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Abstract

Since the beginning of the 20th century, a change has had a pro-
found impact on the western world’s social structure, lifestyle and
cultural experience. It is the rise of consumer society. With the ari-
sing of Fordism and post-Fordism, in the western countries, con-
sumption is playing a prominent role in the socio-economical and cul-
tural life. The scope of consumption expands, and the concept of cul-
ture becomes increasingly prominent in the assessment of commodity
value. At the same time, the symbol system begins to control and
manipulate the consumer interest and fashion. In the above context,
“consumer society” became an important issue in the western culture
study. Western scholars and theorists made a sharp reaction to the
situation, they started the research and criticism of current capital-
ism society on the platform of “consumer society”, Western Neo-
Marxists also paid great attention to the project. They analyzed and
criticized the problems related to consumption from various angles
and formed the distinct theories of consumer society.

A selection of representative individuals are chosen here inclu-

ding Adorno, Marcuse, Fromm, Lefebvre and Baudrillard, first
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three of whom belongs to Frankfurt School. Through the abstrac-
tion, analysis and comparison of their main ideas, the book will out-
line the main part and development of the consumer society theory of
Western Neo-Marxism, and evaluate its gains, losses and practical
significance. Generally speaking, there are three critique dimension-

? “everyday life” “sign”, and a research

alities including “alienation
steering from Modernism to Postmodernism.

First, through the reflection of modernity, the Frankfurt School
criticized the alienation in consumer society, and built the initial form
of the consumer society theory of Western Neo-Marxism. Inheriting
the commodity fetishism of Marx, alienation of Lukacs, and cultural
criticism of Gramsci, the Frankfurt School saw the consumer society
as the results of alienation, merchandise and instrumental rationality
spreading in consumption area. They combined the research of con-
sumer society with the critique of modernity, and exposed its decep-
tion on mass and repression of human nature.

Adorno mainly criticized the consumer society from the perspec-
tive of “mass culture”. In his view, the commodity logic and the
laws of the market spread in the field of culture, resulting in the for-
mation of cultural industries. Cultural products as the same with
other merchandises are made through the assembly line, forming the
mass culture. The mass culture is identical, standardization, modu-
lar and homogenization. It loses the spirit and independence which
are due to the culture, and takes the attitude of the recognition and
obedience to the existing order. Through the ruling class’s manipula-

tion of cultural industries, the whole capitalist society forms a uni-
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form system from the economic to the political and cultural fields,

Marcuse was one of the Western Neo-Marxists who definitely
and early used the word “consumer society”. In his view, the con-
sumer society is affluent but also pathological. First, technical
rationality controls the activities of leisure entertainment etc. It be-
comes the new ideology and ruling form of consumer society. Sec-
ond, evolving technology, the strong logic of commodity and con-
sumption completely undermines the traditional forms and infrastruc-
ture of culture. The culture loses its function of subversion and re-
sistance, and is reduced to one-dimensional culture. Third, the con-
sumer society continues to manufacture and to meet a variety of false
needs, which is the root of alienation. Fourth, through the suppres-
sion of eroticism, the consumer society expands its domination deep-
ly to people’s instinct and language areas.

Fromm’s criticism of consumer society is unique. Using the of
Freud’s psychoanalysis, he analyzed the phenomenon, reasons and
elimination channels of alienation in capitalist society. The Aliena-
tion in consumption areas are mainly manifested in three aspects:
alienation of the relationship between people with goods as well as
other people; commercialization of people; consumption turning from
means into purposes. Consumption alienation established on the sur-
vival means of possession-oriented, and it is the result of avoiding
psychological mechanism in modern capitalist society. In order to
eliminate consumption alienation, advocate humane and healthy con-
sumption, the government should take the responsibility, should re-

strict right of the shareholders and operators of big companies, and
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set up consumer organizations with the fighting spirit.

All the above shows that the Frankfurt School retained the va-
lidity of modernity critique discourse, and criticized the consumer so-
ciety in the mode of alienation. They followed the thought of “pro-
duction—consumption”, and analyzed the problem of consumption
from capital operation. They thought the consumer society as an or-
ganic system composed by the economic, political and cultural area,
which is analyzed macroscopically from the system perspective. What
they have done is groundbreaking, and their critical theory consti-
tutes one of the metatheories of Western Neo-Marxist cultural stud-
ies. However, there are still many defects. First, Adorno and others
has adopted a totally negative attitude on mass culture, which under-
estimates the public’s critical consciousness and subject spirit. Sec-
ond, the critique of science and technology was overly simplistic,
Third, Marcuse and Fromm have been strongly influenced by Freud-
ism. They focused too much on people’s instinct and desire, so their
theories appear abstract, lack of actuality and historic. Fourth, their
criticism of consumer society was more based on the alienation logic
of humanism, which reflects the bourgeois humanists’ utopian
fantasy.

Second, in the context of everyday life, Lefebvre opened up a
major steering of consumer society study. He defined the new capi-
talist society after World War [I as “Bureaucratic Society of Con-
trolled Consumption”, which contains two meanings, One, it means
that consumption replaces production as the core of the new society

development and domination. Two, it means that everyday life is
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