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Abstract: In response to climate change projections, scientists and concerned 
citizens are increasingly calling for changes in personal consumption. How-
ever, these calls ignore the true relationship between production and con-
sumption and the ongoing propagation of the ideology of overconsumption. 
In this article, we draw from Western Marxist theorists to explain the ideol-
ogy of overconsumption and its implications for addressing global climate 
change. Drawing from Herbert Marcuse and Guy Debord, we illustrate how 
production drives consumption, how advertising promotes false needs and 
excess, how these power relations are concealed, and how they undermine 
social and ecological well-being. Specific to climate change, continued wide-
spread support for increasing levels of production and economic growth 
will undermine efforts to reduce carbon emissions and limit global warming. 
Given the relationships between production and carbon emissions, effective 
mitigation efforts will require significant systemic changes in work, produc-
tion, consumption, advertising, and social norms.

Keywords: advertising, climate change, consumption, degrowth, economic 
growth, production, work

o

In October 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) released a special report stating that “rapid, far-reaching and 
unprecedented changes in all aspects of society” are necessary to 
keep Earth’s average surface temperature within 1.5 degrees Celsius 
above preindustrial levels (IPCC 2018). This resulted in copious news 
articles and opinion pieces discussing what needs to be done to heed 
the IPCC’s call. Many of these articles focused on changing individual 
behavior, specifically in terms of personal consumption. For example, 
a CNN article highlighted “what consumers can do,” listing changes in 
personal transportation (e.g., buy a hybrid car) and housing (e.g., buy a 
more efficient air conditioner), among others (Mackintosh 2018). How-
ever, these “solutions” overlook how increases in efficiency are in many 
cases offset by increases in consumption (York et al. 2011; York and 
McGee 2016). This suggests that it is not only what we buy that matters 
but how much of it. Some authors, such as Stephen Leahy (2018) in 



i Diana Stuart, Ryan Gunderson, and Brian Petersen

200

National Geographic, acknowledged this, arguing that reducing material 
consumption would reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. This is 
rational given the evidence showing how the production of material 
goods translates into GHG emissions (Burke et al. 2015; Jorgenson and 
Clark 2012; York et al. 2003). However, all of these solutions focused on 
consumption choices involve a critical assumption: that consumption 
drives production.

Does consumption drive production? Neoclassical economics 
portrays production as responding to consumer demand—that there 
is “consumer sovereignty.” However, as illustrated by Allan Schnaiberg 
(1980), evidence contradicts this relationship and supports the Marxist 
notion of structured consumption, where the profit-seeking behav-
ior of firms drives increases in production and, secondarily, worker-
consumers play a key role in keeping aggregate consumption high to 
maintain the growth of the economic system. He explains that con-
sumption “cannot be treated as independent of the changing structure 
of producer power and producer technology,” and therefore there are 
“limits to a consumption oriented environmental reform policy” (ibid.: 
161). Schnaiberg (ibid.: 192) concludes his analysis by stating that “con-
sumption cannot be the leading factor in the expansion of production. 
Increased consumption may permit expanded production, but it does 
not generally cause it.”

Scholars before Schnaiberg (ibid.) reached the same conclusion. 
Contradicting the economic theory that “it is the marginal consumer 
who determines the direction of production,” Max Weber (1978: 92) 
argued that “given the actual distribution of power, this is only true 
in a limited sense for the modern situation. To a large degree, even 
though the consumer has to be in a position to buy, his wants are 
‘awakened’ and ‘directed’ by the entrepreneur.” In his popular book 
The Affluent Society, John Kenneth Galbraith (1958: 136) famously put 
forth his notion of the “dependence effect,” which posits that increased 
consumption is driven by increased production and the artificial desires 
created through advertising: “wants thus come to depend on output.” 
A more precise way to model the relationship between production and 
consumption in capitalist societies was abridged by the Marxist econo-
mist Anwar Shaikh in a recent interview: 

firms engage in production (create supply) on the basis of short-term prof-
itability. To produce, they must buy raw materials, hire workers, purchase 
investment goods, and distribute dividends and interest to their owners and 
lenders. So profit-based decisions to create supply generate the demand for 
raw materials, and through the payments of wages, dividends, and interest, 
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generate the consumption demand.  At the same time, long-term profitabil-
ity regulates investment demand. In other words, profitability regulates both 
supply (production) and demand. (2020: n.p., emphasis in original)

The subjective aspect of this profit-mediated relationship between cap-
italist production and consumption was described well by the Marxist 
phenomenologist Enzo Paci:

In an affluent society . . . men become consuming animals or a commodity 
which consumes those commodities that abstract capitalism needs to have 
consumed. From the very beginning, capitalism has put aside use-value in 
order to produce commodities needed not by consumers but by exchange-
value. . . . The [consumer of the affluent society] is forced to become a 
machine for preestablished consumption. Eventually, he spontaneously 
desires what capital wants him to desire, even alienation, on every level 
of life. (1972: 436–437, emphasis in original)

Given this relationship, the critical questions become how does a 
person unknowingly become a “commodity which consumes” and why 
do many people continue to believe they wield the power to address 
climate change (and other issues) through their consumption choices? 
In addition, how is that people do not recognize that widespread over
consumption,1 perpetuated by overproduction, is the root driver of 
global climate change?

Exploring these questions illustrates the importance of ideology. 
While ideology is often used in the generic or neutral sense of being 
related to ideas, beliefs, and worldviews, we draw from Marx’s “neg-
ative” conception of ideology and focus on ideas and practices that 
conceal systemic contradictions (Larrain 1979, 1983). Marx and Engels 
(1977) famously argued that social problems do not result from the 
wrong ideas, but that a distorted consciousness, or a “false conscious-
ness,” results from a contradictory reality, or, more specifically, ideol-
ogy’s center of gravity is in taken-for-granted practices structured by 
institutions, and this social reality conditions, and gives context to, ideas 
and beliefs.

The Marxist conception of ideology has been applied primarily to 
explain why workers willingly accept an alienated existence, involving 
low wages and demeaning work, rather than revolting to create a system 
where they can have a liberated and satisfying existence (Langman 
2015). Because we live in an “upside-down world” (Marx 1981: 969), 
our seemingly “immediate” understanding of reality is often based on 
ideological assumptions (Marcuse [1964] 2013). For example, ideol
ogy affirms the existence of a historically contingent and exploitative 
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organization of labor as natural and normal: “A fair day’s wage for a fair 
day’s work” (cf. Marx 1976: 675–676; Larrain 1983: 127–128). The ruling 
class, benefiting from the labor of others, perpetuates ideas that mystify, 
elude, and deceive workers into falsely believing that they benefit from 
the current system, can move up in the system, and have freedom in 
the system, as well as that no other system is possible. As described by 
Herbert Marcuse ([1964] 2013: 145), this represents a “false conscious-
ness responding to and contributing to the preservation of a false order 
of facts.”

Similar ideologies serve to create the worker-consumer of monop-
oly capitalism, who has become essential for sustaining high rates of 
production and economic growth. Raoul Martinez (2017) describes 
strategic decisions aimed to create worker-consumers. For example, 
following industrial disputes in 1919 and a surge in socialist and anar-
chist supporters, US industry leaders decided to reduce the chances of 
a worker rebellion by giving workers increased wages, bank credit, and 
more leisure time—all for the purpose of encouraging increased rates 
of consumption. They believed increased consumption would more 
than offset increased wages and would serve to pacify workers, dis-
tracting them with material pursuits and deterring labor rebellions. In 
this way, workers are made into “a commodity that consumes”—a key 
cog keeping the treadmill of production increasing in scale and speed 
(Schnaiberg 1980). Their unknowing work to keep the treadmill going 
depends on a lack of consciousness about their role. But how is it that 
individuals do not recognize how they are being used for this purpose?

Ideology conceals the role of the consumer and the drivers of 
overconsumption. Producers (capitalists/owners) rely on consumers 
for increasing economic growth and use ideology, primarily communi-
cated in the form of advertising, to create willing subjects. These sub-
jects keep consuming because they believe increasing consumption 
results in increased happiness, consumption is part of the “good life,” 
consumption relates to their identity and status, and they “need” cer-
tain commodities to address dissatisfaction. In addition, the message 
that consumers have total freedom and power in their consumption 
choices supports the notion of “voting with your dollar” and address-
ing problems through changing consumption patterns. Thus, con-
sumption becomes the answer to many social issues and a convenient 
answer for those profiting from increased consumption. This relates 
to environmental issues including climate change, where consumer-
oriented approaches do little to address the ongoing production driving 
us toward ecological collapse. These messages continue to conceal 
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that capital is perpetuating overconsumption for the irrational end of 
self-accumulation, keeping consumers on the treadmill of consumption 
to reap increasing profits.

Before outlining the article, we clarify two points to avoid mis
understanding. First, we agree that societies must strive for “sustainable 
consumption” (Lorek and Fuchs 2013), yet we identify how this goal 
relates to changes in production. One goal of this project is to explain 
overconsumption so it is not interpreted as an independent problem 
disconnected from the larger political-economic system. Second, 
we are primarily interested in the structural drivers underlying over
consumption in overdeveloped countries among skilled, blue-collar, 
and “middle”-class worker-consumers (e.g, professionals and managers), 
as well as the corporate and ruling classes. We do not conceive of 
overconsumption as a blanket problem, seeing as much of the world is 
in dire need of more consumption. Yet it is a problem in overdeveloped 
countries, where most of the consumption of material and energy 
resources is to satisfy unnecessary wants.

These relationships demand a deeper examination, especially in 
terms of climate change. In this article, we illustrate how theorizing 
overconsumption as an ideological form helps us to understand how 
contradictions are concealed, who benefits and who loses from contra
diction concealment, and why people are not resisting the system 
driving us toward ecological collapse. Our primary contribution is 
revisiting, integrating, and updating an old line of thought—Western 
Marxist analyses of the relation between production and consumption 
in late capitalist societies—in order to shed new light on a contempo-
rary issue, that is, the problem of overconsumption in the face of climate 
change. To understand overconsumption as ideology, we first examine 
the work of midcentury Western Marxist theorists who witnessed the 
rise of consumer culture. These theorists clearly identified and articu
lated overconsumption as an ideological form. We then turn to the 
ideology of overconsumption today and relationships to climate change. 
Last, we discuss how production and labor could be transformed, along 
with advertising, to create a society that produces less yet is more ratio-
nal and liberated. By addressing the drivers of overconsumption, society 
would have a better chance of keeping global temperatures within the 
IPCC’s 1.5 degrees Celsius limit.
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Overconsumption as Ideology

The Western Marxist Thesis

No intellectual tradition has done more to connect consumerism to 
ideology than “Western” or “critical” Marxism, which, when com-
pared to Soviet or “scientific” Marxism, is usually more attentive to 
subjectivity, the process of social reproduction, ideology, and culture, 
more open to “bourgeois” thought (e.g., Nietzsche, Freud, Weber), more 
pessimistic, more Hegelian, more philosophical, and less deterministic 
(Anderson 1976; Gouldner 1980; Jay 1984). A common focus in this 
tradition is how the domination of exchange value over use value—
roughly, how the imperative to produce for profit making is antithetical 
to the qualitative, concrete utility of material things rooted in authentic 
human needs and wants—has extended into leisure, private life, and 
the public sphere in monopoly capitalist societies via advertisement 
and mass media, thereby pacifying workers with cheap enjoyments and 
even structuring perception and cognition. This transformation of con-
sumption, in relation to larger changes in the structure of capitalism, was 
a central concern of the Frankfurt School, including Herbert Marcuse, 
Max Horkheimer, and Theodor W. Adorno (for a review, see Kellner 
1983), as well as the French Marxist and Situationist Guy Debord.2

In addition to Horkheimer and Adorno’s (2002) notion of “the cul-
ture industry,” which uses “image and spectacle to manipulate people 
into social conformity and into behaving in ways functional for the 
reproduction of capitalism” (Kellner 1983: 67), we principally draw on 
two concepts from this line of thought that help to illustrate consum-
erism as a form of ideology in the wider context of social structure: 
Marcuse’s “false needs” and Debord’s “spectacle” (for comparisons of 
Debord’s spectacle thesis and the Frankfurt School’s critical theory, see 
Gotham and Krier 2008). Next, we briefly summarize the concepts of 
“false needs” and the “spectacle” in terms of their role in driving over-
consumption and then more broadly to explain how overconsumption 
as ideology is created and reinforced in society.

Marcuse’s “false needs” refers to needs “which are superimposed 
upon the individual by particular social interests in his repression” 
(Marcuse [1964] 2013: 5). Although the notion of false needs, because 
it is contrasted with “true needs,” has been criticized for its elitism and 
universalism (for review, see Fitzgerald 1985), the concept sheds light 
on the external, manipulative, and structurally necessary expansion of 
desires characteristic of monopoly capitalism, a form of social control 
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that perpetuates growth and the existing social order. Marcuse argues 
that the vast majority of modern consumption takes place to satisfy 
manufactured false needs. Critical to this argument is how the expansion 
of needs “perpetuate a system whose continuation impedes the fulfill-
ment of individual and social needs and potentials” (Kellner 1983: 68).

Debord’s “spectacle” refers “to the vast institutional and techni-
cal apparatus of contemporary capitalism, to all the methods power 
employs, outside direct force, to relegate subjects to passivity and to 
obscure the nature and effects of capitalism’s power and deprivations” 
(Best and Kellner 1999: 132). The two arenas commonly associated 
with the spectacle are mass consumption and mass media. It is difficult 
to disentangle the media from “consumer culture,” as images are usu-
ally commodities and commodities are peddled through images. For 
example, the distinction between news and entertainment is indistin-
guishable or, at best, fuzzy in an “infotainment” society (Kellner 2003). 
Further, the effects of the spectacle in these two arenas are interrelated:

The spectacle is the notion that all human relations are mediated by images 
from advertising, film and other sections of the mass media, driven towards 
controlling people’s activities and consciousness. The need for the produc-
tion and consumption of commodities (both material and cultural) is ensured 
by the reign of the spectacle, which is the enemy of a directly-lived and fully 
human life. (Barnard 2004: 106–107)

Indeed, Debord (1983) describes the spectacle as “the moment when 
the commodity has attained the total occupation of social life” and 
a “permanent opium war which aims to make people identify goods 
with commodities” (§§42, 44, emphasis in the original; see also 
§§65–69). The spectacle “sings the praises . . . of commodities and 
their passions” (§66).

Below we outline the ideology of overconsumption as described 
primarily by Marcuse and Debord, but also draw from Horkheimer and 
Adorno’s (2002) critique of the culture industry. We draw from these 
authors’ work from the 1940s to the 1960s, as they were witnessing 
changes in production, consumption, and advertising that illuminated 
how overconsumption ideology was becoming a powerful and domi-
nating force in society. Below we describe key components of this ideol
ogy and how it is propagated. We will briefly outline (1) why capitalist 
production requires increasing consumption and consumers; (2) how 
media and advertising promote increasing levels of excess consumption 
to benefit the ruling class; (3) how this strategically manufactures false 
needs and overconsumption; and (4) how increasing overconsumption 
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undermines social and ecological well-being while simultaneously 
deceiving worker-consumers, suppressing consciousness and power.

Articulating the Ideology of Overconsumption

Capitalist production requires and therefore creates increasing rates of 
excess consumption. While the standard explanation is that produc-
tion increases to meet the needs of consumers, “in reality, a cycle of 
manipulation and retroactive need is unifying the system ever more 
tightly” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002: 95). Without increasing levels 
of consumption, “the established mode of production could not be 
sustained” (Marcuse [1964] 2013: 246). To support capitalist produc-
tion, the individual must become a consumer who buys more and 
more, “redefined by the rationality of the given system” (ibid.: 12). As 
explained by Horkheimer and Adorno (2002: 106), 

the consumers are the workers and salaried employees, the farmers and the 
petty bourgeois. Capitalist production hems them in so tightly, in body and 
soul, that they unresistingly succumb to whatever is proffered to them.  

In this way, the individual is transformed into a consumer who helps 
to perpetuate the capitalist system and the “[m]odern economic pro-
duction extends its dictatorship extensively and intensively” (Debord 
1983: §42).

To increase rates of consumption, media is harnessed to advertise 
goods and create false needs. Through advertising, individuals are sub-
jected to the “manipulation of needs by vested interests” and instructed 
“to behave and consume in accordance with the advertisements, to love 
and hate what others love and hate” and to fulfill “false needs” (Marcuse 
[1964] 2013: 3, 5). Similar to Marcuse’s description of false needs, 
Debord (1983: §51) discusses the propagation of “pseudo-needs,” which 
serve to increase wealth for the ruling class: “the satisfaction of primary 
human needs is replaced by an uninterrupted fabrication of pseudo-
needs which are reduced to the single pseudo-need of maintaining the 
reign of the autonomous economy.” Debord (ibid.: §67) describes how 
advertising creates consumer celebrities, displaying “enthusiasm for a 
given product, supported and spread by all the media of communica-
tion.” The line of one-way communication through advertising becomes 
a force of widespread deception, where “every new lie of advertising 
is also an avowal of the previous lie” (ibid.: §70). Advertising changes 
individuals’ perceptions of themselves and their status, compelling them 
to buy products to address their dissatisfaction, and “dissatisfaction itself 
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becomes a commodity” (ibid.: §59). Even when individuals know they 
will not be fulfilled, they still consume: “the triumph of advertising in 
the culture industry is that consumers feel compelled to buy and use its 
products even though they see through them” (Horkheimer et al. 2002: 
167). The widespread propagation of false needs increases wealth for 
the ruling class, and advertisements serve to “mediate between the mas-
ters and their dependents” (Marcuse [1964] 2013: 85). False needs are 
repressive, and overconsumption has become part of, and reproduces, 
the “material base of domination” (ibid.: 246).

The deceptions of false needs also relate to false notions of free-
dom and attaining “the good life” (ibid.: 49). While “the good life” 
is about freedoms, these are “deceptive liberties [such] as free com-
petition at administered prices, a free press which censors itself, free 
choice between brands and gadgets” (ibid.: 7). This false liberty hides 
the repressive domination of the ruling class. Debord (1983: §§47, 48, 
56) describes this deceit as the “consumer illusion,” living a “counterfeit 
life,” and a “spectacular sham.” Freedom is an illusion and “false choice 
is in spectacular abundance” (ibid.: §62). Buying more or different 
things also offers “false models of revolution to local revolutionaries” 
who believe that through their purchasing choices they can change 
the world. The lie that consumers are free and can attain “the good 
life” results in false notions of satisfaction and a “pacified existence” 
(Marcuse [1964] 2013: 242). However, “the good life” always remains 
out of reach, as “the culture industry endlessly cheats its consumers out 
of what it endlessly promises” (Horkheimer et al. 2002: 111).

While this deception goes unnoticed by the majority of people, 
they unknowingly feel its impact. Most people “cling to the myth 
of success” and “insist unwaveringly on the ideology by which they 
are enslaved” (ibid.: 106). As Marcuse ([1964] 2013) explains, over
consumption becomes a way of life, a part of personal identity, and a 
sign of success. It is no longer questioned, and “the result is the atrophy 
of the mental organs for grasping the contradictions and the alterna-
tives” (ibid.: 79). Unfortunately, Marcuse explains, the nourishment 
from increasing unnecessary consumption is not the same nourishment 
required by the human soul. This results in what Debord (1983: §42) 
calls “alienated consumption.” Living for consumption, as opposed to 
consume in order to live, degrades our lives and produces isolation. 
The consumer accumulates “alienated products” and ultimately “feels 
at home nowhere” (ibid.: §§31, 30). In this way, Debord (ibid.) explains, 
overconsumption creates alienation and misery. The consumer is alone, 
surrounded by alienating products, and is imprisoned by the spectacle.
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The ideology of overconsumption masks the irrationality of the 
capitalist system of never-ending production, consumption, and 
destruction. As Marcuse ([1964] 2013: 52) explains, “the insanity 
of the whole absolves the particular insanities and turns the crimes 
against humanity into a rational enterprise.” He further explains that 
truly rational responses would be to refuse to cooperate in the cycle 
that continues to result in negative outcomes. Similarly, in his essay 
titled A Sick Planet, Debord ([1971] 2004) specifically addresses the 
environmental impacts of this irrational system. Years before climate 
change became a prominent environmental issue, Debord (ibid.: 85) 
claims that capitalist production is now in “its final stage” and “what 
is now produced, directly, is death.” He discusses the helpless role of 
scientists, studying ecological destruction while powerless to change 
the system, and concludes by stating that “the slogan ‘Revolution or 
Death’ is no longer the lyrical expression of consciousness in revolt: 
rather, it is the last word of the scientific thought of our century” (ibid.: 
93; emphasis in original).

Overconsumption Today

Marcuse and Debord, writing in the middle of the century, clearly artic-
ulated the ideology of overconsumption that has now grown to become 
so ubiquitous and normalized that it is largely invisible in today’s soci-
ety. While there are numerous books and articles documenting the 
extreme levels of consumption today, here we briefly describe recent 
trends, focusing on the United States—arguably the global leader in 
overconsumption and propagating the ideology of overconsumption—
and then direct our attention to the implications for climate change.

Over the twentieth century, as they increased their disposable 
income, American families spent a larger share on luxury and what Clair 
Brown (1995) calls positional goods: those material items purchased as 
a means to mimic the spending of wealthier families. The US now has 
more cars than licensed drivers (Worldwatch 2018), and since 1973, US 
homes have increased in size from 1,660 to 2,740 square feet on aver-
age (HUD 2015), despite having fewer people per household. Credit 
card debt in the US has reached the highest level ever, with the average 
household owing $16,883, and total credit card debt in the US is over 
$1 trillion (Dickler 2018). Increased spending on unnecessary items and 
the spread of “conspicuous consumption,” as Thorstein Veblen (1912) 
called it, has been largely driven by advertising.
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In the US, total expenditures on advertising have risen to over $240 
billion annually, up from $180 billion in 2015 (Statista 2019). Not only 
has advertising greatly increased in recent decades, but public poli-
cies have shifted, enabling greater advertising reach. For example, in 
1984 the Federal Communications Commission removed limitations on 
advertising to children, and in 1988 President Reagan vetoed a bill that 
would have reinstated them (Molotsky 1988). Child-directed advertising 
is ubiquitous (Schor 2014). This advertising furthers the fulfillment of 
false needs while bringing more US citizens into debt and unhappiness.

Material wealth has raised standards of living, but not necessarily 
well-being. Studies have shown a negative correlation between con-
sumption and well-being (Lee and Anh 2016). The proportion of house-
holds with two incomes has increased in the US, with measurable 
increases in consumption, but this has also led to decreased leisure 
time and increased economic insecurity (Schor 1998). People focused 
on materialism have a lower quality of life (Shaw 2002) and increased 
levels of envy and a sense of inequity, leading to anger and dissatisfac-
tion (Sirgy 1998).

Overconsumption in the US has direct and indirect impacts on 
climate change. The US is responsible for less than 5 percent of global 
population but uses a quarter of global fossil fuels (Worldwatch 2018). It 
should be noted that not all US citizens use fossil fuels equally: Thomas 
Piketty and Lucas Chancel (2015) estimate that Americans in the top 
1 percent income bracket emit over 300 metric tons of carbon dioxide 
equivalent per capita, compared to 20 metric tons for the average 
North American and well above the 6.2 global average. This fossil fuel 
use, along with the growing levels of energy and materials used to 
support the “American lifestyle,” results in increasing levels of GHG 
emissions and the intensification of the impacts of climate change. As 
other countries increasingly attempt to emulate the “American lifestyle,” 
these trends in production, consumption, and GHG emissions continue 
to spread globally (Worldwatch 2018).

Production, Consumption, and Climate Change

At the 1992 Earth Summit, former US president George H. W. Bush 
declared, “The American way of life is not negotiable” (quoted in Mar-
tinez 2017). This quote exemplifies the US response to climate change, 
which has included a strong and successful resistance to any policies 
that might reduce production, consumption, and economic growth. 
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Economic growth became an overt policy priority for the US starting in 
the 1950s (Victor 2010). This growth is measured by the gross domes-
tic product (GDP), which adds up the market value of all goods and 
services produced. GDP in the US has increased on average about 
3 percent each year since World War II.

However, GDP has been identified as a highly problematic indi-
cator of progress and well-being (Victor 2010). Several key issues with 
GDP have been identified: it does not distinguish between costs and 
benefits; it only includes flows of money, not stocks of resources; it 
fails to include activities with no market value; and it does not provide 
information on how wealth is distributed (O’Neill 2011). Alternative 
indicators have been created that take these issues into account, such 
as the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) and the General 
Progress Indicator (GPI). Applying these indicators illustrates how GDP 
growth can continue to increase while the ISEW or GPI level off or 
even decrease (Daly 2013). In other words, increased production does 
not translate into increased social well-being. Richard Easterlin and col-
leagues (2010), among others, have shown that economic growth that 
goes beyond satisfying basic needs does not lead to increased happi-
ness. Daniel O’Neill (2011) argues that GDP is a “quantitative abstrac-
tion” that undermines qualitative goals, such as social and ecological 
well-being.

A critical relationship, in terms of climate change, is that GDP is an 
index of production and is also our best index of total resource through-
put; therefore, increasing GDP translates into an increase in energy 
and material use (Daly 2013). Data illustrates a positive relationship 
between GDP and GHG emissions (Dietz and Rosa 1997; Jorgenson 
and Clark 2012; Stern 2006; York et al. 2003). This makes sense since 
GDP correlates with material production, including carbon: globally, a 
GDP growth of 1 percent equals a 0.6 percent growth in material use 
(Wiedmann et al. 2015, cited in Kallis 2017), and a 1 percent increase 
in GDP equals a 0.5–0.7 percent increase in carbon emissions (Burke 
et al. 2015, cited in Kallis 2017). Two climate scientists, Kevin Anderson 
and Alice Bows (2011, 2012), conclude that reductions in economic 
growth are necessary to effectively address climate change. In other 
words, the reductions in GHG emissions necessary are not only incom-
patible with continued economic growth but demand that we reduce 
growth below current levels. As described by Samuel Alexander (2014), 
to stay within the carbon budget wealthy countries must cut carbon 
emissions by 8–10 percent a year over the next few decades, a task 
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that will require reducing production and consumption. In other words, 
decarbonization requires shrinking total resource use.

In order to reduce GHG emissions and stave off catastrophic cli-
mate change, production and consumption must be reduced below 
current levels. This makes sense in terms of “ecological overshoot.” 
Our current use of natural resources and energy already surpasses bio-
physical limits (Daly 2013; Jackson 2009); therefore, overdeveloped and 
overconsuming societies must contract their economies. Without this 
contraction, the economy is likely to collapse due to the contradiction 
of continually increasing production on a finite planet (Schmelzer 2016). 
Based on the biophysical limitations of Earth, Timothy Jackson (2009) 
argues it is not a matter of if the economy will contract but when. It can 
happen by choice through new priorities and policies that guide a tran-
sition, or it can happen due to catastrophic environmental crises. Ted 
Trainer (2012) similarly states that global society has overappropriated 
resources and that a transition away from growth is inevitable.

However, as demonstrated through decades of climate change 
denial campaigns and opposition to environmental regulations, there 
exists a powerful ruling class resisting anything that might reduce 
increasing levels of production and profit. In addition, most people 
(especially in the US) accept and normalize the prioritization of eco-
nomic growth. As stated by Jackson (2009: 5), “Every society clings 
to a myth by which it lives. Ours is the myth of economic growth.” 
As ecological economist Herman Daly (2013: 24) explains, it is largely 
believed that “without economic growth all progress is at an end.” He 
counters this belief by asserting that “on the contrary, without growth 
. . . true progress finally will have a chance.”

Given the relationship between material production and GHG 
emissions, society will not be able to stay within the 1.5 degrees Celsius 
target without addressing overproduction and consumption. While 
most scenarios in the IPCC special report (2018) assume industrial pro-
duction as usual and therefore rely on negative emissions technologies, 
the report also contained a scenario with reduced material produc-
tion. As explained by Jason Hickel (2018), this scenario would involve 
reducing global material production by 20 percent, primarily in wealthy 
countries, and would require system-level changes in how society uses 
energy and goods, rather than depending on individual changes in 
consumption.



i Diana Stuart, Ryan Gunderson, and Brian Petersen

212

Countering the Ideology of Overconsumption

Systemic changes that would reduce production and GHG emis-
sions and increase social well-being have already been identified and 
are increasingly being promoted. The strategies we discuss here are 
endorsed by “degrowthers.” “Degrowth” refers to a “socially sustainable 
and equitable reduction of society’s throughput” (Videira et al. 2014: 
59). The term emerged as a political slogan in France and is now an 
“academic paradigm” (Weiss and Cattaneo 2017) and “activist-led sci-
ence” (Martínez-Alier et al. 2011) that makes the following case: perpet-
ual economic growth on a finite planet is impossible and undesirable, 
and overdeveloped countries need to intentionally pursue strategies 
that shrink total economic production and consumption to stay within 
ecological limits and stave off catastrophic climate change (for reviews, 
see Cosme et al. 2017; Kallis et al. 2018; Weiss and Cattaneo 2017). 
Although the three strategies discussed in this section historically devel-
oped prior to degrowth, they are degrowth pathways because they 
would address the structural drivers that require increases in production 
and consumption. Below we briefly examine (1) economic democracy, 
(2) work time reduction (WTR), and (3) advertising regulations as path-
ways to counter the ideology of overconsumption and more effectively 
address climate change.

Economic democracy refers to “a system of governing firms in 
which direct control is redistributed . . . out of the hands of the capital-
ists and into the hands of their workers” (Archer 1995: 69). This means 
that workers have the right to participate in, or have democratically 
elected representatives participate in, decisions that have consequences 
for worker livelihood, including hiring and firing, work and leave 
schedules, work task distribution, the technology and tools used, work 
speed, profit distribution, product quality and quantity, and investment 
(Schweickart 1992: 19–20; Stephens 1979: 23–24; Wolff 2012). In this 
way the capitalist/owner is not using worker-consumers for their own 
benefit, as the workers have power over the means of production. A 
prominent contemporary proponent of economic democracy, Richard 
Wolff (2012), discusses economic democracy as firms in which work-
ers serve as their own board of directors, that is, worker cooperatives, 
which he calls “Workers Self-Directed Enterprises.” Degrowthers sup-
port economic democracy because they believe it creates conditions 
favorable to shrinking throughput in a socially desirable way (e.g., Boillat 
et al. 2012; Johanisova and Wolf 2012).
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Others have made similar arguments (Bayon 2015: 191; Johanisova 
and Wolf 2012: 565; Wolff 2012: 133–134), including Debord ([1971] 
2004: 86–87), who asserted that the environmental crisis required rad-
ical democratization: “our environment has become a social issue, and 
that the management of everything has become directly political, right 
down to the herb of the fields and the possibility of drinking water.” 
A central limitation that economic democracy must address moving 
forward, if it is going to be an effective degrowth strategy, is the fact 
that worker cooperatives are conditioned and limited by wider capitalist 
structures and can do little to alter them on their own (Gasper 2014; 
Gindin 2016; Luxemburg 2008: 80ff.; Marx 1981: chap. 27).

Along with democratizing the workplace, work time reduction 
(WTR), or reductions in the total amount of time spent in paid work, 
is another strategy that can reduce total levels of production and con-
sumption in a socially desirable way. If the climatic and environmental 
benefits of economic democracy are currently speculative, the benefits 
of WTR are empirically clear: longer working hours are associated with 
increased carbon emissions (Fitzgerald et al. 2018; Knight et al. 2013), 
ecological footprints (Knight et al. 2013), and energy use (Fitzgerald 
et al. 2015). For this reason, WTR is a central degrowth pathway (for 
overviews, see Pullinger 2014; Schor 2015; for critical yet supportive 
discussions, see Kallis 2013; Kallis et al. 2013).

WTR is also associated with numerous social benefits (for reviews, 
see Coote et al. 2010; De Spiegelaere and Piasna 2017: chap. 2). Along 
with allowing for a better work-life balance (e.g., Albertsen et al. 2008) 
and making work less unpleasant (LaJeunesse 2009: chap. 5), WTR pro-
motes well-being by addressing the association between longer work-
ing hours and health issues, such as sleep shortage and hypertension 
(e.g., Artazcoz et al. 2009), as well as the association between longer 
working hours and stress and burnout (European Agency for Safety and 
Health at Work 2009). Most importantly, WTR can reduce involuntary, 
structural unemployment through “work sharing” (LaJeunesse 2009; 
Schor 2015) and increase autonomy by increasing “freedom from the 
economy” (Marcuse [1964] 2013: 4; e.g., Gorz 1994). With clear impli-
cations for climate change, WTR also creates conditions conducive for 
less consumption: “If well-paid, part-time work (say 20 hours a week) 
became the norm there would be less scope for the capitalist to engage 
in exploitative tactics with any one worker. Under the right conditions, 
namely an equitable distribution of material necessitates, the urgency 
of consumption in the private market could be diminished” (LaJeunesse 
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2009: 130). Additionally, fewer working hours also gives people more 
time needed to adopt lifestyles with lower impact as “low-impact activ-
ities are often more time-consuming” (e.g., driving vs. biking/walking) 
(Schor 2015: 196; see also De Spiegelaere and Piasna 2017: 35). WTR 
would in theory be applied to all citizens and all workers, for example, 
through standardizing a 20-hour workweek that includes benefits. 
Adding a universal basic income could also help to alleviate inequality 
and make a transition to reduced working hours more just.

Although WTR has numerous documented and potential environ-
mental and social benefits, Knight and colleagues (2013: 694) remark 
that reduced working hours could conceivably increase environmental 
impacts because increases in leisure time could be spent doing more 
energy-intensive activities (e.g., shopping, vacations via auto and air, 
leaving the home more). Therefore, we recommend pairing changes 
in productive processes via worker cooperatives and WTR with adver-
tising limits and regulations. In a negative assessment of the notion of 
degrowth, which is criticized for its ambiguity and potential ineffec-
tiveness, Jeroen C. J. M. van den Bergh (2010: 3) is skeptical of the 
idea that consumers will, in large numbers, voluntarily reduce con-
sumption, arguing that “only looking at shopping malls, television, roads 
and airports should make one very skeptical about this.” With Richard 
Howarth (1996), he argues that advertising often represents a social 
cost and recommends regulating the advertisement of “dirty” and status 
commodities in particular.

Advertising regulations are also supported by degrowthers (Cosme 
et al. 2017; Hickel 2018). Advertising regulation may also be a vehicle 
for beginning to undermine the ideology of overconsumption. Serge 
Latouche (2015: 120) argued that “denouncing the aggression of adver-
tising” is a “starting point” for stepping out of the restricted imaginary of 
late capitalist societies. Marcuse ([1964] 2013: 245–246) similarly stated 
that “the mere absence of all advertising and of all indoctrinating media 
of information and entertainment would plunge the individual into a 
traumatic void where he would have the chance to wonder and to 
think, to know himself . . . and his society.”

Any impactful and socially desirable changes would require inter-
related changes in production, consumption, and consciousness. 
Thus, worker cooperatives, WTR, and advertising limits, among other 
degrowth strategies, should be pursued together. For example, one 
reason Sébastien Boillat and colleagues (2012: 602) support economic 
democracy on environmental grounds is there would be no structural 
imperative to advertise to meet manufactured “needs.”
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There are significant political and social barriers to these changes. 
This includes the decades-long decline of the labor movement, a 
movement necessary for the success of WTR and economic democ-
racy (Gunderson 2018). An important discussion moving forward is 
how to revive or renew the labor movement (e.g., Bryson et al. 2011; 
Moody 2017). To revive the labor movement in a way that addresses 
climate change and fights against the ideology of overconsumption, we 
recommend continuing attempts to align the labor and environmental 
movements (Cock 2014; Foster 1993; Gould et al. 2004; Obach 2004; 
Jakopovich 2009); push for a shorter workweek; and experiment with 
economic democratic models that pursue strong ties with trade unions 
(Gindin 2016; Wolff 2012: 173ff.). These strategies and transformations, 
while not impossible, face many challenges.

Conclusion

In response to climate change projections, scientists and concerned 
citizens are increasingly calling for changes in personal consumption. 
However, relying on individuals to change their consumption choices 
to reduce GHG emissions ignores the true relationship between pro-
duction and consumption and the ongoing propagation of an “ideology 
of overconsumption.” We applied the work of Western Marxist theo-
rists, primarily Marcuse and Debord, to conceptualize this ideology of 
overconsumption and its implications for addressing climate change. 
We illustrated how production drives consumption, how advertising 
promotes false needs, and how these power relations are concealed 
while undermining social and ecological well-being. Specific to climate 
change, continued widespread support for increasing levels of produc-
tion and economic growth will undermine efforts to reduce GHG emis-
sions and limit catastrophic warming. Given the relationships between 
production and GHG emissions, effective mitigation efforts will require 
significant systemic changes in work, production, consumption, adver-
tising, and social norms.

A focus on individual consumption changes as a solution to cli-
mate change represents a dangerous distraction from what is truly 
necessary and diminishes support for more effective mitigation strat
egies (Hagmann et al. 2019). In light of the IPCC’s (2018) call for “rapid, 
far-reaching and unprecedented changes in all aspects of society,” the 
growing evidence linking material production to GHG emissions, and 
the articulation of the ideology of overconsumption outlined above, it 
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becomes clear that “rapid, far-reaching and unprecedented changes” 
are critically needed in production and consumption. One contribution 
of this article is revisiting the case, in the context of climate change, 
that overconsumption in overdeveloped countries is an outcome of 
the profit-driven expansion of productive mechanisms. Examining the 
ideology of overconsumption reveals the fallacy in placing the onus of 
change on individual “consumers” who will force producers to follow 
their lead. These strategies will not be effective, as those benefiting from 
increasing levels of production continue to encourage and promote 
overconsumption. In other words, whenever one rhetorically asks, “Do 
we really ‘need’ all of this?” in reference to a megamall or consum-
erist lifestyles, the answer is yes, so long as capitalism lumbers on. 
Overconsumption is a necessary and secondary byproduct of capitalist 
production. Thus, sustainable consumption requires structural changes 
in the political-economic system as a whole, a point forcefully made by 
Schnaiberg (1980) decades ago.

While Western Marxists were generally pessimistic about the possi
bilities for social transformation to liberate the “advanced” capitalist 
countries from useless toil on the one hand, and overconsumption 
during “free time” on the other, Marcuse offers some affirmative guid-
ance for moving forward, prescriptions that are in line with degrowth 
and economic democracy. In addition to radically expanding leisure 
time (see Marcuse 1955), Marcuse calls for transforming work and pro-
duction, leaving behind forms of oppressive and stupefied labor that 
simply create “profitable waste” (Marcuse [1964] 2013: 242). He argues 
that we need new institutions that let “individuals work for themselves 
and speak for themselves” and that society requires a “redefinition of 
needs” to identify and put aside false needs as well as freedom from 
repressive advertising (ibid.: 206, 245). Marcuse states that “the unrealis-
tic sound of these propositions is indicative, not of their utopian charac-
ter, but the strength of the forces that prevent their realization” (ibid.: 4). 
However, he also explains that, while challenging, social transformation 
in these terms is not impossible:

All the material and intellectual forces which could be put to work for the 
realization of a free society are at hand. That they are not used for that pur-
pose is to be attributed to the total mobilization of existing society against its 
own potential for liberation. But this situation in no way makes the idea of 
radical transformation itself a utopia. (Marcuse 1970: 64)

The critical task entails revealing the irrationality of the system to those 
who remain transfixed by ideology.
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Notes

1. Overconsumption refers to the use of resources beyond what is sustainable. 
This can be in the terms of withdrawals or additions (Schnaiberg 1980). For withdraw-
als it means extracting more resources than can be replenished, and for additions it 
means adding more than can be absorbed. While there is likely a critical threshold or 
carrying capacity at which the human population is seriously impacted, this is difficult 
to determine.

2. There are other figures associated with the Frankfurt School and the Situationist 
International who theorize overconsumption as a form of ideology. For example, a brief 
passage from The Revolution of Everyday Life, written by Situationist Raoul Vaneigem 
and Donald Nicholson-Smith (1994: 70), embodies the general contempt for consumer 
society: “Work to survive, survive by consuming, survive to consume: the hellish cycle 
is complete.” An early member of the Frankfurt School, Erich Fromm (1955: 122) also 
investigated the ideology of overconsumption in numerous works, arguing that monop-
oly capitalism has transformed consumption from a meaningful, concrete act neces-
sary for survival to “the satisfaction of artificially stimulated phantasies, a phantasy 
performance alienated from our concrete, real selves.” These and related figures, like 
Thorstein Veblen (1912) and Marcuse’s student William Leiss (1988), are excluded only 
to limit the length of the article.
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