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Proposal 
Within this piece of research in preparation for my dissertation, I will be exploring the meaning behind my three keywords which are: materialism, consumerism, and advertisement, mainly in relation to graphic design. I have always been interested in the socially normalized overconsumption of products we don’t truly need, whether to fit in within our social groups or create a false sense of happiness and momentary boost of serotonin when purchasing yet another product that has been pushed down our throats by the endless advertising, we consume every day. I want to explore just how much advertisement affects our focus on materialism and how as a society we managed to feed into the endless consumerism. I believe the three words I have picked out truly focus on what I want to delve deeper into, after completing research on those words I will decide upon a final question which will be the topic of my later dissertation. 

Materialism 
Materialism by today's standard definition can be defined as “a preoccupation with or stress upon material rather than intellectual or spiritual things” (A. M. Schlesinger, Jr.) or in the philosophical sense: “: a theory that physical matter is the only or fundamental reality and that all being, and processes and phenomena can be explained as manifestations or results of matter” (Merriam-Webster, scientific materialism). Materialism is present and shown through the advertisement that contribute to it, that we see daily, trying to convince us that through professionally made posters, billboards, etc. advertisement we should buy a certain product, but more precisely, that we actually need it. Firstly, to give materialism context we need explore its idea in a philosophical and historical matter, although somewhat differing from today's meaning and effect of materialism on society it is important to explore its roots.
[bookmark: _Int_GZodytrq]Looking at Karl Marx’s as well as partly Hegel’s theory of ‘Materialism’, specifically ‘Historical Materialism’, it suggests and proposes the idea that society and its key elements that rule us such as religion, morality, and law were the product of over productivity of the current (at the time) economy, drove from the production of material goods or commodities in order for the society to survive drove a social change and therefore a creation of the institutions as stated previously (Karl Marx, 1859). He suggested that although what was inherently thought as beneficial to society - the production of goods to help the population survive, soon underwent a change which he viewed as a problem, the amount of goods surpassed what society needed and due to this it led to more advanced economy, for countries or states to trade those good with others, creating a merchant class and the exploitation of the created working class in order to sell goods for profit, and therefore losing its main goal being survival and changing it into a product of profit and wealth for those who can afford it. To this day we can the evidence of this, owners of retail chains exploit workers for minimum wage whilst they get richer and richer just to produce items which we have an overflowing amount in the market, one of those examples would be Tesco’s with a net worth of £21.06bn (The Guardian, 2020).
Furthermore, when looking at Karl Marx’s ideology and general materialism we must look at ‘commodity fetishism’, Marx proposed that once, as stated previously, the production of goods becomes greater than necessary, beyond the need for survival leading to merchant class is where the fetishization of goods/commodities starts, this transforms those goods that are being sold into nothing but a means of wealth and profit. As stated by Marx himself “autonomous figures endowed with a life of their own, which enter into relations both with each other and with the human race (P. 165)”, this is when these products become much more than intended, suddenly they are not only a way of gaining and exchanging wealth but showcasing the wealth and in a way, our worth as people - these items become us, and we become them as we start to identify with what we own.
‘Commodity Fetishism’ is very present even in the twenty-first century, we as a society bring much more meaning and depth to objects and products than we were supposed to, we have fetishized most commodities as we started to identify with our possessions like the cars we own, the clothes we wear, etc. Such items are controlling who we are and because of this, we became more and more materialistic, whether to express ourselves or show status. Evidence of this in modern society can be seen in advertisements even in one of the biggest companies of our century, as we can see in figure 1. Apple has fetishized phones, laptops and computers etc, giving it more meaning for greater wealth gain, through their slogan of “Think Different” when purchasing their products, we are not only buying a new phone for its use but also to showcase the superiority that comes with owning such products, by labelling ourselves with our ‘iPhones’ and their slogan we have created a sense that we are just like the product presented, smarter, different, outside the box etc which feeds into the idea of today's materialism and the need to have these objects. 

[image: ]
(Figure 1. Apple logo with their famous slogan, 1997-2002.)

Consumerism 
[bookmark: _Int_lVPjNnUn]Consumerism, the second word of the dissertation proposal, is defined as “the protection or promotion of the interests of consumers.” or “the preoccupation of society with the acquisition of consumer goods.” by the Oxford Dictionary (2019), linking closely to the previously discussed word: ‘materialism’, for consumerism to be able to take place, materialism, specifically the fetishism of commodities must take place first as without it the fascination and obsession over material goods would not be as significant as it is in today's society. To understand consumerism more closely, especially when in relation to advertisements and its design, we need to look at the correlation between consumerism and identity.
To be a part of consumerism, we must first be consumers, which all of us are, with that role we are given a choice: we purchase something, or we do not, whether the choice is manipulated by external forces such as advertisements does not change our application of self-identification onto the goods we purchase. As stated by Bauman (1998) cited by Barry Smart (2010) identity and consumerism or consumerist society go hand in hand as both are fluid and ever-changing, whether due to the cause and effect of the consumer society on identity or the other way around. It proposes that since identity is unstable and in a constant change and ‘development’, through the purchase of goods we are able to create a stable sense of self that we have chosen/created, this, in reality, is very temporary as products and goods themselves are changing and are in-fact also temporary. To keep up with this we purchase more goods, creating a higher market as companies and businesses in reaction to this produce more products catered to us which we buy into to maintain our ‘fashioned’ state of identity, creating an ever-lasting cycle of rising consumerism, materialism, and production of commodities. We can see the evidence of this in popular fashion brands, looking at Zara specifically and their advertising it is clear that they are trying to sell us an image that we think we can recreate with the purchase of their goods, in Figure 2.1 and 2.2 we are presented with professionally photographed (Maisel,2017), conventionally attractive models to display Zara’s commodities, creating a strong idea of identity within their brand and product, which we, as consumers, will want to be a part of at least on some level.
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Figure 2.1 Zara advertisement campaign shot by Steven Maisel, 2017
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Figure 2.2 Zara Advertisement campaign shot by Steven Maisel, 2017    


To further understand consumerism and its relation to art and design it is important to look at the designs created by artists as a commentarial response to the consumerist society, Barbara Kruger being a perfect example of this. Barbara Kruger, born in New York, 1945, is a conceptual artist who tackles and critiques social and cultural topics through bold thought-provoking art, leading to inspiring one of the biggest clothing brands of right now: Supreme – founded by James Jebbia. In Figure 3., apart from the iconic red and boldness of the piece we are presented with clear text which is the main message of the artwork” I shop therefore I am”, this is a take on the French philosopher, Rene Descartes’, famous line ”Cogito, ergo sum” (Discourse on the method, 1637) which translates to ”I think therefore I am”, we can see that Kruger has taken the philosophical quote and turned it into a critique of consumerism, relating back to the fetishization of commodities and the process of which we have become accustomed to identifying ourselves with the things we purchase and them providing us a sense of self as they showcase who we are. When looking at the artwork we can see the strong relationship between that (commodity fetishism) in the interpretation of her work, saying that because we shop, we exist, through the purchase of goods we are who we are, buying or ’shopping’ for our identities and sense of self. This is an excellent piece as not only does it commentate on society but provokes the viewer to analyze whether they are themselves, with their own identities, or just vessels for the purchase of goods, in order to create a ’fashioned’ and ’maintained’ sense of self-identity.  

[image: ]
Figure 3. Untitled (I shop therefore I am) by Barbara Kruger, 1987.


Advertisement 
The last word of the dissertation proposal that will be explored is ‘advertisement’, defined as “a notice, picture or film telling people about a product, job or service” with given examples such as a television, online, or a newspaper advertisement, by the Oxford Dictionary (2010). To understand the effect of both consumerism and materialism we need to understand advertising first, as it is the key contributor to the sale of commodities and its persuasive techniques that make the consumers believe the items they are viewing need to be bought, whether to keep up their sense of identity or to elevate it and develop it further. The best way to give an insight into this, is to view the effects of advertising and how it has had such a success in the way we, as a society, been so easily manipulated into consumerism. 
Advertisements rose in popularity closely around the time that occupations in advertising started to become available (16th- 18th Century), with the rise of this it was soon discovered how advertisements can be manipulated to steer the public into buying the product and producing higher sales, whether causing positive or negative effect, the increase in sales was and still is clear, proof of this can be seen in a Harvard Business Review article: “We found that 59% of new-product advertising tests showed a positive impact on sales, compared with - 46% of the tests for established brands.” (M. Abraham and L.M. Lodish, 1990) showing that advertisement is beneficial to brands and businesses, therefore, it would not be a surprise if advertisement would still be used when socially claimed as a negative. No matter what the opinion on advertising is, it is impossible to disagree with or ignore the fact that we are constantly bombarded with constant advertisements, from morning to night we have no choice but to view them, whether to watch the morning news, listen to the radio on the way to work, walk around town, scroll through social media or try to listen to music on YouTube. Research has been done by Paul Inman, 2022, showing that we view a large amount of ads daily, much more than expected: “We’d wager not many of you, so you may be surprised that the average consumer in modern-day Britain is exposed to well in excess of 5,000 such messages on a daily basis”. 
Whether brands want to admit it or not, advertisements are made to sell something, usually always through a false narrative, an unrealistic representation of real-life and how our life can be with the purchase of the commodities displayed, as said by Jay Chait in an article ‘Illusions are Forever’, 2009 cited by Goldie Hayko, 2010, we have “become so accustomed to their messages we often “have trouble seeing things in our own natural way” which comes as no surprise as when met with an estimated 5,000 adverts a day and heavily filtered media it is impossible to not be affected by it, even when we try to ignore it or stop viewing it, we are not able to fully not encounter the manipulation and lies in the advertisements. Furthermore, as said by Richard Pollay, 1986, and cited by Goldie Hayko, 2010, “Advertisements are designed to “attract attention, change attitudes, and to command our behaviour” which is why they have such a vast effect on who we are as people, we have lost a sense of thinking for ourselves in terms of product purchase, not by choice but by being manipulated by it since birth, and due to the materialistic and consumeristic society it is hard to steer away from it, especially when commodities provide us sense of self. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the three words I have investigated have presented and given insight into how truly complex the world around us, in relation to advertising, is. From reading the works of Karl Marx as well as Barry Smart, concentrating on his statements on consumerism and materialism, it is clear how society has undergone severe changes in the way we view commodities, from the production of goods being created for the purpose of helping society survive to creating a merchant class where commodities became a way to showcase and trade wealth, as well as using the working class as a way of increasing personal wealth. This has then led to society viewing products as much more valuable than they are, attaching themselves to the products they own (commodity fetishism), leading to creating a consumerist society where society has lost a sense of true self and instead became the objects they purchase. Advertisement plays a huge part in both consumerism and materialism, feeding into what people want – more goods to identify with, and as a result creating a higher market, as sales have increased sales for brands and businesses it quickly became a very popularised part of society and media.  Of course, all advertisements, whether highly manipulated or not are executed by artists, photographers, graphic designers, etc. hired by wealthy corporations in order to manipulate the viewers into purchasing the goods – even if that is not the goal or interest of the artist, and in critique of this, artists have come out with art that commentates today's society and the way we view and treat goods as well as how they affect us, such as Barbara Kruger whom I focused on. 

This had let me onto the decision of having my final dissertation question be “Is it possible for the art of advertisement to exist and be created without contributing to consumerism and materialism?”.
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