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Dominant ideology and conspicuous consumption influence everyday life because they shape what
people consider normal, desirable, successful, and respectable. Dominant ideology refers to beliefs,
values, assumptions, and attitudes that become widely accepted within a society, especially when
they support existing relations of power. Conspicuous consumption refers to the public purchase and
display of goods partly to communicate wealth, status, taste, or membership in a social group. The
purpose of this essay is to define both concepts and explain their relationship. The central argument
of the original essay remains persuasive: conspicuous consumption can become part of a dominant
ideology when society teaches people to measure achievement and personal worth through visible
possessions. (Gramsci, 1971; Veblen, 1899/2007)

Neither concept means that every belief is imposed directly by one ruler or that every expensive
purchase is an attempt to show superiority. People develop values through family, education, religion,
advertising, work, media, law, and social interaction. A person may buy a costly object because of
quality, durability, design, emotional meaning, professional need, or pleasure. Consumption becomes
conspicuous when public display and social comparison become important parts of the purchase. The
relationship with ideology appears when these status meanings are treated as natural rather than as
socially created.

The Meaning of Dominant Ideology

The original essay associates dominant ideology with Karl Marx. Marx and Friedrich Engels argued
that the ideas of the ruling class tend to become the ruling ideas of an era because the class
controlling material production often has influence over institutions that produce and circulate
knowledge. This does not mean that one small group writes every belief and forces it into every mind.
Economic power shapes access to schools, publishing, law, media, political influence, and cultural
prestige. Ideas that support property relations and social hierarchy may therefore appear universal
even when they benefit some groups more than others.

Dominant ideology can include beliefs about work, merit, family, gender, race, religion, property,
competition, and citizenship. For example, a society may treat wealth as proof of discipline and
poverty as proof of personal failure. Such an idea can obscure inherited advantage, unequal
education, discrimination, health, labor conditions, and economic policy. The belief becomes
ideological when it presents one interpretation of society as common sense and makes alternative
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explanations appear unreasonable.

The original essay describes dominant ideology as a system in which people have “masters”
controlling decisions. This language captures the concern about power, but ideology usually works
more subtly than direct command. People often participate voluntarily because they have learned to
desire the rewards and identities a system offers. A consumer may pursue a luxury brand without
anyone ordering the purchase. Advertising, peer comparison, celebrity culture, and workplace
expectations can make the product appear necessary for recognition.

Consent and Cultural Leadership

Antonio Gramsci expanded the discussion through the concept of hegemony. A ruling order remains
stable not only through force but through consent. Institutions and cultural practices teach people to
interpret social arrangements as legitimate. Schools may emphasize individual competition, media
may celebrate exceptional wealth, and advertising may connect consumption with freedom and
identity. People can then reproduce the ideology in ordinary conversation and behavior.

Consent is never complete. Societies contain competing ideologies, subcultures, religious traditions,
political movements, and personal resistance. Workers may accept consumer ideals while criticizing
inequality. Young people may desire branded products and also support sustainability. Dominant
ideology is therefore influential rather than total. It establishes the most familiar language and
standards, but those standards can be questioned.

The Meaning of Conspicuous Consumption

Thorstein Veblen introduced the term conspicuous consumption in The Theory of the Leisure Class. He
examined how members of privileged classes displayed wealth through expensive goods, leisure,
servants, clothing, and waste. The usefulness of an object was not the only source of value. The
object also demonstrated that the owner possessed enough money or time to avoid ordinary
necessity. A product’s high price could become attractive because it communicated status.

The original essay defines conspicuous consumption as buying expensive goods to display wealth
rather than satisfy need. This is a useful foundation, although motives may be mixed. A gold watch
and a less expensive watch both tell time, as the original example notes. The gold watch may also
contain craftsmanship, scarcity, design, investment value, or emotional symbolism. It becomes
conspicuous when the owner values the ability of others to recognize its price or status. The social
function is then as important as the practical function.

Conspicuous consumption includes more than traditional luxury products. Large homes, cars,
weddings, travel, technology, education, wellness, restaurants, and even environmentally branded
goods can communicate status. Social media increases the visibility of consumption because
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experiences and purchases can be displayed to audiences beyond immediate neighbors. A product
does not have to be physically worn; it can be photographed and circulated as evidence of lifestyle.

Social Class and Status Competition

The original essay correctly argues that consumption helps mark social-class boundaries. People use
clothing, neighborhoods, vehicles, leisure activities, and cultural preferences to communicate where
they belong or where they hope to belong. Status goods work because observers understand their
meanings. A logo, model, address, or institution must be recognized before it can communicate
distinction.

Status competition is not limited to the richest group. Members of middle and working classes may
purchase visible goods to claim respectability or resist stigma. Credit allows people to display a
lifestyle before they possess the income usually associated with it. This can create financial pressure
when social acceptance appears connected to consumption. The problem is not that lower-income
consumers should be prohibited from enjoying attractive products. The concern is that a society may
make dignity depend on purchases that require debt or sacrifice of basic needs.

Higher classes also change consumption patterns when a product becomes widely available. An item
that once distinguished the wealthy can lose status as mass production reduces cost. Elite consumers
may move toward less visible forms of distinction, such as rare experiences, private access,
customized goods, or knowledge recognizable only within a particular group. Conspicuous
consumption therefore changes rather than disappearing.

Consumerism as a Dominant Ideology

Gary Cross argues that consumerism became a powerful organizing ideology in modern America.
Consumer choice can represent freedom, identity, and participation in economic life. Political and
social problems are often translated into decisions about what to buy. Happiness is linked with
acquisition, while personal improvement is marketed through clothing, devices, homes, diets, and
experiences. Consumption becomes more than one activity among others; it becomes a way of
interpreting life.

This is the strongest connection between dominant ideology and conspicuous consumption. If society
defines success through visible acquisition, people learn to judge themselves and others by
possessions. Advertising does not merely describe a product’s function. It connects the product with
attractiveness, competence, masculinity, femininity, youth, responsibility, adventure, or belonging.
The purchase appears to solve an identity problem.

Consumer ideology also benefits businesses and financial systems that depend on continued demand.
If durable goods satisfied needs indefinitely, growth would slow. Fashion cycles, planned

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 3



@ ’ACADEMIC

obsolescence, model updates, and changing trends encourage replacement before physical necessity
requires it. The ideology teaches consumers to experience an older but functional product as
inadequate.

Advertising and the Production of Desire

Advertising is one institution through which the relationship operates. It identifies anxieties and
associates them with products. A person may be told that professional success requires a certain suit,
that love requires an expensive gift, or that good parenting requires the newest educational device.
These messages are not always false in a simple factual sense. They work by selecting one value and
connecting it with consumption.

Repeated exposure creates familiarity. When luxury homes, vehicles, and vacations dominate media,
extraordinary consumption can appear normal. People compare their lives with curated images and
may experience dissatisfaction. Social media influencers intensify this process because promotion
appears within personal storytelling. Sponsored products can look like spontaneous evidence of
success.

Consumers are not passive. They interpret, reject, parody, and adapt messages. Nevertheless,
companies possess data, research, and repeated access to attention. The imbalance in resources
makes commercial influence significant, especially for children and adolescents whose understanding
of persuasive intent is still developing.

Conspicuous Consumption as Social Control

The original essay argues that wealthy groups use conspicuous consumption to control less fortunate
groups. Direct control is not always the mechanism. Status display can maintain hierarchy by making
inequality visible and desirable. Luxury objects suggest that the owner deserves admiration, while
people without them may be treated as unsuccessful. The hierarchy gains cultural legitimacy when
wealth is interpreted as evidence of personal superiority.

Workplaces can reproduce this control. Employees may feel pressure to dress, live, travel, or socialize
according to professional expectations. The cost of maintaining the appearance of success can make
workers more dependent on income and less willing to challenge the organization. Consumption
becomes part of discipline because status requires continuous earning and display.

At the same time, conspicuous consumption can be used by marginalized people to claim dignity and
visibility. Clothing or celebration may resist a society that expects them to appear deprived. The
meaning depends on context. Critical analysis should avoid blaming individuals while ignoring the
system that assigns status to possessions.
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The Gold Watch Example

The original comparison between a gold watch and a normal silver watch illustrates the difference
between use value and symbolic value. Both display time. If timekeeping were the only purpose, a
low-cost digital watch or phone could be more accurate than a luxury mechanical watch. The
additional price may represent material, labor, brand history, scarcity, design, and status.

The example also shows why consumer behavior cannot be understood only through practical need.
People use objects to tell stories about themselves. A watch may represent achievement, family
inheritance, membership in a profession, or appreciation of craftsmanship. The ideological issue
emerges when one story—wealth as superiority—dominates and other forms of value are treated as
inferior.

Social Media and Digital Conspicuous Consumption

Digital platforms expand conspicuous consumption because display can reach large audiences. The
value of a meal, trip, or purchase may include its photographability. Experiences are organized partly
for documentation, and the online reaction becomes part of consumption. Likes and comments
provide measurable social approval.

Digital status can also be displayed through follower counts, verified accounts, virtual goods, gaming
skins, nonphysical memberships, and access to exclusive communities. Conspicuous consumption no
longer requires one expensive object. Attention itself becomes a status resource.

Platforms benefit because status competition generates content and advertising demand. Users
compare themselves, purchase products, and provide data that improves targeting. The ideology of
personal expression can therefore operate alongside commercial systems that shape which
expressions receive visibility.

Debt and Psychological Consequences

When status depends on consumption, individuals may borrow beyond their capacity. Credit cards,
installment plans, and buy-now-pay-later services separate purchase from immediate payment. These
tools can be useful, but they can also make social pressure financially dangerous. Interest and fees
turn one status purchase into a long-term obligation.

Psychologically, comparison can produce envy, anxiety, shame, and temporary satisfaction. A
purchase may improve mood, but the effect often declines as the item becomes familiar or a new
comparison appears. This cycle supports continuous consumption. Personal worth becomes unstable
because it depends on objects whose status changes.
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Environmental Effects

Consumer ideology also has environmental consequences. Producing, transporting, packaging, and
discarding goods use energy and materials. Conspicuous consumption can reward size, novelty, and
waste precisely because they demonstrate economic capacity. Veblen called attention to waste as a
form of status.

Environmental concern can challenge this ideology by valuing durability, repair, sufficiency, and
shared use. Yet sustainability can itself become conspicuous when expensive “green” products are
used to display moral superiority. The solution is not simply a new luxury category. It requires
infrastructure and policy that make lower-impact living accessible rather than dependent on wealth.

Resistance and Alternative Values

Dominant ideology can be questioned through education, art, labor movements, religious teachings,
environmental activism, and community practices. Alternative values may define success through
knowledge, care, creativity, public service, relationships, or freedom from debt. These values do not
require complete rejection of consumption. People need and enjoy goods. The goal is to prevent
market price from becoming the main measure of human worth.

Media literacy helps consumers ask who benefits from a message, which insecurity it uses, and
whether a purchase serves a genuine purpose. Policies concerning advertising to children, consumer
credit, product durability, labor standards, and environmental responsibility can also reduce harm.
Individual awareness matters, but structural incentives influence the choices available.

Relationship Between the Two Concepts

Dominant ideology is the broader concept. It describes the beliefs and values that support a social
order. Conspicuous consumption is one practice that can express and reproduce those beliefs. When
wealth is defined as merit and visible goods are defined as success, status consumption becomes
socially meaningful. People then participate in the ideology by purchasing, displaying, and judging.

The relationship also works in reverse. Repeated conspicuous consumption makes the ideology
appear real. Luxury neighborhoods, vehicles, brands, and events provide visible evidence that society
is naturally divided into status levels. The practice produces the symbols through which hierarchy is
recognized. Consumption is therefore both shaped by ideology and a mechanism that strengthens it.
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Conclusion

Dominant ideology refers to widely accepted beliefs and values that help organize society and often
support existing power relations. Conspicuous consumption refers to purchasing and displaying goods
partly to communicate wealth, status, taste, or group membership. Karl Marx’s analysis of ruling
ideas, Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, and Veblen’s account of status display help explain why
consumption can become socially powerful.

The original essay is correct that consumerism can function as a dominant ideology. When people are
taught to measure success through expensive products, conspicuous consumption becomes a method
of class identification and social comparison. A gold watch does more than tell time when observers
interpret it as evidence of wealth. Advertising, credit, social media, and professional expectations
strengthen these meanings.

Not every expensive purchase is conspicuous, and consumers are not completely controlled. Objects
can represent craftsmanship, memory, identity, or pleasure. The critical question is whether people
are free to define a good life beyond market display. A society becomes more equal when dignity
does not depend on visible price tags and when consumption serves human needs rather than
becoming the main ideology through which human value is judged.
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