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Introduction
Dominant ideology and conspicuous consumption are related because both help explain how societies
attach meaning to wealth, status, success, and ordinary consumer behavior. Dominant ideology refers
to beliefs and values that become widely accepted as common sense, especially when they support
existing social arrangements and relations of power. Conspicuous consumption, a concept associated
with Thorstein Veblen, describes the public purchase or display of goods partly to communicate
status, wealth, taste, or membership in a social group. The two ideas intersect when visible
consumption becomes one of the ways a culture teaches people to recognize achievement and
personal worth. This does not mean that every belief is imposed directly by a ruling class or that
every expensive purchase is an attempt to dominate others. People buy costly goods for many
reasons, including quality, durability, craftsmanship, memory, pleasure, and professional need. The
ideological dimension emerges when particular forms of consumption become normalized as evidence
of merit, respectability, adulthood, attractiveness, or success and alternative measures of value
become less visible (Veblen, 1899/2007; Gramsci, 1971).

Dominant Ideology, Hegemony, and the Production
of Common Sense
Marx and Engels argued that the ideas of materially dominant groups often become the dominant
ideas of an era because economic power influences institutions that produce and circulate knowledge.
Gramsci developed this insight through the concept of hegemony, emphasizing that stable social
orders rely not only on coercion but also on consent. Schools, media, workplaces, families, religious
institutions, and cultural industries help establish assumptions about what is normal and desirable. A
society may, for example, treat wealth as evidence of discipline while interpreting poverty mainly as
personal failure, even though inheritance, education, health, discrimination, labor conditions, and
public policy also shape economic outcomes. Ideology works most effectively when these
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assumptions appear natural rather than political or historical. Consent is never total, however.
Societies contain competing values, subcultures, social movements, religious traditions, and forms of
resistance. Dominant ideology therefore does not control every thought. It provides the most familiar
language through which success, failure, responsibility, and aspiration are often interpreted, while
leaving room for challenge and reinterpretation.

Veblen and the Social Meaning of Conspicuous
Consumption
Veblen’s The Theory of the Leisure Class examined how privileged groups displayed status through
expensive goods, leisure, servants, dress, and forms of visible waste. The practical use of an object
was not its only source of value. Its price, scarcity, and public recognizability could communicate that
the owner possessed resources beyond basic necessity. A gold watch illustrates this distinction. An
inexpensive watch or phone may tell time more accurately, yet a luxury watch can also signify
craftsmanship, inheritance, professional achievement, exclusivity, or wealth. It becomes conspicuous
when the ability of others to recognize its status becomes part of the reason it is valued.
Contemporary conspicuous consumption extends beyond traditional luxury products to homes,
vehicles, weddings, travel, restaurants, education, wellness, technology, and curated experiences.
Status goods work because audiences understand their symbolic language. A logo, neighborhood,
model number, institution, or destination must carry shared meaning before it can function as a sign
of distinction. Consumption is therefore both economic and communicative.

Consumerism, Advertising, and Status Competition
Consumerism becomes ideological when buying is presented not merely as one activity among many
but as a central route to identity, freedom, improvement, and social recognition. Advertising
contributes by connecting products with attractiveness, competence, masculinity, femininity, youth,
success, adventure, or responsible parenting. The message does not need to state directly that a
person is inadequate without the product; it can create that implication by repeatedly presenting one
lifestyle as the visual standard. Status competition then spreads beyond the wealthiest groups.
Middle- and working-class consumers may use visible goods to claim respectability, avoid stigma, or
signal belonging, while access to credit makes it possible to display a lifestyle before the
corresponding income or wealth exists. This can create financial pressure when dignity appears to
depend on consumption. At the same time, status meanings change when formerly exclusive goods
become common. Elite distinction may move toward rare experiences, private access, customized
products, or knowledge recognizable only within a particular group. Conspicuous consumption
therefore adapts rather than disappearing as markets expand.
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Social Media, Debt, and the Expansion of Visible
Consumption
Digital platforms intensify conspicuous consumption by turning purchases and experiences into
content that can be displayed to audiences far beyond one’s immediate community. Meals, travel,
clothing, homes, fitness routines, and technology acquire an additional value when they can be
photographed, posted, and measured through likes, comments, views, or follower growth. Influencer
marketing further blurs personal storytelling and commercial promotion, making sponsored
consumption appear as evidence of an attractive life. Digital status can also take nonphysical forms
through verified accounts, exclusive memberships, gaming items, follower counts, or access to
private communities. Credit cards, installment plans, and buy-now-pay-later services can make these
status practices financially accessible while separating the emotional reward of acquisition from the
later cost. The resulting cycle may produce anxiety, comparison, debt, and short-lived satisfaction as
one purchase becomes familiar and another benchmark appears. Individuals remain capable of
rejecting or parodying these messages, but the platforms themselves benefit when status competition
generates attention, content, advertising demand, and data for further targeting.

Environmental Costs and Alternative Measures of
Value
Conspicuous consumption also has environmental consequences because production, transport,
packaging, energy use, and disposal increase when social status rewards novelty, size, rapid
replacement, or waste. Veblen’s discussion of visible waste remains relevant when products are
discarded before they stop functioning or when environmental impact becomes secondary to
maintaining a fashionable image. Sustainability can challenge this pattern by emphasizing repair,
durability, shared use, sufficiency, and long product life. Yet “green” consumption can itself become
conspicuous when expensive sustainable products are used primarily to communicate moral
superiority or class status. This illustrates why changing the product category alone may not change
the underlying ideology. Alternative values can define achievement through knowledge, care,
creativity, public service, relationships, craftsmanship, community contribution, or freedom from debt.
Such values do not require rejecting consumption or pleasure. They reduce the pressure to treat
market price as the main measure of a person’s worth. Structural changes in advertising rules, credit
practices, product durability, labor standards, and environmental policy can support individual
awareness rather than leaving resistance entirely to personal discipline.
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How the Two Concepts Reinforce Each Other
Dominant ideology is the broader concept because it describes the values and assumptions through
which a social order becomes understandable and legitimate. Conspicuous consumption is one
practice that can express and reproduce those values. When wealth is interpreted as evidence of
merit and visible goods are treated as proof of achievement, people participate in the ideology
whenever they use consumption to evaluate themselves or others. The relationship also works in
reverse. Luxury neighborhoods, vehicles, brands, private events, and exclusive services make social
hierarchy visible and give material form to the belief that status differences are natural or deserved.
However, the same symbols can be reinterpreted. Marginalized communities may use dress,
celebration, or public consumption to claim dignity in contexts where deprivation has been imposed
or expected. Meaning therefore depends on historical and social context. Critical analysis should
examine both structural incentives and individual agency rather than blaming consumers while
ignoring the commercial and cultural systems that make certain forms of display socially valuable.

Conclusion
Dominant ideology and conspicuous consumption explain different dimensions of the same social
process. Dominant ideology concerns the beliefs and values that become accepted as common sense,
while conspicuous consumption concerns the use of visible goods and experiences to communicate
status, taste, wealth, or belonging. Marx and Engels draw attention to the relationship between
material power and ruling ideas, Gramsci explains how consent and cultural leadership sustain social
arrangements, and Veblen shows how status is communicated through consumption. Together, these
perspectives clarify why an expensive object can become more than a useful product. Advertising,
credit, professional expectations, and social media reinforce status meanings, while environmental
costs and debt reveal that the pursuit of distinction can impose broader consequences. Consumers
are not completely controlled, and expensive goods can carry genuine practical or emotional value.
The central issue is whether society leaves people meaningful ways to define dignity and
achievement beyond visible market price. Conspicuous consumption becomes ideological when
purchasing is transformed from one expression of life into the standard by which life itself is judged.
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