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Marc Marusic

We have had a consumer society in Australia since at least the 1950s. The prominence of such a culture has steadily increased – taking in more and more aspects of life – even one’s identity. Unlike in pre-industrial societies, where people (except for the very rich) had their identity formed by occupations and other daily activities, people today “attempt to create an identity not from what they produce but from what they consume” (Clive Hamilton, Growth Fetish). 

Some corporations now do far more than just marketing a product – they create a whole culture associated with their brand. As Naomi Klein points out, “the brand itself has increasingly become the product.” Whereas in earlier times the focus was on the product itself being of true value, what is now of true value is “the idea, the lifestyle, the attitude” (Klein). Brands are about “meaning”, not product attributes” (Klein) Useful goods have been transformed into lifestyle accessories. 

We will now look at how the processes outlined above have extended to our places of shelter and our own bodies. Regarding our homes, the following poem of mine (‘Piling It Up’) explores the psychology of the vogue of Macmansions: 

PILING IT UP   by Marc Marusic

pseudo Tuscan mega house

throwing its bulk around

"look at me, look at me

I've got one thing to say to you -

don't I just

sit, shit over

all else in this street?

my owners have made big bucks

so what if they have no taste

up to date style is what counts

the bigger the better 

small houses are for losers

but, one by one they'll be snapped up

by people who are winners

who'll upgrade them to something like me

yet I'll stay numero uno

coz I'm on the biggest block

and I've been thrust on to

nearly every fucking inch of it"

Keeping up with the Joneses is no longer enough – the drive now is to beat the Joneses by differentiating ourselves from them. What more conspicuous way to do this than with the very house we live in? But what is really different about such a house from the surrounding Macmansions –apart from just a larger size, perhaps greater use of some expensive materials, and more accessories? Compare this kind of house to the type of house of which many have been demolished to make way for Macmansions – the 1950s fibro house. Sure, the fibro house was making a statement too – modern look, modern lifestyle, a fresh start, etc. But such a house was primarily about functionality – the marketers emphasised fibro’s cheapness, flexibility and ease of use. Many were designed and built by their owners, who relished in expressing their individuality through their houses. Sure, just like Macmansion buyers today, they were unconsciously asking themselves “who am I?” and “who do I want to be?” And their designs would often have been influenced by the catalogues they consulted. However, compared to today’s home buyers, there would have been far more scope for authentic individuality. In those days there was no bombardment of TV shows which play a big part in the popularisation of ‘the latest trend.’ Fibro houses appeared in a much wider range of colours than Macmansions and other contemporary houses. Sure, the colours in fashion change in each era, but from the 50s till about the 80s there was a much greater range to chose from.

Although concerns of functionality are still important today, in earlier times these were not vying so much with other factors. In those times, modernism was to the fore, so things that weren’t functional didn’t get so much of a look-in. One important function was keeping the houses cool in summer, as air-conditioning was usually unaffordable then, so houses had wide eaves, a verandah, and awnings. In winter the awnings would be rolled up to allow the sun in, and deciduous  trees such as liquidambers, giving shade in summer and allowing sun to come through in winter, were far more common than today. Although much of the backyard was covered in nothing but lawn
, at least it was useful in affording lots of space to run around in and play ball in – whereas today’s backyards, far smaller, are often cluttered with trendy ‘concept installations’ and water features, not to mention oversized barbeques. Although each era has its favoured plants, trees and shrubs
,, there was much more variety in earlier times, and the residents made their own choices, as only the very rich would employ landscapers. 

The two eras in comparison here have many factors in common too. Just as today, we had a capitalist economic system back then, with materialism, consumerism, conspicuous consumption, and the need for economic growth largely unchallenged. So why have these changes in our suburban landscape come about? I’d like to postulate the following factors:

1) proliferation of  ‘greed is good’ outlook. Such an outlook  came greatly to the fore in the 80s – perhaps a capitalist fightback to the ‘simple living’ philosophies of the 60s and 70s
  Such an outlook though was just as much a development flowing on from the quests of the baby boomers’ - ‘do your own thing’, ‘personal power’, ‘the me generation.’ Such a development has been been noted by Hugh Mackay (Reinventing Australia) and David McKnight (Beyond Left and Right) – both writers acknowledging that the ‘Me Generation’ also played a very positive role in broadening Australia’s cultural horizons and challenging many of the inhibiting conservative norms. However, they both point out that the quest for freedom often degenerated into self-indulgence, an attitude astutely exploited by the marketers and advertisers.  

2)  easier access to credit has fostered an attitude of ‘you can have it all now’  - whereas in earlier times a house and its accessories was often a long work in progress.

3)  a more competitive society. Since the early 80s, the economic orthodoxy has been market forces and economic rationalism. All areas of human life have been invaded  by market precepts, such as competitiveness (see Stuart Rees and Gordon Rodley (eds), The Human Costs of Managerialism)    

4) longer working hours (and intensification of work) simply means less time and energy for do-it-yourself (DIY) projects. Sure, there’s still plenty of DIY going on – but it’s now more likely to be in the form of tight guidelines and instructions, or something copied from ‘reality’ TV shows (and therefore conforming to the latest trend). Designing and creating a garden is often contracted out to professional landscapers, hence the bland sameness of the tiny amount of ‘garden’  of more and homes on many streets.

5) The growth of ‘reality’ TV shows – these ‘perfect’ products associated with ‘perfect ‘ people, have increasingly formed the template for the desired look .In the past, this was more likely to come from looking at the homes of neighbours or friends. Sure, magazines such as ‘Home Beautiful’ have long been around, but fewer people consulted them than people today consult  the ‘reality ‘ TV shows. 

6 the recent property boom has meant that many more people see their house as a property investment, rather than as a home they will stay nestled in for the next forty years or so. Subsequently, they ‘update’ their house, sell, and then ‘upgrade’ to another house, which they ‘update’, before selling and‘upgrading’ again. This can happen as frequently as every five years. Of course, this‘updating’ is not about what they would like their home to be, but what is likely to increase its value. 

7 The growth of a technocratic society and a service economy has enlarged the role of the expert. Why think for yourself when the ‘solutions’ to any ‘problem’ can bought (or got for free from TV/the internet)?

The patterns described in above six points point to Habermas’s distinction between ‘lifeworld’ and ‘system.’ Just as in the fibro era, society consists of both lifeworld and system. For Habermas, a a good society is one in which the system is ultimately grounded in the  lifeworld. I would argue that the system is less grounded in the lifeworld than it was 50 years ago. I’m sure that if Habermas were to visit Sydney’s nouveau riche locales and view commercial TV he would conclude that system (media, marketing, big business, economically liberal governments, etc) has hugely instrumentalised the lifeworld (the world of social customs, practices, norms, meanings, etc). Attending any fashionable dinner party he would note how lifeworld practices such as language use have been colonised by the discourses of the system. 

Another target of ‘designer’ ‘reality’ TV shows has been the human body. Although these shows sometimes have laudable aims, such as losing excess weight, the contestants are often subjected to degrading experiences – personality types from the lifeworld, such as the hectoring parents, are appropriated into the system’s arbiters and conductors. 

It is not at all new that most commercial TV presenters and most of the cast of commercial programmes pretty much conform to the ‘perfect’ templates of appearance. What is new though is the role of anti-aging devices, such as plastic surgery, liposuction and Botox. Role models for the rest of society, these new trends are filtering into the general population (for example, many teenage girls are now getting breast implants). Another new factor is that it is no longer only the lifeworld of women that is sucked into the system’s ‘solutions’ to ‘problems’ – for men, we now have ‘mansculpting’, ‘metrosexuality, and men appearing bare chested ’on TV and in ads must (with some exceptions) have waxed chests. There is a bombardment of ads for penile enlargements, and for women, there are even ‘designer vaginas’ – painful practices such as labiaplasty to create a ‘perfect’ vagina
. Much of the mentality of these ‘designer body’ practices is explored in the following two poems of mine:

DROP DEAD GORGEOUS   by  Marc Marusic

Drop dead gorgeous

she was already.

Yet her thighs and buttocks

did not meet

her perfect world’s ideals.

So, off to liposuction.

This killed off more than fat, 

left her with a pretty corpse.

Drop

       dead

               gorgeous.

WAXED
by Marc Marusic



Hairless chested

metro men,

pre-pubescent retro,

gay or hetro.

Hair is hated,

except on heads,

which must not

think too deeply,

lest you be distracted

from keeping up-to-date

with latest trends

so you can look the same –

just like Cybermen,

smooth and shiny,

‘imperfections’ 

sculpted out

for living 

on the surface.

“I look good, 

therefore I am.

Look at moi, 

perfect product,

I’m an individual.

But – does that mean 

I have to be different?

Well then, I’m not so sure

that’s what I wanna be.

But if hairy chests 

came back in style 

then stuff the waxing!

Smooth skin meets less friction,

got to push ahead –

that has to be my game plan.” 

I will continue the exploration of the issues raised in this paper in a future presentation. For the rest of this session, I would like to invite discussion on the following list of concepts. I also invite suggestions on how these trends can be reversed and what hopes there may be for more authentic and humane outlooks and approaches to come to the fore.

Topics to discuss in our open forum

Materialism

Consumer society

Conspicuous consumption

Admass (an entire economic, social and cultural system dominated and saturated by the drive to consume economic goods

Role of the media

Economic growth

Status

Status anxiety

Inbuilt obsolescence

Alienation and depersonalisation (in the sense of the Frankfurt School, as well as Weber, Paul Tillich etc) – although people who are into the ‘designer trend’ often appear to have inflated egos, their relationship to their lifeworld (homes, gardens, body, etc)  can be seen as estranged, and as individuals they are depersonalised. 

�  Not good environmentally because of the lawn mowing required


�  in the 50s and 60s it was still mainly non-natives, by the 70s natives were becoming popular


�  although it never attained wide mainstream appeal, confined aminly to the small ‘counter culture’


� as shown on a recent Friday night SBS doco





