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Introduction:


Consumerism is most certainly watching over you, right here, right now and although you may not be able escape its eternal gaze, its hands are open and they are offering choices never before deemed possible.


In today’s hectic, technological society, the consumer can be subjected to and tormented by the producers’ hypnotic, advertising market 24 hours a day, every day, and from every conceivable angle; furthermore, he or she may not even realise it. But before the panic button is well and truly ‘depressed’ let’s take a moment to discover exactly ‘what’ is the producer selling, rather than ‘how’ they are selling it, and how they are targeting us.


In this paper entitled ‘Producer vs Consumer: The power shift is about to change’, I will be arguing that, under the watchful eye of consumerism, which undoubtedly bears little escape, comes the greatest variety of choice the consumer has ever experienced. In their writings ‘The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception’ from Dialectic of Enlightenment, Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer recognise the power that the producer has over the consumer, the hold capitalism has over the masses, and the influence the state has over the general public. “Capitalist production so confines them [the consumer], body and soul, that they fall helpless victims to what is offered them” (Href1) which is a statement that is still true today, however, in the advent of all new media the choice that is ‘offered them’ is massively more substantial. Adorno and Horkheimer also state that power is taken from the consumer and given to the producer, all freedom of choice has disintegrated and choices are made on the consumer’s part. The relationship is purely one-way “The man with leisure has to accept what the culture manufacturers offer him. Kant's formalism still expected a contribution from the individual . . . but industry robs the individual of his function. Its prime service is to do his schematising for him” (Href1). I will argue that with the new wave of technology in the 21st century, this becomes more of a two-way relationship; more of a consumer fight back. The consumer has the chance to voice his or her opinion and to be heard; for example ‘Interactive Television’ with ‘choose your own adventure’ style films is an example of the power being shifted back to the consumer, albeit to a certain extent.


One of the sources I will reference is ‘The Future of Advertising’ by Joe Cappo.  In this book advertising industry thought leader Cappo offers a provocative analysis of the forever-changing industry along with insightful projections of what is to come. His book offers insights into the future of technology and has useful examples of consumer control.


As well as Adorno and Horkheimer’s work, I will be focusing on the influence Edward Bernays had over the consumer during the early 20th century. This area will be covered in chapter one. Edward Bernays was influential in changing the way the consumer thought in order to impel the masses to buy. He totally revamped ‘advertising’ and gave the industry new direction, never thought of before. By changing the minds and influencing the thoughts of the consumer from a ‘needs’ basis to ‘desire’ he completely altered consumerism during this time into the unstoppable force we see before us today. The ‘needs’ to ‘desire’ concept is studied in chapter two. Producers, the media, and advertisers, since the 1920s, have undoubtedly poisoned the mind of the masses with empty promises and far-fetched dreams of a lifestyle we continually strive for but rarely achieve. Adorno and Horkheimer stated that an advertiser’s product “never fails to reduce to a mere promise the enjoyment which it promises as a commodity” (Href1).


I will be highlighting the changes technology has brought upon us through the 20th century as well as the impact of capitalism and consumerism and what affects these factors had in the continual power struggle. People’s lifestyles change on a day-to-day basis, but none more so than through this period.  Whether we realise it or not, there is a constant sub-conscious battle between consumer and producer, from the days of newspaper advertising through to magazines, radio, television and the internet. We are not only told what to buy, but when to buy it, where to buy it and what we should do with it. In today’s hectic lifestyle the separation between days and nights blur and merge into one. I will focus on how the producer sold his or her product in the past and how he or she has chosen and been forced to change that method through various technological developments. In chapter three, the continual bombardment from the advertiser to the consumer will be covered in more detail.


Chapter four will herald the coming of a consumer fight back highlighting how the consumer has gained some control in the power struggle against the producer. The consumer can now influence world affairs and opinion much more today through technology, than they ever could before. Naomi Klein, in her book ‘No Logo’, hints at ‘movement’ by the consumer that works on a global scale thanks to the internet “This emerging movement even has a major victory under its belt: getting the Multilateral Agreement on Investment taken off the agenda of the organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development in April 1998. As The Financial Times noted with some bewilderment at the time, “The opponents decisive weapon is the Internet. Operating from around the world via websites, they have condemned the proposed agreement as a secret conspiracy to ensure global domination by multi national companies, and mobilized an international movement of grassroots resistance.” The article went on to quote a World Trade Organization official who said, “The NGOs have tasted blood. They’ll be back for more” Indeed they will.” (2001:443)

Chapter five covers a major shift in approach by the media in targeting the masses, broadcast to narrowcast. Old media, and mediums, had to adapt their approach to the consumer in order to survive; radio is a prime example. Shifting from broadcasting to the masses, it now targets the individual and has led the way as a changing medium in this technological evolution. In the past, media was fed to the masses on a global scale ‘ . . . radio was basically a mass medium aimed at every​body with ears. Every program was intended to be watched by every viewer.’ (Cappo 2003: 62). Now, the radio is more finely tuned, broadcast to narrowcast; ‘We listen to radio largely when we are alone. The earphones are on as we stride on the treadmill at the health club or travel to work on a commuter train. The radio is on when we are alone in our cars, listening for news or traffic reports while stalled in a highway traffic jam.’ (Cappo 2003: 63)


As radio has re-invented itself, the consumer is now individually targeted. This is most evident in how listeners experience the medium today. “Families no longer set aside certain hours to listen to radio . . . Radio is no longer a social medium or a mass medium. It is a highly targeted individual and personal medium.” (Cappo 2003: 63) Radio does this to survive; extinction is not an option although many others have perished. This shift from broadcast to narrowcast is an important factor in the continual existence of radio and one that others must surely have to follow. The consumer is now individually targeted; the amount to which they are targeted may have increased but as to what they have been targeted with is more a consumer choice, than the producer.

One of the major ways in which the consumer has their say is through interaction. Technology, the 21st century and indeed the internet has opened great opportunity for the consumer to be heard, to interact and to influence the producer. In this modern day society the media industry has almost taken over. Chapter six covers the many avenues the consumer can offer feedback to the producer. Television has evolved from its dominating passive medium to a truly interactive experience. In 1944 Adorno and Horkheimer quite rightly proclaimed that the television set turned all participants into listeners and was totally a one-way medium. With the invention of ‘Interactive Television’ in the 21st century, the once passive audience interacts with this medium, which feeds and reacts on the consumers input, and has changed the way we perceive television. The foreseen modern day dystopia Adorno and Horkheimer predicted has its benefits after all. More and more channels are offered to the consumer creating a diverse and wide ranging array of topics to entertain and news to inform the masses.

Chapter six covers the Internet. Without doubt the most influential technological advancement of our age. The Internet not only expands and converges existing media but also creates alternatives. The Internet allows collaboration, communication, a greater sense of community, individualism and open content. “The Internet and other telecommunications services make it ever easier, faster and cheaper to communicate” (Href2). We now have the worldwide ‘car boot’ sale known as ‘eBay’ where the rarest and most common products are sold and exchanged at the touch of a button, a fine example of choice. It opens opportunity previously unheard of in today’s ‘global village’. ‘Napster’ created, or at least brought to the forefront, music and file sharing. Even today, its descendents threaten the very existence of many areas of the music industry, in favour of the consumer. ‘Amazon’s’ recommendations based on previous knowledge of its consumers buying habits of videos, music and books are, indeed, true examples of big brother activity but is constantly feeding on consumer input and saves time and money for the consumer.

With this much competition for consumer attention, and companies and producers continually striving for public interest in a 24 hour marketing campaign, there can only be one winner . . . right?

Part One:

Chapter One.

Edward Bernays; Genius or Criminal


This chapter will look at the genius mind of Edward Bernays. The advertising of brands we see before us today evolved from his vision; the vision to sell us products based on our unconscious desires, to sell a feeling, an emotion. Advertising as we know it has been with us for centuries, but the mass consumerism of today is heavily influenced by the mind of Edward Bernays. His evolutionary marketing methods changed the way consumers bought, and thought, forever. 

On March 31st 1929 at the New York Easter Parade a woman by the name of Bertha Hunt lit, what we now know to be, the “torches of freedom”. The press had already been alerted as to what was going to happen and were informed that the act was ‘in the interests of equality of the sexes’. For women to smoke in this age was considered highly taboo. Almost half of the American population, the female population, was an untapped market. What Miss Hunt did not tell reporters and the press was that she was the secretary of a man by the name of Edward Bernays. It was his forethought and insight into the minds of the masses that led the way for mass consumerism. He changed the way consumers thought by changing buying habits from a ‘need’ based society to a ‘desire’ based society. He “showed American corporations for the first time how they could make people want things they didn’t need by linking mass produced goods to their unconscious desires” (‘The Century of the Self’ BBC2, March 31st 2002) He linked products to emotional feelings and made us self conscious of our image and how we wish to be seen by others.

Years later Edward Bernays would wax philosophical about the Torches of Freedom campaign. He said in his memoirs “Age-old customs, I learned, could be broken down by a dramatic appeal, disseminated by the network of media.” Like the behaviourists, Edward might have felt that human beings were infinitely malleable when subjected to orchestrated public opinion, but his insight needs its proper historical context to be understood correctly. What he was really talking about was the erosion of custom by the manipulation of passion. Throughout the century, tradition and morals would prove vulnerable to publicity campaigns, which gave “scientific” justification for succumbing to passion.

The consumer may have been a rational animal, but his or her choices were motivated more often than not by passion and not by reason, and since the vocabulary of passion was nothing if not limited, the advertisers had recourse to the same themes over and over again. “The group mind,” he wrote, “ does not think in the strict sense of the word. In place of thoughts it has impulses, habits, emotions.” Bernays urged advertisers to “make customers” such as any other commodity is produced by transforming the raw material of emotions into habits of consumption. “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” (Href1).

Edward also influenced the method in which products were sold and displayed to the consumer. The department store was a place where products were displayed in an ideal way to influence the consumer to purchase these particular products. In his book, ‘Global Problems and the Culture of Capitalism’, Richard Robins describes that for the rise of consumerism in the United States to occur, buying habits had to be transformed and luxuries had to be made into necessities. He describes numerous ways in which this was accomplished: a major transformation in the meaning of goods and how they were presented and displayed. This included the evolution of the department store into a place to display goods as objects in themselves, a place used to "present goods in a way that inspired people to buy them. The department store became a cultural primer telling people how they should dress, furnish their homes, and spend their leisure time.” (Robins 1999: 454) Advertising was another "revolutionary development" to influence the creation of the consumer.
Chapter Two.

Need to desire


The previous chapter covered the influences of Edward Bernays and his method of advertising to the masses, which is a model very much alive today. His method of converting society from a ‘need’ basis to ‘desire’ is covered here. The consumer may not realise that he or she is under hypnosis. This is advertising’s new frontier: getting people to want to buy what they have never had before. The synchronistic theory was right. Advertising does do a balancing act between mass production and mass consumption, supply and demand. 

Consumerism has a tighter grip over society and the economy today than it ever has. We are compelled by the need to buy the need to consume; the ancient reason of buying for what one actually needs has been dead and buried for sometime now. Today consumers buy because they want the goods, they desire the lifestyle, and they dream the dream. Decreasing in popularity are practical items and here to stay are the luxury items. The invention of credit has allowed the consumer to spend what he or she does not have in order to follow that empty, unfulfilled promise of complete utopia. As early as in 1927 an American journalist wrote “a change has come over our democracy, it is called consumptionism – the American citizens first importance to his country is now no longer that of citizen but that of consumer.” (‘The Century of the Self’ BBC2, March 31st 2002).


Nowadays it seems that the consumers are spending more on having fun, more on inner emotions and feelings, than they are on the fundamental products of day-to-day life. In today’s hectic lifestyle, consumers have less and less free time so if they have an hour or so free in the mornings or evenings then they make the most of that time, they might visit restaurants or go to the gym. Consumers are spending more on the entertainment industry, leisure, and holidays than they are on essentials such as food, drink, household goods, toiletries and medical services (fig 1.1). While the price of these so called essentials has fallen, the prices of all the luxury goods and products has remained high as brand owners have used marketing, advertising and celebrity endorsement to convince consumers that logos and high prices mean exclusivity and quality.

Fig 2.1 – “Overall spending on luxuries has risen a massive 50% over the past decade”  (The Observer, 27th January 2002). 


Today, the identity of the consumer is more likely to be informed by what he or she buys or consumes, rather than what he or she has experienced, learned or encountering. Is it possible at all in this age of capitalism to own or create an authentic and original identity or is identity being undercut by the post-modern phenomenon? Consumer culture has been with us for some time now. Today and surely in the future, its intensity will increase and will have almost taken over. Consumerism is the method by which new capitalism maintains control of its buying public.


As we familiarise ourselves to lives around our television sets, all striving for that media produced image are our choices made for us? Is choice reduced to a brand name? Do we sacrifice self-knowledge for consumerism? Is consumerism, like communism and fascism, a secular religion restricting freedom of choice? Corporate profiteers are quick to substitute the lure of material luxury and consumer gratification for the fading spirit. The “deceived masses are today captivated by the myth of success even more than the successful are. Immovably, they insist on the very ideology which enslaves them” (Href1).

Chapter Three. 
Advertising, the consumer has no escape

Today the consumer is subjected to advertising most of his or her life, throughout the day. Can the consumer use this bombardment to his or her own benefit? Are consumers aware of these subliminal messages?

In 1941 the very first television commercial was aired, nearly 20 years after that of its predecessor, the radio. By the time the Internet was launched in the early 1990s advertising was unavoidable. Wherever you are, whatever you are doing, the producer can, and will, influence you, ‘Films, radio and magazines make up a system which is uniform as a whole and in every part’ (Href1). We can barely escape the influence, through mass media, that advertising thrusts upon our everyday existence. We awake every day to morning television and radio where we are subjected to a barrage of ‘what to buy’ advertisements, from the latest Hollywood blockbuster to the cat food we should buy. The post we receive in the morning is littered with junk mail from personal loans to local supermarket monthly offers. Our journey to work is no safer; how many of us buy a magazine or newspaper to peruse whilst on the bus or a train (on which, of course, we are not granted respite from the advertisers) only to find advertisements hidden within the pages. ‘Advertising becomes art and nothing else . . . l’art pour l’art, advertising for its own sake . . . a quick glance can now scarcely distinguish advertising from editorial picture and text’ (Href1).

If we drive to our destination then the car radio will transmit subliminal messaging in the form of all the latest fads as jingles. How many scrolling billboards will we pass on our journey? Scrolling billboards, display even more for the consumer to digest than the average static display.

At work much of the Western world uses computers’ sending or receiving billions of e-mails from personal to business use. E-mails are sent and received in criss-cross patterns all over the globe and how many of them are advertising something as a footnote? We visit websites and are subject to banner-ads and links to various products.

From our break time, through lunch, home and dinner through to evening relaxation, the consumer is constantly fed with advertising. Mass consumerism is here and is here to stay.


Today billions of pounds are spent in the advertising industry. It is spent on influencing the masses, hypnotising us into a corporate gaze. The goal of the advertisers is to shape consumer desires, aggressively, and create value in products and commodities by saturating them with the power to transform the consumer into a more desirable person. In America in 1880, $30 million was invested in advertising. By 1910 new businesses were spending $600 million on advertising. Today that figure has climbed to well over $120 billion in the States and an astonishing $250 billion worldwide. “In a competitive society advertising performed the social service of informing the buyer about the market; it made choice easier and helped the unknown but more efficient supplier to dispose of his goods”(Href1).


Advertising today cannot be avoided, it is inescapable, wherever you are and whatever you are doing someone somewhere is trying to sell you something. “Something is provided for all so that none may escape; the distinctions are emphasised and extended. The public is catered for with a hierarchical range of mass-produced products of varying quality, thus advancing the rule of complete quantification” (Href1). With this mass influence of advertising to the masses, Adorno and Horkheimer also state that originality is somewhat lacking. They stated that the culture industry and advertising merge as one “In both cases the same thing can be seen in innumerable places, and the mechanical repetition of the same culture product has come to be the same as that of the propaganda slogan” (Href1).



Advertisers and producers are constantly looking for new angles and ways to improve their services to the consumer, albeit to line their own pockets. The consumer, due to technology is now more accessible than ever before. We live in a world of complete communication. This global bringing together of each other’s lives has both positive and negative outcomes. The Internet leads the way in true interaction, but it is only a matter of time before technology influences the way the high street shop sells its product and how the producer will target the consumer. It is only a matter of time before the ‘recommendations’ and buying habits introduced by the personal video recorder and the website company Amazon are implemented into high street stores.
Part Two:

Chapter Four.
The consumer fights back


This short chapter introduces a consumer fight back with the proof of this phenomenon highlighted in the following chapters. Through technological advancements and public unrest comes a wave of ‘resistance’ from the consumer to the producer. Consumers now realise the political power they wield as a collective buying force. This potential has been tested on a small scale by union pickets and grassroots economic boycotts. As the masses tire of the shallow gratifications and empty promises of consumerism, maybe they will turn to large-scale boycotts to control the abusive tactics of corporate policy.

Resistance is growing, and the backlash against the brands has set in. Street-level education programs have taught children in the inner cities, for example, not only about Nike's abusive labour practices but also about the astronomical mark up in their prices. Boycotts have commenced: as one urban teenager put it, "Nike, we made you. We can break you." But there is more to the revolution, as Naomi Klein optimistically recounts: ‘Ethical shareholders, culture jammers, street reclaimers, McUnion organizers, human-rights hacktivists, school-logo fighters and Internet corporate watchdogs are at the early stages of demanding a citizen-centered alternative to the international rule of the brands ... as global, and as capable of coordinated action, as the multinational corporations it seeks to subvert.’ (2001: 332).


‘A growing number of activists believe the time has come for the public to stop asking that some place be left unsponsored, and to begin seizing it back. Culture jamming baldly rejects the idea that marketing – because it buys its way into our public spaces – must be passively accepted as a one-way information flow.’ (Klein 2001: 280)

Chapter Five.

Mass Broadcast to Individuality; Prime time is redefined

Since the technological era of the 20th century, producers have had to re-think their approach to the consumer in order to gain their attention. Communication has never been easier, and with a multitude of mediums available, producers are constantly thinking of new ways to influence the masses. These new ways can only benefit the consumer.

When radio was first introduced to the public it was very much made to appeal to everyone. Families would gather together around the radio and listen to anything that was broadcast. After the invention of the television set, the days of the radio seemed numbered. To avoid extinction radio reinvented itself to target a more individual audience; it changed from broadcast to narrowcast. 

Television is now also re-inventing itself. We now have interactive TV where consumer choice is at its greatest. The advertisers of course will not miss out, wherever there is media, there are advertisers. But even here a greater degree of control is given back to the consumer. “Viewers who want television interactivity get free subscriptions to the service . . . if an advertiser has made a deal with Wink, when its commercial appears on television, a Wink icon appears on the screen, and viewers can click on it for interactivity. The advertiser may offer free samples, do research, offer coupons, and so forth to get the viewers involved.” (Cappo 2003: 168). Of course this is a way that advertisers can target you individually and obtain your money at the same time, but more often than not advertisements are targeted to demographic groups depending on the time of day and the channel on which they appear, so it is altogether more individually appealing.

In the past, a handful of television channels were available in the UK, and even fewer were subject to advertising. Midway through our favourite soap opera or latest movie the entire viewing public saw the latest, new improved advertisement for coffee, washing up powder and running shoes. Through technological advances and the birth of interactive TV, satellite and cable TV, the consumer has been awaken to the concept of individualism. ‘Some [Advertisers] are trying to target their key audiences, . . . A client that wants to reach a male audience to advertise its shaving product can buy time on a network sports programme . . .” (Cappo 2003: 70) In this instance the consumer has been targeted, as an individual on a specific channel, with regard to his or her interest. The consumer chooses to watch these categorized channels within a specific genre, therefore the adverts he or she is subjected to are naturally more appealing to them.


Maybe a small glimmer of hope for the consumer escaping the eternal gaze of the advertising producers comes in the form of the invention of the personal video recorder. This new device offers the viewers a new wave of choice, individualism and maybe a little escapism. With the personal video recorder the consumer’s choice is immense. It actually learns your watching habits; it knows what programmes you enjoy, what films you like, and which actors and actresses you watch the most. Even for the most impatient of consumers the device can even be programmed beforehand to be aware of the previously mentioned criteria.

With this technology comes the opportunity for the consumer to not only record their favourite movie, programme or concert and watch it at a time more convenient to them, but also to omit commercial breaks. They can choose not to view the advertisers products and corporate logos and instead view only the desired programme (a sure sign of the power consumers can gain with this technological advancement). This may lead to more product placement within the programmes themselves, which has been highlighted recently in the movie ‘Minority Report’. This may suggest that the days of the television advert, as we know it, are numbered. It can be argued that the consumer pays TV licensing fees and sometimes even ‘pay per view’ channels so surely has a right to select what he or she is subjected to. This heated debate is one that is sure to continue into the future. Whatever the outcome, the invention of the personal video recorder will certainly give the consumer a little more freedom and a lot more choice and flexibility.

Also with the invention of the personal video recorder ‘primetime’ (covered in more detail later) is redefined. ‘The personal video recorder (PVR) is not a new medium as much as it is a new way for viewers to consume an old medium . . . viewers can program their units to record their favourite programs and watch them at times that are more convenient to them. The PVR’s can accommodate up to 60 hours of programming . . . They can also be programmed to record any show that features a consumers favourite actor, athletic team, hobby or other area of interest.’ (Cappo 2003: 171) Primetime is the time of day producers told the consumer what to buy and the producer decided when primetime occurred. Now the consumer is creating his or her own primetime, which is a time most convenient to them.

Another act of big brother activity comes in the form of loyalty cards. But even here, the consumers should see the benefit he or she is receiving. Small credit size membership cards, allows the owner to join the elite of the fellow consumers pledging allegiance to the corporate image. This is the stores effort to reward your custom by offering savings and discounts in the future, the more you spend with them, the more you are rewarded, or at least that is what we are told. Of course, the trap has been set to keep a watchful eye on our spending habits and in our daze to reach that elusive goal the producer is again rubbing his hands at our ignorance. The loyalty card scheme gives the producer much insight to the consumers buying habits ‘The accumulation of this kind of data . . . can give the retailer intimate knowledge of each customers buying habits. The retailer knows what days of the week the customer shops, whether he or she uses coupons, what flavours and sizes the customer prefers. The retailer knows if the customer is counting calories or fat, has high cholesterol, is a vegetarian, a gourmet cook, or lives on frozen dinners. The retailer knows if the customer has children or pets and whether the pets include cats or dogs – and if the dog has fleas.’ (Cappo 2003: 133). This is an example of just how far the producer will go to gain inside knowledge on the behavioral patterns of the masses. But ask yourself this: if the knowledge they acquire is being used to benefit themselves AND the consumer, is it a bad thing? If the data they compile brings to the consumer more of what they want, more of what sells and less of what does not, then is it not both parties who benefit?

The future of consumerism will be extremely commercial. Consumers will not need loyalty cards. Big brother will have alternate methods of targeting the consumer. Your mobile phone will be advised of what offers lie around the next corner. The microchips in your watch or purse will reveal your location, in what country, which city, on what particular street, and outside which branch of McDonalds you will be walking. The producer will know exactly where you are, where you have been and what you have just bought and will act accordingly. Advertisements, just as many mediums before it, will be individual, tailor-made to suit your individual desire. The billboard you see will target YOU as an individual as you pass its vicinity. This exact scenario is what consumers fear the most and what consumers are excited about the most.

It is true that we have little escape today from the corporate gaze; it is true that consumerism is a movement that seems to be out of control before the consumer has learned how to control it. But also, as technology becomes more powerful so will the individualism of the product being sold. Technology is forever changing and who knows what is around the next corner. As companies, and in particular the producer, strive for consumer attention; their strategies will be more focused and tightly planned than ever before. Because technology is forever changing, existing and new media will have to rethink their methods in order to survive, so the consumer will surely be left with the best of the best, the elite. If it works for the consumer, then it has a right to stay.

The mere existence of ‘prime time’ as we have known it, is a thing of the past. With the invention of television came ‘prime time’ TV. Those times of the day when most families would be huddled around the television set usually after a days work when the family would be eating together and through to the early evening. Between 6pm and 9pm millions of people would stare hypnotised at the television, this was its peak time; this was its ‘primetime’. Through today’s faster, hectic lifestyle, primetime has again been redefined, the consumer is in control of his or hers primetime, it is when it suits them, not the producer.

In the past, advertising companies paid fortunes to advertise between 6pm and 9pm; ‘primetime’ spots, the time of day in which most families would be in front of their TV, therefore subjected to hypnotic television ads. Nowadays in our hectic lives, through technology and the multitude of mediums to which we are subjected prime time “is no longer a ‘time of day’. It’s a frame of mind. Prime time is ‘my time,’ those prized moments when a consumer is tuned in to media and open to content. It may be a train ride, a nightly curl-up on the sofa, a truly engaging TV show, the half-hour in the parking lot waiting for kids’ soccer practice to end. (Cappo 2003: 55) The consumer decides when his or her primetime is according to his or hers lifestyle.

As the television and the Internet converge, the consumer not only has the widest choice of products to choose from, but the wealth of news and information available at his or her fingertips will be immense. Prime time will cease to exist altogether as commercial media will be timeless, forever available as and when the consumer needs it.
Chapter Six.

True interaction offers a glimmer of hope


In forms of communication, society has evolved from the telephone to the radio to the television with the latter two examples very much a one-way communication medium. Adorno and Horkheimer quite rightly stated that the radio is purely a one-way medium, producer to consumer ‘the step from the telephone to the radio has clearly distinguished the roles. The former still allowed the subscriber to play the role of subject, and was liberal. The latter is democratic: it turns all participants into listeners and authoritatively subjects them to broadcast programs which are all exactly the same.’ (Href1). After the television came digital TV which gave the viewer much more choice. Channels are now more audience targeted, putting the consumer back in the driving seat of choice. In 1981 the ‘BBC accounted for two thirds of all television programmes and even more radio . . . the advent of multi-channel digital television have led to the creation of new masters of the media universe . . . Sky boasts 5 million digital viewers’ (Guardian Newspapers Limited 2001) However, in this age of technological advancements we have seen the birth of interactive television, the dawn of ‘new media’. This extension of the once passive medium has allowed the consumer much more control, input and power.

As well as giving the consumer the opportunity to find out additional information on their chosen programmes and even advertisements, the once passive audience has been awoken by the opportunity to interact with the medium and witness the medium reacting accordingly. With this new wave of new media, and in particular interactive TV, you can play along with game shows, vote in live polls, learn trivia titbits, get sporting statistics and purchase items just by pushing a button on your remote control.

New virtual media is, and will be, much more than simply "TV-plus." Its greatest departure from the old is its level of interactivity - true interactivity, not the fake kind of the old media, with their edited and censored letters to the editor or their phone-in talk shows. New media allows true interactivity between producer and consumer. Now you, the consumer, are in the driving seat. You can go where you want, when you want, as you travel around the new virtual world of cyberspace. Interactivity, together with open access to information, shifts the media model from heavily centralized, top down to widely decentralized, democratic. As mass media begin to converge, the new media model will be the one that applies to media in the future. These concepts lie at the very heart of what new media is about. It is what makes the new media so radically different from the old.

Consumers can now vote and share opinions in ‘televisual’ debate. We have seen this used in the phenomenal success of ‘Big Brother’ and with Saturday night talent shows in which the consumer via television interaction dictates results, and future episodes, to the producer.

In 1944 Adorno and Horkheimer, again quite rightly, stated that movies and films were highly predictable, a one-way interaction. The producer decided the plot, storyline and outline for the consumer as he or she sat being spoon-fed by society. ‘For the attentive movie-goer any individual scene will give him the whole thing . . . the next step is what the script writer takes to be the most striking effect in the particular situation. Banal though elaborate surprise interrupts the story-line.’ (Href1). Not only, in Adorno and Horkheimer’s eyes, was the progression of the storyline predictable but also the ending ‘As soon as the film begins, it is quite clear how it will end, and who will be rewarded, punished, or forgotten’ (Href1). Thanks to interactive TV the consumer will have much more input into how films and movies will progress, and indeed finish. In future movies, the producer will have filmed and envisaged many plots and sub-plots, sidelines and endings, then, as the movie is being watched the consumer will simply choose how he or she wants the film to progress with a simple push of a button. The results can be instant or presented as a serial based on popular consumer response. Either way the producer is receiving feedback from the consumer and acting accordingly. The consumer is making his or her own choice, and the consumer is back in control.


Some skeptics, however, are not buying into the interactive TV concept. They say advertisers will always follow the consumer and the general public is unlikely to wholly adopt interactive television. However, they should consider this, during a Melissa Etheridge concert on interactive ITV, forty six percent of viewers clicked through their interactive remote to learn more about a Cdnow.com discount. Is this evidence of Big Brother activity? It most certainly is, but to whose advantage? The producer? The advertiser? The music artist?  Yes, but most importantly the recently forgotten consumer has now reaped the benefits of interaction, another sure sign of the variety of opportunities and choice given to the consumer.

In addition of interactive TV, the consumer also has cable and satellite TV. Advertisers, again, populate this arena, but so does the abundance of choice and suggests that the consumer is more likely to find something more individually pleasing to them. ‘Whether it's subjects paranormal, painting, or the good old days gone by for steam travel that peak your curiosity, chances are that someone has taken the trouble to produce a feature, or maybe a programme, even a whole series dedicated to your particular interest. With the advent of satellite and cable television swelling the choice of programming beyond anything we could have imagined ten years ago, and still growing rapidly, programmes, however diverse, are cropping up, and will continue to do so.’ (Href3).

Interaction seems to present the greatest opportunity for the consumer to be the driver behind what they are subject to. Consumers will not only decide on the plots and storylines of movies and novels but will also ‘experience’ them, appear in them, in a personally created virtual world of their very own.

Chapter Seven.
The Internet

a) Collaboration

Without a doubt the greatest opportunity for consumer control and the vastest array of choice given to the consumer comes from the Internet. The Internet incorporates many forms of media from news, sound, images, motion picture and interaction, and combines them all for a truly multimedia experience. Never before has such a wealth of knowledge been available to the consumer.

Just as Adorno and Horkheimer stated that “Television aims at a synthesis of radio and film” (Href1) then the Internet is surely a collaboration of radio and television but what is more, it is interactive; the consumer chooses the direction. The Internet is here to stay, and is growing at a substantial rate. The Internet integrates many other forms of media from radio and magazines through to television. “The Internet is building its own audience, siphoning users from all of the other media. In its most recent biennial study of trends in news consumption (released in June 2002), the Pew Research Cen​ter for the People and the Press reported that virtually all media had substantial declines in audiences since 1993, except for online news, cable TV news, and public radio.” (Cappo 2003: 70)

Fig 7.1 – “Trends in regular news consumption”  (Pew Research Center for the People and the Press June 2002)
Such was the impact and ensuing success of the Internet that many existing forms of media had to rethink their strategy in order stay alive in this technological era. Many companies and industries learned to accommodate the Internet into their business plans and learned to work with this groundbreaking medium, not against it. ‘It didn’t take traditional media long to recognize the potential that the internet offered to enhance their basic product . . . thousands of radio and television stations, magazines and newspapers, cable networks and publishing companies were setting up their own websites. They weren’t going to make the same mistake consumer magazines did fifty years earlier, when they tried to compete with television rather than learn how to use it for their own benefit.’ (Cappo 2003: 173).

Tim Berners-Lee, the inventor of the world wide web, repeatedly mentions in his book "Weaving the Web" that the web has grown into a medium that is much easier to read than to edit. He envisaged the web would be much more of a collaborative medium than it currently is, and that the browser should also function as an editor. 

b) Communication

One of the greatest tools the Internet gives the consumer is the ability to communicate, on a global scale. In the early to mid 1990s this global communication medium opened a billion doors and even more eyes to the potential worldwide market. Just as television reshaped the media and advertising businesses in the 1950s we now have the Internet making a major impact on all forms of communications. The Internet has added to the rapid proliferation of media in all markets of the world. The past ten to fifteen years have seen enormous shifts in the way people interact with mass media, especially with the visual media. We used to have a centralised system of TV networks broadcasting entertainment and news one way to a relatively passive audience. Now we have the almost limitless medium of the Internet and the impact and changes are being felt all over the globe. ‘The Internet and other telecommunications services make it ever easier, faster and cheaper to communicate’  (Href2).
While it is a myth that the Internet is absolutely decentralised and non-controllable, it nevertheless allows point-to-point communication without a central command and control institution. This principle, realised on many different technological and social levels, aids the creation of new transversal structures – communities, movements, interest groups, campaigns, discussion boards, file-sharing communities – which do not depend on the permission of any authority to group, disperse, regroup and bifurcate. This social dynamism, based on new types of technologically supported collectivisations, has serious economic and political implications.


Never before has communication been so easy and readily available. Activist activity can be organised all around the globe with the aid of this communication tool. As news of consumerisms hold on society spreads, the Internet allows this to take place at a much quicker rate and reaches a more substantial audience.

c) Individualism

One of the most successful companies to enhance this new medium and harness its strength was the company Amazon. Amazon is an Internet based company that sells mostly music, and entertainment on CD, video and books. In a similar fashion to the personal video recorder, Amazon recognised its consumer’s habits and re-acted accordingly. It recorded what the consumer bought in the past and then advised and recommended future purchases. Again this was based on genre, authors and artists. Once again it is an example of influencing the masses, but at least the masses are being targeted according to their interests rather than randomly.

d) Community

Arguably the most successful Internet Company globally is ‘eBay’. This ‘global car boot’ is the most visited website to date. EBay describes itself as ‘eBay - New & used electronics, cars, apparel, collectibles, sporting goods & more at low prices’. All users of eBay are free to trade their goods, to buy and to sell and at a cost that suits the consumer NOT the producer. Imagine the physical size of a global car boot sale where anything and everything was available. You could not possibly visit such an event and if you could, to find something of interest to you would be a mission in itself. Well, eBay not only allows this event to take place, it takes place 24 hours a day and allows you to define specific searches on any product you require. Although many companies and traders do advertise and sell on eBay it is predominantly consumer controlled. The consumer not only has an astronomical choice available, but also has the ability to sell their own products to a worldwide audience. The consumer, in this instance, has become the producer.

The Internet Company ‘Napster’ was another revolutionary creation that gave the consumer much more control and threatened the producers. The company was shut down eventually but not before the idea had spawned to many similar companies. Napster and its many descendants is a program accessible via the Internet that allows users to ‘file share’, the act of borrowing, but borrowing without physically removing anything. Copying one another’s files and making them available was such a successful concept that Napster was a victim of its own success. Consumers used this creation to copy mainly music files. Artists’ songs and albums were instantly distributed worldwide without a single penny exchanging hands. 

The descendants are still thriving today and never before has the consumer had such a choice in its array of music and artists. The consumer is not limited to shelf space at the local department or music store. The consumer is not limited to the manufacturer’s supply line. The consumer is able to share and borrow from a billion other consumers, at the touch of the button.

e) Open Source
Lastly, a major opportunity made available to the consumer due to the Internet is open source and open content software. Open source, describes any kind of creative work (for example, articles, pictures, audio, video, etc.) that is published under a non-restrictive copyright license and format that explicitly allows the copying of the information. ‘Open content’ is also sometimes used to describe content that can be modified by anyone. Open source refers generally to any computer software whose source code is either in the public domain or, more commonly, is copyrighted by one or more persons and distributed under an open-source license such as the General Public License (GPL). Such a license may require that the source code be distributed along with the software, and that the source code be freely modifiable, with - at most - minor restrictions (such as a requirement to preserve the authors' names and copyright statement) in the code, a concept known as copyleft. In some cases, as with Apache or FreeBSD, there are only very minor conditions on use of modified versions. Specifically programmers would allow previously written code to be copied, modified and distributed worldwide to any consumer wishing to use it. This provided complicated issues regarding copyrights for instance, but is an example of consumer fight back against the producer. 

One example of open source activity is the online information encyclopaedia called Wikipedia. Wikipedia is a free content encyclopedia that is being written collaboratively by contributors from all around the world. This means that anyone, including the consumer, can edit any article, anytime by clicking on the "edit this page" link that appears in every Wikipedia article except for a few protected pages.The project was started on January 15, 2001 and there are 244,398 articles in English that are being worked on with many more articles being written in other languages. Every day hundreds of contributors from around the world make thousands of edits and create many new articles. All of the site's content is covered by the Free Documentation License. Contributions remain the property of their creators, while the copyleft licensing ensures that the content can always be freely distributed and reproduced. While traditional encyclopedias might be revised annually, Wikipedia is revised hundreds of times an hour. 

There are people that believe that information is not property, that knowledge cannot be owned. Thus, Wikipedia is in no way like communism, but very much like a democracy, and thus like the "scientific" Socialism of Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx. To vastly oversimplify, where Communism ultimately failed is that it forced people to share for what bureaucrats deemed to be the common good. On Wikipedia consumers of all cultures, nations and ages are sharing their own intellectual property.


‘By creating digital tools that can be used, changed, redistributed and appropriated by everyone for free, the artist/coders liberate culture from the grip of the culture industries. They create platforms for social experimentation by increasing freedom – freedom (that most tricky word) not in a capitalist sense, which is the freedom of elites to trample on the rights of others, but another sort of freedom that increases opportunities for all, that makes another range and set of possibilities available for a greater number of people.’ (Href2)

Conclusion


Today’s technological boom has certainly opened doors to many opportunities. In their studies and writings Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer successfully predicted many outcomes that have been proved right today. Their comments regarding the one-way role of the producer’s influences over the masses, the empty promises of enjoyment and the mechanical repetition of similar culture products have all materialised. However their writings and thoughts took place in 1944. Could even they have foreseen to what extent technology has progressed?


This paper attempts to make the consumer aware he or she is being targeted and aware of the constant power struggle between producer and consumer. As technology makes the consumer even more accessible in a world heading toward complete communication, the producer will target him or her at every opportunity. Although the Internet and global communication has brought worldwide communities closer, for example through eBay and Napster, technology has also introduced a sense of individualism, through such companies as Amazon. Adorno and Horkheimer argued that the consumer has little escape and that the producer not only influences the masses constantly, this influence leaves little choice for the consumer. Whilst this paper agrees with this philosophy to an extent, it also argues that technology has brought the opportunity for the consumer to be targeted as an individual. Edward Bernays, without a doubt, introduced a revolutionary marketing method, which has seen a phenomenal explosion in the advertising industry today. Advertising imagery is not to portray the product but the people who use the product. It sells an idea, a feeling, a dream; the fundamental issues are not true or false, but pleasure or pain. Whilst the advertiser broadcasts to the masses, the producer targets the consumer. 

Interaction offers the greatest opportunity for the consumer to offer feedback; to have their voice heard. After all, surely all resistance is an example of the public wanting to voice their opinion, their disapproval, and their condemnation against the system. We all need to feel effective as human beings, to take an active role in shaping the world in which we reside. We are seeing interaction in the entertainment industry, through television and the Internet, choosing our paths through storylines that in the past have been dictated to us. But as this paper has shown, interaction between consumer and producer through such tools as the Internet is an important contribution to a more equal balance of power. Whether the consumer chooses to fight against the system or accept what is offered, he or she has never had a better opportunity than the present day. 


Whatever the future holds for consumerism, the producer and the consumer, it is clear that at least the entertainment industry in terms of media control is unstoppable. If, as an individual, we cannot halt this evolution, we might as well enjoy the opportunities that accompany it. The abundance of choice, coupled with the individualism that interactive technologies allow, can only be of benefit to the consumer and if this comes at a price, so be it.
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