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This proposal will outline my future dissertation topic; I will be investigating in depth the motivation behind our desire to own endless amounts of commodities and how capitalism drives us to live in an endless cycle of purchasing excess amounts of unnecessary things. Through the work of Sigmund Freud, Platos theory of moderation (via “the Republic”) and the theory of wanting mind in Buddhist religion as well as various papers written by professors and thinkers and art created by Barbara Kruger to investigate desire and how we strive to achieve enlightenment through the ownership of commodities and how capitalism is the over lord in our society. As someone who suffers with anxiety I have found myself many times seeking comfort in a shopping trip, which is what sparked my interest in this topic.

Desire

First comes desire, a human instinct that goes back as far as our first existence, starting as the basic desire to survive as early homosapiens to now, as modern beings, the desire to shop and spend and fill our lives with possessions. 

“When we measure our self-worth by how well we succeed in meeting our desires, we organise around always striving to have more of whatever it is we want”
(Phillip Moffit, 2011) 

Buddhists note that today’s society runs on the notion of more, more possessions, more relationships, more money and more rooms in our homes, it is known to them as “wanting mind”, which is driven by desire, aversion and anxiety, and this term I will investigate further. We are fueled by wanting more, it drives the motivation for us to work so that we can afford our desires, survival almost takes a backseat when lined up next to our wish lists, owning things is a reflection of ourselves. Desire is seen as a sense of lack, when we desire something it is because we feel that we are missing that aspect in our lives, this leading us to believe that ownership will fulfill us which results in a never-ending cycle of purchasing and a permanent sense of lack in ones life, wanting and desire is self-inflicted suffering. 
Nirvana is the Buddhist term meaning ‘enlightenment’ which is what I believe we achieve when we obtain a new commodity. Freud analyzed briefly the notion of nirvana in his Beyond the pleasure paper published in 1920, what Freud points out is that the peace that is achieved after ceasing to desire something can be closely related to death, a peaceful final conclusion feeling. When this is contemplated, it seems absurd that fulfilling a want and no longer desiring brings us a feeling reminiscent of death, but when put into the context of shopping it does in fact make sense. This idea when transferred to shopping is that it is not in fact the climax of owning the item that we desire, but the relief from having acquired it and no longer being haunted by the desire for that item.
So if we were able to repress our desire for commodities, would that lead us to a true feeling of inner peace? However, the journey to resist the need for objects could prove to be mentally futile, repression changes a possibility of pleasure into a source of pain, resisting to buy something you want leads you to not be able to stop thinking about it and it feels like torture, it manifests into an obsession until you own it.

“A man’s Self is the sum total of all that he can call his” (William James,1890)  

Something that also drives out desire is advertising, which I will discuss further for my third key word, capitalism. If we lived in a world where we saw no advertising, no billboards and had no advertisements in the middle of our daytime TV, then our infatuation with products would perhaps be much less, but it is what fuels the world. Our endless struggle to fill up our wardrobes and homes allows the bourgeoisie to live comfortably and maintain control over our society, powerful companies watch from their skyscrapers as everyday people clamber to flaunt their wealth on what they own, and not only that, we value commodities on what they are on the surface, rather than the labour that was expended to produce it which is what Marx spent much of his life studying and theorizing.

Commodities
A commodity by definition is a raw material or product of agricultural labour that is then sold to the public, it ranges from coffee to water, the premise of Marx’ work is that the capitalists take control over our necessities in order to profit from them. This definition in current society now also translates to anything we own, from clothing to cars, the commodities we own become an extension of ourselves, as people we also fall into illusions, people are measured not by the number of their bank balance as that is something that we cannot see, wealth is measured by what someone owns. If we were to see a man driving a Lamborghini, we would immediately fall into the belief that he must be living such a fulfilled life, yet perhaps behind the product that man could be crippled by debt, but we are ironically blinded by what we do see. Beneath the surface of what surrounds us in our homes, what we purchase can often communicate our aspirations and needs, and often personalities, it is fascinating that we spend our lives laboring for our pay slips, we count the days until our bank sum goes up before it inevitably goes down, near the end we sum up our lives by the assets that surround us, if an individual were to be on their death bed in their huge mansion surrounded by expensive possessions they would consider themselves successful, whereas if someone were to be near death in a near empty one bedroom home, they would then pass believing they had died a poor man, even if they had a healthy sum in their bank. The illusion of ownership contributes to how we measure our self-worth, as stated below by Belk;
“If possessions are viewed as part of self, it follows that an unintentional loss of possessions should be regarded as a loss or lessening of self” (Belk 1988 : 142)
There is a term known as the endowment effect which dictates that we place extra value on an object based on it having been or is ours, this is something that we grasp at a very young age, a childs favourite toy has more value to them simply because they possess ownership of it, and we would often be upset if it had been taken away from us. This is something that festers in us as we age, what we own increases in value because it is ours and only ours, which is often why people who experience burglaries or house fires often feel as if they have lost a part of themselves, because of loss of possessions. How can something as simple as a commodity develop so much significance in our lives that if it is taken away it is as if a loved one had died, or even part of ourselves?
“My house is not “just a thing”. The house is not merely a possession or a structure of unfeeling walls. It is an extension of my physical body and my sense of self that reflects who I was, am, and want to be.” (Lollar 2010 : 263) 

A study conducted at Tilburg University showed that people who wore an expensive item of clothing such as perhaps Ralph Loren or Tommy Hilfiger were instantly perceived as wealthier and of a higher social class compared to those who wore non-branded clothing, the results yielded that those who wore the luxury clothing were more successful at getting pedestrians to complete survey handouts and more likely to be given a job (Nelissen & Meijers, 2011) This further shows how we judge one another on what is owned and flaunted in front of one another, my investigation will delve even deeper into our infatuation with commodities.

Capitalism
Capitalism is the final word for my investigation society is ruled by capitalism, the bourgeois. What is forgotten is a massive part of capitalism is the human labour behind it all, relating to commodities greatly, social relations exist between commodities instead of between people, people are grateful for the commodity over who labored to create it, and this is where Marx began to point out the flaws in our economy and how it is ruled.

“It has converted the physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the man of science, into its paid wage labourers” (Marx 1848:9)

It is often questioned what would happen if we were not ruled by capitalists, many argue that it would be an incredibly even playing field, however if we minus the capitalists we therefore minus the employers from the equation, do we need to be ruled over in order to progress in our lives and careers? Capitalism and commodity fetishism go hand in hand, we feed the never ending hunger with our desires for what we don’t have; one of the ways this effects our society is via the fashion industry, in particular, the fast fashion industry. There are now more fashion seasons than ever before and clothes have become disposable, when someone buys an item of clothing they are grateful for the garment but shed no thought as to the labour that it cost to produce and often laborers in the fashion industry work in harsh conditions on very low wages, with most of our clothing being produced in LEDC’s (lower economically developed countries) such as Bangladesh. 

In 2013 there was a devastating factory collapse in Bangladesh where thousands of Nike merchandise is produced, killing 1,100 and injuring 2,500, now of course these accidents occur all the time in all industries but what is most disturbing about this incident is that both Nike and the Bangladesh government had been informed that the structure was not built for heavy machinery, which of course is what’s used in clothing production. The drive for profit was so prioritized that peoples’ safety was ignored and resulted in a disaster, this is where the curiosity on this key word peaks, even though the danger was known, the compulsion of wealth and profit is so great that even if people are killed, the capitalists continue to create products and we continue to invest, why do we do this? Eventually this system will waver, everything is produced by the proletariats, therefore they should reap the benefits of their labour rather than it being over ruled by a class that do not produce the product. 

Desire, commodities and capitalism all keep each other functioning, you cannot have one without the other, they fuel one another and keep our society in an infinite loop. During my dissertation, I wish to investigate every aspect of what keeps companies running and why our hunger to be surrounded by objects is never fulfilled, we constantly want more, nirvana is never achieved. I will explore how our obsession with commodities begins from childhood and how Platos allegory of the cave actually explains consumerism, the inhabitants of the cave see shadows and begin to believe that is what is the reality, but when one breaks free and realizes that the shadows are an illusion whereas the objects are reality. I believe this relates greatly to how we experience capitalism, we are told by advertisers and industry that we need more, we need to buy constantly, much like the shadows that are shown to the prisoners, then we discover that this constant cycle of surrounding ourselves with commodities in fact makes us miserable, just like when the prisoner that breaks free and realizes the shadows aren’t real, he questions his existence and his fellow cave dwellers label him as imprudent which is exactly what would happen if someone stood up and stated that we don’t need objects to be happy.

Dissertation Question:
“Why do we desire to measure our wealth in what we own? Advertisers target us from children so that we become slaves to the capitalist society in later life, an investigation into our materialistic society fueled by desire and the bourgeois.”
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