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To What Extent Can Consumption Be Ethical?

As time has progressed, we as people have conformed to the social and political standards of consumerism. We live a lifestyle that is on the go and because of that, some would argue that we do not have the time to slow down and do the basics such as making ourselves a cup of coffee, a packed lunch or a home cooked meal thus the creation of fast-food industry is created. The industry is fast, cheap and convenient to those with a busy schedule or do not have the necessary skills to create a simple dish that can sustain them through the night. The point of this essay is to discuss how consumption can be ethical. This can be achieved by looking and the pros and the cons of mass consumption as well as assessing what is a consumerist society and the benefits of consumption. To understand consumerism, it needs to be coupled with concept of classification. Erik Erikson defined classification as “entails dividing objects, people, animals and other phenomena according to socially pre-established categories or types” (Eriksen, 1995: 220). Diving people into class systems in our society can corollate with the consumerism. The higher one’s class is, the more financial freedom they have and because of this freedom, the more of a consumer they are. “The higher the individual's class position, the more likely is he to express some saving aspirations. Conversely, the lower his class position, the more likely is he to mention spending only.” (Martineau, 1958:128) Just as Martineau has highlighted, those of a lower income are less likely to spend large sums of money and will seek to purchase goods which are often cheaper than their high-end counterparts. How does compare to ethical consumption? The average annual salary in the UK is estimated to be £27,600. With raising wages, the higher the demand for products such as coffee on the go from corporate companies such as Starbucks. The demand for coffee from western countries or first world countries means that companies need to find farmers from third world countries to grow and produce the coffee beans which has created controversy due to the little wage coffee farmers are paid for their labour whilst corporate companies sell these products at an astonishing price and making a large profit of off the farmers in south America and Africa. In the past ten years, coffee producing nations have seen their profits fall from 1/3 of the total revenue to about 1/10 of the total revenue. While wholesalers and retailers continue to sell at a profit, the dollars lost in the drop in profit has been borne almost entirely by the farmer” (Murphy, M. Dowding,J.T:2015) The profiting of coffee corporations caused an outrage from campaigners and consumers. These companies were profiting from manual labour and not paying the farmers enough to help them get out of the state of poverty. Due to this, Fair Trade and its philanthropy were introduced as a way of perhaps not entirely getting coffee farmers out of a state of constant poverty but a state which the growers were receiving more money out of their labour and most importantly, the consumption of coffee was coming from a fair and ethical place. 
	Fair Trade was introduced in the 1960s, but the Fair-Trade Foundation in the UK was founded in the year 1992 as way of helping those in disadvantages countries nevertheless as time has passed, questions have been raised on whether Fair Trade is a charity but more of a brand or even a status symbol as for it is seen as a way for individuals to elivate and redeem themselves which is enacting cultural capitalism. This can be seen with companies that practise fair trade such as Starbucks whose mission statement read “to inspire and nurture the human spirit – one person, one cup and one neighbourhood at a time.” (Starbucks:2017) looking at this statement in a critical point of view, it is very consumer (and individual) biased. It is okay spend £2.50 on a cup of coffee but the consumer knows they could have made that cup of coffee at home for perhaps less than 60% of the price but it is okay, the coffee at Starbucks is feeding into the grater good. One cup, is literally saving the poor children in Africa by giving their father a little bit of more money than the coffee from non-Fair-Trade jar the consumer is effectively rewarding themselves by paying into profit of the cooperation by believing that they are somewhat saving those in the undeveloped world. Fair Trade is often targeted at all people from all different class backgrounds but tends to focus more on reaching the white middle/upper class individuals to not only give back but also make them feel less guilty for their white privilege and even by supporting Alternative Food Networks such as purchasing food from the farmer’s market as for it is seen as a better thing to do than buying meat from a supermarket which is also sourced from a farm, but the animals may be treated unjustly. Buying from AFN alludes to the idea that products are healthier, organic and AFN are deemed to be more trust worthy. Consumers purchasing from AFN or buying organic and fair-trade foods from the supermarkets tend be of a white working-class background.
One could argue that fair trade is for a niche market. This market tends to be consumers who are aware of the exploitation that many men, women and children face thus they are willing to spend the money. “To them, the quality of the goods they buy is enhanced by the assurance that foreign workers have not been brutalized producing them, and they are willing to pay a bit more. This, however, relegates fair trade products to a “niche market” that will never, by its nature, appeal to the mass of price-conscious shoppers.” (George:2017) The unappealing is due to the rising costs of not only fair-trade foods but also foods that are non fair-trade due to the rising cost of living within a lot of first world countries and it may be seen as selfish but some would rather turn a blind eye for the moment not because they do not care but due to the economic circumstances that are presented to them. If fair trade is quality, some people are accepting of having that might be less quality and cheaper so long as they get by. 
	Starbucks goes by saying their products are fair trade which is indeed true but also mildly misleading as for 8.5% of Starbucks coffee is certified as fair trade whilst the rest is said to be ethically sourced. This can be argued to be a form of greenwashing in order to better the company’s public image and present it as environmentally friendly.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Fair Trade has often focused on labour within their visual economics in order to grasp the attention of the consumer as well as making the consumer feel as though they are serving a purpose by buying a box of tea with a poor African woman whom is smiling at her produce. This conveys that the labourer is happy with their work even though it is difficult, and they are working in the scorching heat with a small break but that’s okay, its fair trade thus that poor African woman is happy, and she will be happier if you purchase more tea. “as semiotic intermediaries situated between consumers and producers of fair trade goods, they are, in essence, indispensible in creating the meanings of fair trade” (Goodman et al:2011) This means that companies affiliated with the fair trade are aware of the importance visual economies which aid the purchasing of the product. The consumer sees the visual, feels inclined to purchase as for it is helping the individual in the packaging. This is also form of one to one interaction but with that said, fair trade packaging has begun to leave the concept of the labourer and shifted its more to the idea of scenery and not the poor south American coffee farmer. Scenery is more enticing and less of a guilt tripping manoeuvre but also the consumer is made to feel as though they are maintaining the scenery and the environment that is depicted and by doing so, the quality is maintained. We as humans are more likely to purchase something if it is aesthetically pleasing to the eye and often we can judge the quality based on the packaging “How consumers perceive the subjective entity of products, as presented through communication elements in the package, influences their choice and is the key to success for many FMCG products’ marketing strategies.” (Dobson and Yadav:2012) product packaging matters to the consumer as numerous companies are aware of this and even those who want to do good such as fair trade. The consumer would want to be attracted to scenery rather than facing or being called out in a way for their privilege head on by buying tea due to the face of the non-economically advanced person of colour on the box.
	Mass consumption is fed into the human mind 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Whether it is influences from television, radio, newspaper and even the internet, we as a people in the western world or developed nation as some would say, are just prone to the latest items in order to elevate our status or even (as popular culture has coined) “Keep up the with Kardashians” so that we have a sense of worth and what gives us a sense of worth or justify us spending conspicuous large amounts of money just because a celebrity has the latest Apple product? Celebrity endorsements are key to mass consumption. We are more likely to purchase something because a sports celebrity or reality television personality that we follow on social media has endorsed the item “celebrity endorsements work better than others due to a natural match between the celebrity and the product in terms of cultural meanings and images.” (Kamins et al.:1989) this means that celebrities who tend to be involved in charities and organisations such as UNICIEF, are likely to use their social influence recruiting people to support other organisations such as fair trade and others that interested in ethical production of not only food but also ethical technology and fashion tendencies. Often these tendencies are to benefit the environment with people shifting from cotton but materials such as hemp.
	Individuals who believe in ethical food production are likely to buy items such as bread and meat from a market as for those items are deemed to be more ethically produced in the idea that the person who made the bread is not being paid below minimum wage or the meat is not contaminated by going through various handlers and more likely to be organic which leads to this become somewhat of a niche market. “The fracturing of consumption has created various market niches that include a demand for a form of food that is define as being “organic”” (DuPuis:2003) but a large number of people are unaware that organic food is produced in large quantities in order to meet the demands. when talking about Post-fordist ideology and the consumer, DuPuis also states in the same article as quoted above “The consumer, in this framework, is either a victim of false consciousness or is part of an elite class of people who eat particular organic products as a way of displaying their cultural capital” (DuPuis:2000) the display of cultural capital can often highlight someone’s social standing and values. The idea that organic food is better for you due to its price also highlights the ignorance of both groups of consumers who either display their cultural capital or aspire to reach the capital of those above them. The display of wealth can also be seen through trend setting of certain foods such as organic salad mixes, Kale, and various vegetables that also come with that tag thus creating the rise of super yuppies and need to be seen purchasing organic only products as it marks your cultural capital but also feeds into idea that if you purchase organic foods you’re more likely to be healthy than the person who relied on fast food thus the beginning the era of the ideal body image a young woman should have. “Not only were the success-driven young urbanites helping to shape food tastes, they were also helping to define body ideals in ways that tended toward unprecedented self-surveillance.” (Guthman:2003) In other words. Guthman is saying that the demand of organic mixes meant that yuppies where conscious of their bodies, and the demand of organic goods lead to the strict body management and what they consume validates their capital. In hindsight, you can compare this obsessive food nature with varying trends of anorexia amongst young people but on the other hand, there is no concreate evidence that entirely suggests that anorexia is solely stems from the super yuppie life style. Guthman states “And while anorexia is more a stigma of the privileged, there is no easy mapping of body types on to taste or lifestyle, as Schlosser so flippantly posits.” (2003) 
	The Slow Food Movement aims to promote food that is grown in a minute and rural area. The Slow Food Movement is meant to be ethically sourced and produced through a sustainable manner but these goods often tend to be more costly than those of the ordinary generic foods at the supermarkets thus leading to some people taking issue with the slow food movement and regarding it as elitist and those who often produce Slow Food such as cheese are often hailed or depicted as artisans due to the time and intricacy that goes into making it which can go wrong at times thus making the price higher.
	In conclusion, ethical consumption can continue to grow by educating the public of the pros and cons such as the draconian list that a lot of coffee farmers have to endure in order to make a living whilst remaining somewhat poor. Coffee companies such as Starbucks must make fair trade fairer. There are countries who produce coffee such as Costs Rica whose economy has been boosted by many companies using fair trade whilst other countries which are much economically disadvantaged are left behind. So, this raises the question, is fair trade fair? The answer is somewhat inconclusive. In this example of Costa Rica vs African countries such as Ethiopia or Uganda which happen to be both poorer than Costa Rica due to the lack of fair trade investment in those countries means that the consumer is not really buying from the poor whilst also buying from the poor. Secondly, fair trade is inconclusive when it comes to paying the farmers a fair price for their labour as stated by the University of London “In the most extreme example, Ethiopian coffee, more than 30 per cent of workers in Fairtrade certified production earn below 60 per cent of the median wage, compared with less than 5 per cent of those working in non-Fairtrade certified production.” Cramer et al.:2014) this raises questions on whether all companies using fair trade are being fair and in this case of Ethiopia, some would be earning more money using non fair-trade companies and just produce coffee or even find other jobs with just as much labour but pay a little more, but with this said, fair trade can be a force for good in terms of supporting families. Consumption can be good if people actually want to make a change and not use it as a form of boosting cultural capitalism or trying to mask the white privilege the middle-class families feel, thus purchasing an item out of guilt but not from truly believing in making a change or fighting for a change when it comes to labour and unfair pay farmers receive. Purchasing something in order to look good in front of peers or others around you illustrates a point being proven or the social climb to be more in tune with those of a higher class. Another way consumption can be ethical is through donating unused items such as soup cans to local food banks, donating clothes to charity as well making sure that you need the item you are about to purchase. Researching companies such as Apple Inc. before purchasing their products is ideal, making sure you know what you’re buying into is important as well as making sure that those who have made the products have been well cared and no child labour has been used or exploited. Local foods important and buying locally means the reduction of food miles which also reduces the amount of CO2 being released into the atmosphere. It just takes humility and the will to something good without wanting to benefit from it. 
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