  So the Stoics learn to train themselves to be happy with simpler lives, and if they do have wealth and power, to not depend on it as their source of happiness.  For example, Epictetus says “What upsets people is not things themselves but their judgements about the things.”
   In addition to training one’s desires, he also encourages modest living habits: “Take what has to do with the body to the point of bare need, such as food, drink, clothing, house, household slaves, and cut out everything that is for reputation or luxury.  As for sex stay pure as far as possible before marriage, and if you have it do only what is allowable.”
   Stoics would make great depression-era farmers, but lousy consumers in today’s United States.  In the same way, Galbraith’s theory is so impractical that it seems to be useless.

b. Advertising’s Cultural Influence

Hayek goes on to explain that the tastes of the individual are very much affected by culture, and that this is only to be expected.  Here Hayek sounds a great deal like Levitt who claims that advertising plays an essential role in giving us hopes and dreams.  In short,  advertising is a form of art which helps enable us to cope with the world and enables us to deal with our own insignificance:

Everyone in the world is trying in his special personal fashion to solve a primal problem of life—the problem of rising above his own negligibility, of escaping from nature’s confining, hostile, and unpredictable reality, of finding significance, security, and comfort in the things he must do to survive.  Many of the so-called distortions of advertising, product design, and packaging may be viewed as a paradigm of the many responses that man makes to the conditions of survival in the environment.  Without distortion, embellishment, and elaboration, life would be drab, dull, anguished, and at its existential worst.” (Levitt, “Morality?”, 90)

Perhaps this is too existential for Hayek, but Levitt and Hayek share the belief that advertising-- like art, literature, or other similar molders of culture-- has a powerful role to play in directing our sentiments, desires, and values.  

A Defense of Galbraith

At this point, I will make one step back, and two steps forward.  First, I admit that Galbraith’s theory seems to unduly restrict the sorts of desires we should be allowed to have.  This is a great weakness of his theory (as understood by Hayek) and this is a problem.  But that said, there is no reason for us to accept a false dichotomy from Hayek.  He seems to say: “We can either accept Galbraith’s position which limits us from all non-innate desires, or we can accept the fact that most of our desires are not innate, and let advertising continue to do the very important work of helping foster desires and values.  But this completely ignores the question any ethicist would want to raise, namely, what sort of responsibility does advertising have for the values at which they direct us?   Hayek seems to think we cannot hold advertisers accountable, because they cannot control consumers.   Hayek claims that,  “If the producer could in fact deliberataely determine what the consumers will want, Professor Galbraith’s conclusions would have some validity.” (Hayek, 347)  This is simply untrue.  We do not need to show that the producer actually can determine what consumers want in order to hold them accountable for their effects upon society.  We need not show premeditation to hold one accountable.  Exxon was held accountable for its effects on Alaska despite the fact that it did not premeditatively cause the oil spill there.  Furthermore, ability to enact some harm is oftentimes irrelevant in holding someone accountable for their mal-intent.  We may punish someone who attempts to commit a crime although they have no real ability to do so. 

The Immoral Effects of the Belief in the Myth of the Sovereign Agent
A typical criticism of advertising is that it has detrimental effects on society insofar as it misguides the energy and desires of citizens towards frivolous and stupid pursuits and products.  A large portion of the products which are the focus of the desires and ‘needs’ of consumers are strictly speaking useless- they serve no utility.  They are fashion, fad, or like a drug which is not needed until an unnatural addiction is innitiated and sponsored by the pusher.  In fact, the utility value of a great number of products is zero: 

Now we find our concern for goods further undermined.  It does not arise in spontaneous conumer need.  Rather, the dependence effect means that it grows out of the process of production itself. If production is to increase, the wants must be effectively contrived.  In the absence of the contrivance, the increase would not occur. This is not true of all goods, but that it is true of the substantial part is sufficient.  It means that since the demand for this part would not exist, were it not contrived, its utility or urgency, ex contrivance, is zero.  If we regard this production as marginal, we may that the marginal utility of present aggregate output, ex advertising and salesmanship, is zero.  Clearly the attitudes and values which make production the central achievement of our society have some exceptionally twisted roots. (Affluent Society, 132-33)

The examples of this are perhaps endless.  Arguments could be made that no specific brand names are necessary, and a further argument could be made that many products altogether could be eliminated without any serious consequences and without any dire needs arising.  Regarding brands: we could certainly get along without any particular brand of soap, any particular make of car, any particular type of toothbrush.  But it is likely that we could get along pretty well, perhaps even better, without any soda whatsoever.  If all soda manufacturing was ended tomorrow, the only consequences would be economic-- business closings, stock slides, and layoffs.  It seems obvious that we could get along better without other sorts of products like tobacco, junk food, and other “sin” products.   But of course producers and advertisers would rather not admit that their products are useless.   They want to urge desire, not point out the irrelevance of their product.  And they want to make consumers think that they needed this product, and that advertising simply pointed it out to them.  Perhaps consumer desires were affected by the culture, but advertising simply responded to those desires,  

Accordingly, on the sovereignty of the consumer the response was uniform and unyeilding.  Certainly consumer wants are derived from and influenced by the culture.  But not by the producer.  Advertising, salesmanship, want cultivation in general are frivolous, superficial matters.  Or the efforts of the several producers cancel out-- as Professor Solow affirmed.  They do not reflect or modify the deeper economic reality.  It was tempting to conclude that the vigor of this response showed the grave vulnerability of the established ideas in the modern world of consumer want-creation.

Such was the counterattack.  I may perhaps be allowed a word on its personal consequences.  There is a general belief that anyone who steps outside the confines of conventional and accepted thought in an academic discipline does so at personal cost and risk.  A pariah among his own kind.  Thus the needed courage.  It is a pleasant myth well worth perpetuating by anyone who becomes involved in professional dissonance.  Alas it is not so or always so.  (New Industrial State, xxvi)

The belief in the sovereign consumer is not a benign assumption.  It is a dangerous belief which is used to excuse product advertising from any responsibility for its influence upon society.  Advertisers frame issues and attempt to persuade the consumer through their careful management of information, images, and signs-- they help instantiate their products in the forms and symbols of our language and discourse by semiotic manipulation and rhetorical strategies.  And then, after helping to nurture the consumer desires and affections which will help their product become perceived as an essential part of life, these advertisers claim that they are simply responding to natural desires of consumers.  This double-speak, if actually believed by advertisers, is a result of wish-fulfillment attained through denial and a self-induced schizophrenia in which one personality does not remember what th other has done.  In that case, the advertisers must not only dupe the consumers, but dupe themselves, with this happy myth of the sovereign consumer.  It is an act of bad faith in which one attempts to pretend that one is not aware of one’s own intentions and desires.  The advertiser pretends to not be actively responsible for the situation, as though a passive responder, when all along the advertiser is quite responsible for the situation.  To claim that you are simply ‘relying on consumer demand’ or more generically, “relying on the market” when in fact there is considerable impact on the market from the activities of production and advertisers is to act stupid when you know much better, but of course it is easier to ignore the responsibility of advertising, if you are in advertising:

To rely on the market where planning is, in fact, required, is to invite serious trouble. 

To see these problems as they are requires, once again, a sharp break wih the established economics.  This and consumer sovereignty give high sanction to whatever the system produces.  If the mix of goods at any given time seems unsatisfactory, consumer sovereignty holds, very simply, that this reflects the dominant consumer will.  The tendency of the economy is to an equilibrium of maximized consumer satisfactions.  The person [Galbraith] who disapproves of this outcome is [said to be] seeking, in undemocratic, elieist fashion, to substitute his taste for that of a majority.  (New Industrial State, 373-374)  

Galbraith says that belief in the myth of the sovereign consumer is bound to produce some contradictions, and it simply cannot be used to explain some things.  

In consequence of a quite wonderful exercise in intellectual befuddlement that is fully sanctioned by the textbooks, he does not recognize the sovereign right of the consumer to be dissatisfied with his housing or his health care.  But if the revised sequence is assumed, the mix of goods being produced will be the expression of comparative producer competence and power.  If there appear to be too many automobiles and insufficient intercity or commuter rail service or urban rapid transit, this will be a plausible consequence of the superior power of the automobile industry to plan and persuade.  Consumer sovereignty, by making questions about too many automobiles, too few houses, an elitist and undemocratic interference with consumer choice, excludes questions about the power of the automobile industry to impose its preferences on the public.  This, in effect, is the result of existing economic theory.  It gives high moral and scientific sanction to social indifference. (New Industrial State, 373-374)

This is why belief in the myth of the sovereign consumer is so dangerous-- it leaves responsibility for everything upon the consumer.  This ammorality of advertising which it claims or itself on the basis of ‘consumer sovereignty’ leaves it (in its own eyes) innocent in all questions of social injustice, consumer discontent, or market innequities.  Examples are easy to find.  Although automobile advertising, which has for years encouraged auto use as a sign of independence and autonomy, plays a significant role in consumer’s attitudes towards mass transit, advertisers claim that they are not responsible for the attitudes of consumers lack of interest in mass transit.  Although a society in which cigarettes were not advertised would likely have few if any smokers, and advertising certainly has the bulk of responsibility for the hazardous habit of smoking, cigarette advertisers have for years accepted no responsibility for the health problems resulting from smoking.   
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ut all that may be changing, now that Heather Locklear has arrived.

Just a few years after the introduction of television to a province of Fiji's main island, Viti Levu, eating disorders -- once virtually unheard of there -- are on the rise among girls, according to a study presented yesterday at the American Psychiatric Association meetings in Washington. Young girls dream of looking not like their mothers and aunts, but like the slender stars of ''Melrose Place'' and ''Beverly Hills 90210.'' 

''I'm very heavy,'' one Fijian adolescent lamented during an interview with researchers led by Dr. Anne E. Becker, director of research at the Harvard Eating Disorders Center of Harvard Medical School, who investigated shifts in body image and eating practices in Fiji over a three-year period.

The Fijian girl said her friends also tell her that she is too fat, ''and sometimes I'm depressed because I always want to lose weight.''

Epidemiological studies have shown that eating disorders are more prevalent in industrialized countries, suggesting that cultural factors play a role. But few studies have examined the effects of long-term cultural shifts on disordered eating in traditional societies.

Dr. Becker and her colleagues surveyed 63 Fijian secondary school girls, whose average age was 17. The work began in 1995, one month after satellites began beaming television signals to the region. In 1998, the researchers surveyed another group of 65 girls from the same schools, who were matched in age, weight and other characteristics with the subjects in the earlier group.

Fifteen percent in the 1998 survey reported that they had induced vomiting to control their weight, the researchers said, compared with 3 percent in the 1995 survey. And 29 percent scored highly on a test of eating-disorder risk, compared with 13 percent three years before.

Girls who said they watched television three or more nights a week in the 1998 survey were 50 percent more likely to describe themselves as ''too big or fat'' and 30 percent more likely to diet than girls who watched television less frequently.

Before 1995, Dr. Becker said, there was little talk of dieting in Fiji. ''The idea of calories was very foreign to them.'' But in the 1998 survey, 69 percent said that at some time they had been on a diet. In fact, preliminary data suggest more teen-age girls in Fiji diet than their American counterparts.

The results of the study have not been published, but were reviewed by the psychiatric association's scientific program committee before being accepted for presentation at the meetings.

Several of the students told Dr. Becker and her colleagues that they wanted to look like the Western women they saw on television shows like ''Beverly Hills 90210.'' One girl said that her friends ''change their mood, their hairstyles, so that they can be like those characters.'' ''So in order to be like them, I have to work on myself, exercising and my eating habits should change,'' she said. 

But Dr. Marshall Sahlins, Charles F. Grey professor emeritus of Anthropology at the University of Chicago, said that he doubts that television was the only factor in the changes. ''I think that television is a kind of metaphor of something more profound,'' he said.

In contrast to the solitary couch-potato viewing style displayed by many Americans, watching television is a communal activity in Fiji, Dr. Becker said. Fijians often gather in households with television sets, and sit together, drinking kava and talking about their day's activities, the TV on in the background.

''What we noticed in 1995 is that people had a sort of curiosity, but it was a dismissive curiosity,'' Dr. Becker said. ''But over the years they have come to accept it as a form of entertainment.''

Fiji residents have access to only one television channel, she said, which broadcasts a selection of programs from the United States, Britain and Australia. Among the most popular are ''Seinfeld,'' ''Melrose Place,'' which features Ms. Locklear, ''E.R.,'' ''Xena, Warrior Princess,'' and ''Beverly Hills 90210.''

Dr. Becker said that the increase in eating disorders like bulimia may be a signal that the culture is changing so quickly that Fijians are having difficulty keeping up. Island teen-agers, she said, ''are acutely aware that the traditional culture doesn't equip them well to negotiate the kinds of conflicts'' presented by a 1990's global economy. 

In other Pacific societies, Dr. Becker said, similar cultural shifts have been accompanied by an increase in psychological problems among adolescents. Researchers speculated, for example, that rapid social change played a role in a rash of adolescent suicides in Micronesia in the 1980's.
Other Detrimental Effects Upon Morality in Society: Envy and Social Apathy
This myth of the sovereign subject also affects those who have never and never will set foot in an advertising office.  The affects of advertising are also significant insofar as the increase in product desires simultaneously increases envy: “And emulation has always played a considerable role in the views of other economists of want creation.  One man’s consumption becomes his neighbor’s wish.  This already means that the process by which wants are satisfied is also the process by which wants are created.  The more wants that are satisfied, the more new ones are born.” (Affluent Society, 128) This is the Jones effect-- that when we see the neighbors get something, it often sparks in us a desire for it as well.  This is obvious in cases of new products which, when the first person in the neighborhood gets one, the other neighbors begin to think about and often desire that same product which they previously had previously not encountered

But a perhaps more sinister effect of the myth of the sovereign subject comes when it is used by some to justify economic disparaties in our society.  When used in this way, the myth provides basis for the comfortable social indifference of many of the affluent of our society :

On few matters over the centuries has the human conscience been more amenable and the human brain more resourceful than in finding reasons why the rich and the fortunate should live in comfortable coexistence with the poor.  Those on whome, as it is said, fortune smiles are the natural beneficiaries of their own superior intelligence, diligence, foresight, energy, moral tone or, if even more dubiously, of their better and thus richer ancestors and inhertied qualities.  The deprived are the natural victims of their own idleness, fecklessness, uncontrolled procreation . . . or theier preference as to mode of life, extending to slumber under bridges or on street grates, as Ronald Reagan has held. (Affluent Society, xxv-xxvi)

The justification of social inequity is often supported by the belief that each person is sovereign over their own life, and, either directly or indirectly, make choices which lead them to their position.  This involves a denial of the cultural impact upon agent choices.  People in this case assume that they have sovereignly created their own fortune, and that those in a lesser position have achieved their poor position intentionally and with control over their situation.  

To garner evidence of marketing strategies contributing to social problems among minorities we might look to the marketing of malt liquor products in primarily black neighborhoods.   

A Criticism of Galbraith’s Dependence Effect Principle: The Less Tangible Aesthetic Utility of Advertising

It might seem strange to even discuss “aesthetic utility”.  Many claim that what makes are art is the fact that it has no purpose or utility value.  “Art for arts sake” is the motto of some.  But others think that good art does have a specific purpose and should have particular sorts of effects.  On such a view of art, it is not strange to talk about the aethetic utility of art.  

Theodore Levitt has argued that advertising is like art insofar as it invests our lives with meaning and purspose.   We might call this the existential or aesthetic effect of advertising.  Advertising, insofar as it creates symbols and invests them with meaning, and then integrates those symbols and meanings with our desires, hopes and ideals, is a purveyor of exisential purpose and life meaning.  This is the semiotic activity of advertising, and it is perhaps the most important aspect of what advertising does in selling products.  

It seems that Galbraith ignores Levitt’s insights into the utility of advertising’s existential effects.  
XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX

The theory of consumer demand, as is now widely accepted, is based on two broad propositions, neither of them quite explicit but both extremely important for the present value system of economists.  The first is that the urgency of wants does not diminish appreciably as more of them are satisfied or, to put the matter more precisely, to the extent that this happens, it is not demonstrable and not a matter of any interest to economists or for economic policy When man has satisfied his physical needs, then psychologically grounded desires take over.  These can never be satisfied or, in any case, no progress can be proved.  The concept of satiation has very little standing in economics.  It is held to be neither useful nor scientific to speculate on the comparative cravings of the stomach and the mind.

The second proposition is that wants originate in the personality of the consumer or, in any case, that they are given data for the economist.  The latter’s task is merely to seek their satisfaction.  He has no need to inquire how these wants are formed.  His function is sufficiently fulfilled by maximizing the goods that supply the wants. (Affluent Society 1985, 119)


The notion that wants do not become less urgent the more amply the individual is supplied is broadly repugnant to common sense.  Itis something to e believed only bythose who wish to believe.  Yet the conventional wisdom must be tackled on its ownterrain.  (Affluent Society85, 126)

If the individual’s wants are to be urgent, they must be original with himself.  They cannot be urgent if they must be contrived for him.  And above all, they must not be contrived by the process of producation by which they are satisfied.  For this means that the whole case for the urgency of production, based on the urgency of wants, falls to the ground.  One cannot defend production as satisfying wants if that production creates the wants. 

Were it so that a man on arising each morning was assailed by demons which instilled in him a passion sometimes for silk shirts, sometimes for kitchenware, saometimes for chamber pots, and sometimes for orange squash, there would be every reason to applaud the effort to find the goods, however odd, that quenched this flame.  But should it be that his passion was the result of his first having cultivated the demons, and should it also be that his effort to allay it stirred the demons to ever greater and greater effort, the would be question as to how rational was his solution.  Unless restrained by conventional attitudes, he might wonder if thesolution lay with more goods or fewer demons.

So it is that if producation creates the wants it seeks to satisfy, or if the wants emerge pari pssu with the producation, thenthe urgency of the wants can no longer be used to defend the urgency of the production.  Production only fills a void that it has itself created. (Affluent Society85, 126-27)

Consumer wants can have bizzare, frivolous, or even immoral origins, and an admirable case can still be made for a society that seeks to satisfy them.  But the case cannot stand if it is the process of satisfying wants that creates the wants.  For then the individual who urges the importance of production to satisfy these wants is precisely in the position of the onlooker who applauds the efforts of the squirrel to keep abreast of the wheel that is propelled by his own efforts.

That wants are, in fact, the fruit of production will now be denied by few serious scholars. (Affluent Society, 127)

And emulation has always played a considerable role in the views of other economists of want creation.  One man’s consumption becomes his neighbor’s wish.  This already means that the process by which wants are satisfied is also the process by which wants are created.  He more wants that are satisfied, the more new ones are born. (Affluent Society85, 128)

A leading modern theorist of consumer behavior, Professor Duesenberry, has stated explicitly that “ours is a society in which one of the principal social goals is a higher standard of living . . . [This] has great significance for the theory of consumption . . . the desire to get superior takes on a life of its own.  It provides a drive tohigher expenditure which may even be stronger than that arising out of the needs which are supposed to be satisfied by that expenditure.” (James Duesenberry, Income, Saving, and the Theory of Consumer Behavior, 1949, p28) The implications of this view are impressive.  The notion of independently established need now sinks into the background.  Because the society sets great store by ability to produce a high living stndard, it evaluates people by the products they possess.  The urge to consume is fathered by the value system which emphasizes the ability for the society to produce.  The more that is produces , the more that must be owned in order to maintain the appropriate prestige.  (Affluent Society85, 128)

As a society becomes increasingly affluent, wants are increasingly created by the process by which they are satisfied.  This ma operate passively.  Increases in consumption, the counterpart of increases in production, act by suggestion or emulation to create wants.  Expectation rises with attainment.  Or producers may proceed actively to create wants through advertising and salesmanship.  Wants thus come to depend on output.   . . . The higher level of production has, merely, a higher level of want creation necessitating a higher level of want satisfaction.  There will be frequent occasion to refer to the way wants depend on the process by thish they are satisfied.  It will be convenient to call it the Dependence Effect. (Affluent Society85, 131)

Now we find our concern for goods further undermined.  It does not arise in spontaneous conumer need.  Rather, the dependence effect means that it grows out of the process of production itself. If production is to increase, the wants must be effectively contrived.  IN the absence of the contrivance, the increase would not occur. This is not true of all goods, but that it is tru e of the substantial part is sufficient.  IT means that since the demand for this part would not exist, were it not contrived, its utility or urgency, ex contrivance, is zero.  IF we regard this production as marginal, we may that the marginal utility of present aggregate output, ex advertising and salesmanship, is zero.  Clearly the attitudes and values which make production the central achievement of our society have some exceptionally twisted roots. AS85, 132-33)

It is easy to see why the conventional wisdom resists so stoutly such change.  It is far, far better and much safer to have a firm anchor in nonsense than to put out on the troubled seas of thought. (Affluent Society, 133) 

The three pillars of modern microeconomics were here: the sovereignty of the consumer, with all firms responding alike to this final power; the inexorable pursuit of profit, which in the textbooks is called maximized return; all power within the firm residing with or deriving from ownership.  Even now one has a sense of the commonplace in affirming these principles.  Surely they are what everyone believes. (NIS85, xiii)

Accordingly, on the sovereignty of the consumer the response was uniform and unyeilding.  Certainly consumer wants are derived from and influenced by the culture.  But not by the producer.  Advertising, salesmanship, want cultivation in general are frivolous, superficial matters.  Or the efforts of the several producers cancel out-- as Professor Solow affirmed.  They do not reflect or modify the deeper economic reality.  It was tempting to conclude that the vigor of this response showed the grave vulnerability of the established ideas in the modern world of consumer want-creation.

Such was the counterattack.  I may perhaps be allowed a word on its personal consequences.  There is a general belief that anyone who steps outside the confines of conventional and accepted thought in an academic discipline does so at personal cost and risk.  A pariah among his own kind.  Thus the needed courage.  It is a pleasant myth well worth perpetuating by anyone who becomes involved in professional dissonance.  Alas it is not so or always so.  (NIS85, xxvi)

To rely on the market where planning is, in fact, required, is to invite serious trouble. 

To see these problems as they are requires, once again, a sharp break wih the established economics.  This and consumer sovereignty give high sanction to whatever the system produces.  If the mix of goods at any given time seems unsatisfactory, consumer sovereignty holds, very simply, that this reflects the dominant consumer will.  The tendency of the economy is to an equilibrium of maximized consumer satisfactions.  The person who disapproves of this oucome is seeking, in undemocratic, elieist fashion, to substitute his taste for that of a mojority.  In consequence of a quite owonderful exercise in intellectual befuddlement that is fully sanctioned by the textbooks, he does not recognize the sovereign right of the consumer to be dissatisfied with his housing or his health care.  But if the revised sequence is assumed, the mix of goods being produced will be the expression of comparative producer competence and power.  If there apear to be too many automobiles and insufficient intercity or commuter rail service or urban rapid transit, this will be a plausible consequence of the superior power of the automobile industry to plan and persuade.  Consumer sovereighty, by making questions about too many automobiles, too few houses, an elitist and undemocratic interference with consumer choice, excludes questions about the power of the automobile industry to impose its preferences on the public.  This, in effect, is the result of existing economic theory.  It gives high moral and scientific sanction to social indifference. (NIS85, 373-374)

�Epictetus, Handbook, 13.


�Epictetus, Handbook, 23.
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