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Abstract

This paper explores in Hanif Kureishi’s short story The Decline of the West the
harsh economic recession or what he calls in the story “a financial crash” and its
inevitable crippling negative impact on the social life in general and on individual
life in particular, especially in the wake of the collapse of Wall Street back in 2008,
which has obviously changed the way of living for millions of people across the
world, specifically in Western societies in Europe and North America. In so do-
ing, the paper is divided into two parts. In the first part, it debates that the cap-
italism as an economic system has radically transformed not only the traditional
commercial and financial system, but it has also given rise to the construction
of consumption culture, which has eventually altered the ways people across the
world used to live, together with their perception of life and identity. This view of
identity has closely been related to personal happiness, satisfaction, comfort, and
freedom, along with the social status and prestige in one’s life. As the second part
of the paper argues, however, this view of identity has faced far-reaching crisis in
the wake of the economic downturn since 2008 as represented in the life, view and
identity of Kureishi’s fictional character Mike in the story after he is fired from his
job in a bank. Having lost his job, Mike finds himself financially unable to keep
his personal material comfort and satisfaction, meet the demands of his fam-
ily and maintain his social status and prestige as in the past. Hence his sense of
self and stability falls apart; he loses his soul, as well as his vision of “the future”
and eventually wants to “die” to rid of his psychological frustration and chaos.
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This paper explores in Hanif Kureishi’s short story The Decline of the West
(2010) the harsh economic recession or what he calls in the story “a financial crash”,
along with its inevitable crippling negative impact on the social life in general and
on individual life in particular, especially in the wake of the collapse of Wall Street
or global financial crisis during 2007-2008, which has obviously changed the way
of living for millions of people across the world, specifically in Western societies
in Europe and North America. In doing so, the paper is divided into two parts.
In the first part, it debates that the capitalism as an economic system has radic-
ally transformed not only the traditional commercial and financial system since
the Industrial Revolution in the eighteenth century, but it has also given rise to the
construction of consumption culture, which has eventually altered the ways people
across the world used to live, together with their perception of life. This perception
of life has closely been related to personal happiness, material satisfaction, comfort,
freedom and more choices, as well as to the social status or prestige in one’s life: that
is, this view of life has become a lifestyle, a way of living, an identity thoroughly
associated with the level of prosperity and possession in the postmodern period.
In its second part, however, the paper argues how this view of identity has faced
far-reaching crisis in the wake of the economic downturn since 2007 as represented
in the life, view and identity of Kureishi’s fictional character Mike in The Decline of
the West after he is fired from his job in a bank. Having lost his job, Mike finds him-
self at once financially unable not only to keep his personal material comfort and
satisfaction and maintain his social status and prestige but also to meet the demands
of his family as in the past. Once he finds himself incapable of upholding his level of
“buying” and “spending” power, therefore, Mike feels insecure and lost, so that his
sense of stable self falls apart, and he loses psychologically both his soul and firm
ground under his feet, as well as his vision of “the future”, and eventually he wants
to “die” to rid of his psychological disturbance and frustration and chaos (Kureishi,
2010, p. 405).

Consumerism, unquestionably entwined with capitalism, is one of few cru-
cial issues which visibly affects the daily life in the postmodern society, constantly
shaping and re-shaping social structures and institutions, along with habits, percep-
tions and identities by imposing its hegemonic and controlling grip on individuals
and group lives and behaviours(Lasch, 1979; Smith, 1986; McKibben, 1989; Suzuki ,
1997; Baudrillard, 1998; Beaud, 2001; Emerald, 2004; Malpas, 2005; Dittmar, 2007a;
Todd, 2012; Chotiudompant, 2013 and Jansiz, 2014). As OED defines it, consumer-
ism is an act of “the buying and using of goods and services” or “the belief that it is
good for a society or an individual person to buy and use a large quantity of goods
and services” (2010, p. 312). For Encyclopaedia of Science, Technology, and Eth-
ics, it is “a way of life combining high level of material affluence with an emphasis
on symbolic and emotional meanings associated with shopping and possessions”
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(2005, p. 538; emphasis added). Douglas and Isherwood (1996) succinctly describe
consumerism as the possession of a product for the purpose of meeting certain
needs as well as a part of social system which explains the desire to work for re-
taining goods with the aim of forming a relationship with other people in society
(Qtd in Jansiz, 2014, p. 78). Finally, Suradech Chotiudompant (2013) argues that
“consumerism is a crucial issue nowadays because we need to consume not only
to meet our basic needs but also to satisfy our wants, which are increasingly com-
plex and hard to distinguish from the former. We need to consume...to create our
identity, to state our political standpoint or to quench our insatiable desires” (p. 83;
emphasis added). As seen in these definitions and arguments above, consumerism
in the first place is merely linked to the satisfaction of basic material needs and de-
mands of everyday life in which individuals simply buy and consume certain goods
and use services as part of their daily lives and in which individuals basically also
tend to accumulate material goods for the future to secure their lives. In this respect,
consumerism is simply defined and shown as an inevitable act and part of life in its
normal routine way to sustain life activities by meeting our basic needs, along with
satistying our desires in life.

However, as the critics above and many others elsewhere point out, con-
sumerism is not a naive activity or issue in life to deal with in its ostensible meaning
but has deep social, cultural, and ideological meanings generated by capitalism par-
ticularly as for the identity politics and formation because the “high level of material
affluence” with its “symbolic and emotional meanings associated with shopping and
possessions” on both social and personal levels is clearly identified not only with the
material standing of a particular society but also with the lifestyle and way of life
of an individual personal (Fromm, 1978; McCracken, 1990; Rose, 1996; Arnould
and Thompson, 2005; Vignoles, Regalia, Manzi, Golledge, and Scabini, 2006; Kasser
and Kanner, 2004; Malpas, 2005 and Dittmar, 2007b).Consumerism or consumer
culture, which is very much stimulated by capitalist economic system worldwide
through various means of communications such the advertisements such as TV,
mass media, billboards, internet, online-shopping and so on, obviously bombard us
every day to buy and consume commodities more and more by creating an interact-
ive relationship in the markets: we depend on the commodities in the market just as
much as the commodities in the market depends on us as individuals. In this insep-
arable relationship, what we buy and consume eventually shapes our way of life, or-
ganize our lifestyle, perception of life and our world view, as well as our social status
and prestige in the late capitalist mass consumer period even sometimes beyond our
knowledge and control, so that goods and services that we purchase and use give
shifting and constant new meanings to our life and make us feel good and happy
in our daily lives (McKibben, 1989; Cook, 1992; Andersen, 1995; Suzuki, 1997 and
Cross, 2000). As for this “symbolic” and ideological meanings behind consumerism,
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which obviously create a sense of who we are, for example, James B.

Twitchell (2002) argues that “The one unambiguous result of modern capitalism,
of the industrial revolution, and of marketing...is: In the way we live now, you are
not what you make. You are what you consume” (p. 1).Moreover, Danielle Todd
(2012) also sees a profound relationship between consumerism and identity politics
and formation which, she argues, is firmly “tied to the creation and production of
a sense of self”, and for her, “products are imbued with a greater significance than
what their primary function may be.” In her view, “Today, it is virtually impossible
to buy any product not embedded with certain symbols of identity acquired by the
buyer knowingly or otherwise. Recognizing this, it is possible to draw the conclu-
sion that consumption functions as a way to create a sense of self” (p. 48). In The
Consumer Society, finally, Jean Baudrillard (1998) regards consumerism as the sys-
tem of sign in the Saussurian and Lacanian sense or as a kind of motivation that
he argues has its own language or code in which the identities of postmodern con-
sumers are programmed and constructed without being sometimes conscious and
sometimes unconscious of this “language” and “code™

The circulation, purchase, sale, appropriation of differentiated goods and signs/objects today constitute

our language, our code, the code by which the entire society communicates and converses. Such is the

structure of consumption, its language, by comparison with which individual needs and pleasures are
merely speech effects (pp. 79-80).

This quotation clearly tells us that commodities we buy and the way we use
them are not just simple products but they have their own “language” and “code”
which allows us to communicate with the outside world and vice versa, in which we
are located into the pool of various complex meanings and relationships through
the way we purchase and the way we consume. In the first place, how we are seen
by the outside society is, in fact, decided and constructed as in the symbolic order
of Lacan by the “language” and “code” of “goods” which we buy and consume, yet
in this process, the great truth behind the “language” and “code” of “goods” is never
told, but the “language” and “code” of “goods” knowingly or unknowingly construct
us as subjects in a way that we get used to leading this kind of life in time. Hence
there seems no escape from the “language” and “code” of “goods”, as well as from
their untold own ideology always imposed on consumers.

In the second place, what is suggested in the quotation above is that con-
sumption on the personal level creates a sense of who we are and thus is closely
bound up with our innermost desires and “pleasures” as in the Freudian pleasure
principle: the continuous pursuit of pleasure and happiness in the commodities we
buy and consume in our daily lives. What we consume causes us to feel ourselves
personally in different ways. The goods we consume, the clothes we wear, the house
we own, and the car we drive visibly touch our subconscious realm - feeling, emo-
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tion and aspiration — and thus influence the way we feel and act. Such a feeling
boasts our subconscious desires and gives us a sense of identity in which we per-
ceive the life in accordance with what we purchase and what we spend. In this view
of identity, there is always stimulating to spend more and more to remain in the
intensity of happiness and satisfaction. These commodities become part of us and
vice versa. As Baudrillard (1998) argues, therefore, the postmodern consumer is ap-
parently placed under the influence of such a feeling into an “array of sham objects,
of characteristic signs of happiness, and then waits . . . for happiness to alight’ (p.
31).

Likewise, “sham objects” also become the source of “happiness” and “pleas-
ure” for Mike in Kureishie’s The Decline of the West. He represents Mike in a way
that he acts in line with the demands of capitalism and consumer culture, in which
he immensely enjoys the power of “buying” and “using goods”. Simply, Mike’s philo-
sophy of life is that “Everyone should have what they want whenever they want it”
(Kureishi, 2010, p. 407). Since he is working for a bank and makes good money,
therefore, Mike noticeably becomes able not only to meet his own personal and
family needs and make himself and family comfortable and happy whenever he
wants but also to achieve a kind of social standing and prestige that position him
at once into a discernible social situation where he is given an identity and place as
an individual by the others outside. What is of vital importance for Mike with his
material affluence in the late capitalist period is to keep his current level of unavoid-
able power of buying and consumption in which he will able to manage to continue
personal happiness, satisfaction, and freedom and keep his good social standing
and esteem in his life. That is, Mike has ideologically been taught by the postmod-
ern economic system and consumer culture in the 1980s and 90s that “capitalism
was flourishing and there was no finer and more pleasant way to live but under it,
signing and spending” (p. 404; emphasis added).

In The Decline of the West, Mikeworks for a bank. He has a good job and
makes good money, even though he, aged 45, works twelve hours every day. The
money he earns avails him of opportunity to lead a luxurious, comfortable material
life, a life in which he is able to satisfy not only his own basic needs but also that of
his family in line with the demands of consumer culture in the early decade of the
twenty-first century. As soon as the story opens, the reader is immediately given
the impression about the life Mike and his wife Imogen lead. Once he arrives home
in the prosperous outskirts of London from his job in the bank, for example, Mike
is always used to looking forward to “the door into the warm hall, hearing voices
of his wife and children, and seeing that the cat come down the stairs to rub itself
against him” (p. 401). He has a five-storey house with “off-street parking, overlook-
ing a green” (p. 401), and also he, together with wife, has decorated a “hyper-shiny
dining-room table where he liked to have supper and talk with his friends” in their
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spare times (p. 402). In addition to this, Mikeis “seriously planning more work on the
garden as well as the rest of house”, and he had already built “a shed” for “the boys to
play music in, fitted with a TV, drum-kit and sound system” (p. 402). Moreover, why
Mike urgently desires to enlarge his garden has two reasons. First, “As [Mike’s] boys
liked to point out, other children at their schools lived in bigger places; their fathers
were the bosses of record companies or financial advisors to famous footballers.
Mike, in corporate finance, was relatively small-time,” and secondly, his friends have
been constantly “improving their properties. It was a natural law: you never lost
money on a house” (p. 402). As seen in the quotations above, having a comfortable
and luxurious house evidently stands for personal material power, happiness and
satisfaction. Hence it is this stimulation that psychologically forces him to go ahead
and expand the scope of what makes him and his family happy and satisfied in their
lives. What is more, these quotations also suggest that there is an implicit social and
ideological pressure on Mike and his children in that he strives to give a message to
the outside world about his identity and social standing that he has enough material
power and affluence to accommodate himself properly into an acceptable place in
his social and cultural environment. As in the Marxist world view, it is the spirit
of time - social, cultural and political factors — which knowingly or unknowingly
constructs the human identity, and thus Mike feels himself obliged to carry out what
is socially, culturally and ideologically demanded of him in the early decade of the
twentieth-first century: that is, he should achieve “continuous material improve-
ment” (p. 404).

As for Mike’s social material position, another sign of “continuous material
improvement” in The Decline of the West is that his two sons - Tom and Billy- are
part and product of consumer culture. Their education and the goods they demand
give an idea about the family’s material position, and Kureishi portraits them in a
way that they become representatives of almost all the children across the world
today. Mike’s sons are “attending private schools” (p. 404), which puts him and his
children at once into a different but higher social status achieved by Mike’s level
of earning and consumption because today not many families are able to afford to
send their children to “private schools” in the world. “As well as attending private
schools”, Mike's sons also take “tennis, Spanish, piano, swimming, signing and karate
lessons” in accordance with their status, and they, like children of well-oft families,
“frequently attended the cinema, the theatre and football matches” (p. 2). Given the
fact that private education institutions have dramatically increased, along with the
increase in the number of their students in recent years across the world, the situ-
ation of Mike’s children is not surprising and unusual but part of the general state of
affairs in the postmodern era. In order not to fall behind other children around him,
Mike feels it necessary to participate in the competition for the education of his chil-
dren. Sending children to “private schools” sometimes overtly and sometimes cov-
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ertly means good education and then good job in the future, so that many families
tend to send their children to “private schools”, even though it requires hard work
and a respectable amount of income and material wealth to achieve this purpose.
However, the deep meaning and implication behind is that the education at “private
schools” also illuminates the power of money and spending of a particular family
associated with its social identity, position and prestige because “private schools”
become a sign of who Mike is; he is judged and categorized in a way that he is dif-
ferent from the others, who are unable to send their children to “private schools”.
Finally, the demands of Mike’s sons never end. Like children of many contempor-
ary families, they are in a music band and thus want to take the “guitar lesson’, yet
they first need “guitar, an amp and a microphone”(p. 407).As seen in these quota-
tions above, what Mike, now unemployed, is required to do for his sons entails the
material affluence and consumption, yet all these objects - “private school’, “guitar
lesson’, “guitar, an amp and a microphone” - have their “language” and “code” in the
Baudrillardian sense which give an ideological and cultural message to the outside
world about Mike’s lifestyle and identity, along with that of his sons.

It is not only Mike’s sons who enjoy a luxurious life but also his wife Imogen
who also becomes a sign and “language” of high material standard through her life
style in The Decline of the West. As soon as the story begins, Imogen immediately
gives the reader an impression as if she was a queen and had servants at her service
all round to clean her house and cook for her. First, she is seen in the hall as “carry-
ing gin and tonic”, and the reader learns that she is used to having “bath” everyday
as part of her life at home (p. 401). Moreover, the narrator tells us that Imogen
has “never knowingly ingested anything non-organic” (p. 402), and she always “ap-
peared to dress in diamonds and gold when at lunch with her friends” (p. 406)
and continuously asks her husband for “a new computer” (p. 407). As seen in these
quotations above, Imogen is different from a traditional woman who had satisfied
herself with what she had, who had not been demanding and who had led a normal
simple life, yet Imogen’s life apparently seems comfortable, luxurious and expensive,
and she seems to have been captivated by this kind of life. Without a certain level of
money, the life she leads is not possible. Not only does it require money and mater-
ial prosperity, but it also entails continuous spending or consumption.

Having taken all these quotations above into consideration, Mike, as an an-
noying sculptor in The Decline of the West refers to, is “the cult of money” (p. 404):
he earns money and spends it extravagantly. It is what he is culturally and ideolo-
gically required to do by capitalist consumer culture: in the eyes of an annoying
sculptor, Mike is what he earns and what he spends. Mike’s way of life and world-
view, together with that of his family, have been shaped very much by this culture,
which has constantly inculcated them with an idea that “there was no finer and
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more pleasant way to live but under it [capitalism], signing and spending” Under
this perception of life, Mike and his family members have continuously desired to
improve further their material affluence and conditions not only to satisfy their basic
material needs but also to retain their social position as culturally and ideologically
requested by the postmodern world view. This shiny and luxurious lifestyle is very
colourful, talismanic and captivating, and what Mike buys and how he consumes
is obviously imbued with a greater significance than their primary meanings and
functions may be. That is, the way he purchase and the way he consumes function as
a means to create a sense of Mike’s self, in which he is called “the cult of money”, or
he just calls himself “the Delivery man” (p. 407). These attributions evidently form
Mike’s worldview and the identity assigned to him, and he, like many of us, is just a
mechanical money-making machine, which replaces his true spiritual identity in-
side. As for this view of identity, Adem Caylak (2011, December 12) argues that “the
production relationship of capitalism and the system of its values regard everything
in life from the materialistic point of view and [thus] ignores what should dominate
human life - morality and virtue”, and in such a system of relationship, he contin-
ues to state that “being just and good is not given priority; instead, earning much
money and attaining power are accepted as success in today’s world.” In such a view
of identity, Mike is nothing but the one who helps capitalism to sustain and further
improve its existence in an enthralled way because the level of consumption is, in
fact, the measure of the economic system - his value is what we buys and consumes.
In addition, as in Baudrillard’s words above, each goods Mike buys and each activity
he conducts become “signs”, “codes’, and “language” or what I call an ideology by
which he communicates with the larger outside world; he gives the outside world
different messages where he fits with the social, cultural and political structure of
the outside physical world. Besides, whether or not they are aware of it, the identit-
ies of Mike and his family members are also very much constructed and controlled
by the capitalist consumerist lifestyle, so that Mikeis psychologically, culturally and
ideologically shown and mesmerized in the 1980s/90s that “capitalism was flourish-
ing and there was no finer and more pleasant way to live but under it, singing and
spending” in the globalized postmodern world.

However, this “finer and more pleasant way to live” under capitalism by
“singing and spending’, gets into serious trouble at once when “capitalism was crack-
ing under the weight of its contradictions as the Marxists had predicted”, and Kur-
eishi radically questions the view of the fragile identity constructed by the forged
perception of capitalism and of its ingrained consumer culture through the life and
views of Mike in The Decline of the West: that is, “If there was no comfort, what
then were consolations of capitalism?” (Kureishi, 2010, p. 408)For the continuation
of their existence, as seen here, capitalism and consumer culture had to advertise
and propagate implicitly the ideology of “comfort” to show that the capitalist eco-
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nomic system was able to achieve a constant stable growth, low unemployment and
low inflation, which would have made individuals happy, comfortable, and prosper-
ous in their lives. Hence it is obvious today and represented in the story that this
ideology has gradually become in time a way of life and eventually a view of identity,
forcing individuals unconsciously to buy and consume goods more and more so
as to be comfortable and happy in their lives, even though sometimes they did not
need to do so. Thus, Kureishi illuminates in his short story how this perception of
ideology or way of life and identity Mike has experienced excessively so far in his
life are, in fact, false, lie, fragile and vulnerable. Mike eventually comes to realize this
fact once he is fired from his job in the bank and forsakes almost everything behind:
that is, the promise of constant stability by capitalism has been a big veiled lie.

Indeed, there is a close relationship between the dismissal of Mike from his
job in the bank and the financial crisis which took place in 2007/8 with a wave of
bank nationalisations across North America and Europe possibly due to interna-
tional trade imbalances, the higher credit rate, the deterioration in export earnings
and weak stock markets, lax lending and so on (Wolf, 2010; Sorkin, 2010; Stigliz,
2010; Peters, 2012). This financial crisis, though it had started mainly in North
America and Europe, has eventually turned into a global financial crisis, throwing
economies around the world into a great recession since the Great Depression of
the 1930s (Wolf, 2007; Reinhart and Rogoff, 2009). Among many crippling negative
impacts of this recession on the economics around the world are deep uncertainties,
panic and worry about the future, yet what has been alarming for some time is the
sharp increase in the rate of unemployment after many employees across the world
had been sacked from their jobs, leading them not only to lose their proper income
but also to be deprived of their power of “buying and spending”, which had given
them a sense of who they are in the capitalist market economy. Eventually, there has
been a major shock to the consumer culture, which not only sustains the capitalist
economy on track but also gives an impression to the consumers that the economy
is moving steadily in its stable way. This economic slump was also a blow to the
identity because consumer culture had often propagated through various means of
advertisements the view that there has been close relationship between money and
identity or between the “buying and spending” power and identity since the advent
of the capitalist economic system in which consumers are identified with what they
buy and what they consume. Hence when this relationship becomes unbalanced, the
capitalist economic system, which mainly dominates the economies today around
the world, momentously suffers a situation of crisis and paralysis. Once the basis
of this view is significantly undermined and crumbled across the world, therefore,
consumers finds themselves in a state of identity crisis and thus become very fragile,
restless, hopeless and pessimistic about future in their lives; their existence and ex-
pectations fall apart and crumble away, leaving their place to a sense of misery and
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fragmentation in life (Jansiz, 2014).

In The Decline of the West, similarly, Kureishi represents such kind of frag-
mented and crippled identity through the life of Mike in the wake of his dismissal
from his job in the bank. Mike, like many employees across the world, becomes the
victim of the “financial crash” of 2007-2008 when “the financial system was out of
control” in the British society in the early decade of the twenty-first century (Kur-
eishi, 2010, pp. 407, 401). When the story of The Decline of the West opens, the
reader learns at once the news that Mike has been fired from his job in the bank.
As soon as he enters home, he appears to the reader in shock and crisis; he wants
to “give his wife the news straight away”, yet she does not pay attention to him but
continues her life as usual (p. 401). With the crippling and disturbing feeling of his
dismissal in his mind, he strives to get involved in things to remove himself from
the psychological disturbance, so that he immediately gets “a frozen meal from the
freezer” and puts it “in the microwave. Waiting for it to heat up, he poured him-
self a glass of wine” and blankly stands “at the long windows which overlooked
the garden” (p. 401). Moreover, Mike cannot control himself but desires to engage
himself further with other activities, so that he “switched on the garden lights and,
looking out at the new deck where last summer theyd held barbecues” (p. 401), and
then Mike sees “three £20 notes Imogen had left for the cleaner. Mike picked one
of them up and looked at it closely. How had he never noticed what sardonic little
Mona Lisa smile the blinged-up monarch wore, mocking even, as if she pitied the
vanity and greed the note inspired” (p. 402). As seen in these quotations above, it
is obvious that Mike seems very much confused, frustrated, fragmented and fallen
apart in views because the means - job and money - which had added meaning
to his life and identity in various ways have gone out of his hand, leaving him in a
great limbo. He strongly feels an urgent need “to be cheered up tonight” for letting
his frustrating and disturbing feeling disappear (p. 403), so that Mike endeavours
to keep himself busy doing other things just to drown his sorrow. In addition, his
frustration also increases further once he looks at one of £20 notes and then per-
ceives for the first time “language” and message which communicate with him. The
paper money simply stands for exchange of goods, yet at the same time it is closely
associated with the power of “purchase and spending’, together with a sense of who
we are and of social status.

Thus, Mike, in this “sardonic” and “mocking” situation, perhaps comes to
realize the real meaning lying behind the paper money: that is, the paper money is
not naive but actually a sign which provides us knowingly and unknowing with a
sense of self: we are actually what we buy and what we consume, yet this sense of
identity, as in the case of Mike, is a false identity in which he also becomes the vic-
tim of consumer culture under the perception that he is free and comfortable and
has more options when he buys and consumes.
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Mike’s crippled sense of identity may derive from three reasons. First, now
he feels unable to sustain his own personal luxury and comfort. Although he had
worked hard and long hours, he, like many people around the world, had enjoyed it
fully. But now he comes to realize that his luxurious and comfortable life was fake
and apparently subjected to fragility, so that what capitalism and consumer culture
have pledged - “comfort”, happiness and satisfaction — was deception and illusion.
Secondly, he is a father and has responsibility for his family because his two sons
and luxury addict, acquisitive wife are so demanding in their way of life and thus al-
ways want to have whatever they want - a new “guitar, an amp and a microphone’, as
well as “ a new computer”, and so on. These demands obviously put him under huge
burden and pressure because he is unable to fulfil their habitually never-ending
demands since he is unemployed now and is also in debt; he is psychologically in-
timidated and worried about his material weakness because he has already declined
in his power of “buying” and “spending”, even though his family does not know
yet. The third reason behind his frustration and crush is also the view that Mike
seems to have lost his social status and standard in society. This situation is clearly
seen in his rumination, while roaming aimlessly from one room to another in his
house: “there in the semi-darkness, gripping and ungripping his fist, he wondered
whether he might go mad with fury. He knew he would be shut out now from the
company of those he knew and liked, becoming a sort of ‘disappeared”™ (p. 405). As
seen clearly in this quotation and in many others throughout the story, the “finan-
cial crash” causes obviously not only the collapse of the dream-like polished life,
but it also gives an idea that what individuals - identity or social status- have gained
through the material improvement and purchasing is not a real but a transitory and
false one, so that once individuals encounter reality and lose a bit of what they have
materially gained, they immediately find themselves in panic and crisis and lose
their sense of security and their centre of self in life. Hence Mike realizes “how easy
it was to fall...suddenly [it] would be best...to die” for making away with his psy-
chological frustration and unhappiness instead of living in such a crippling misery
and frustration of his downfall (p. 405).

Eventually “the financial crash” leads Mike and his friends to think of differ-
ent alternatives until the economic downturn recovers because they seek to survive
the crisis as much as possible. For example, some of Mike’s colleagues state “their
intention of becoming gardeners until the recession lifted; apparently the only re-
quirements were an empty head and a desire to develop your muscles. Others had
said they might be forced into teaching. Mike, at forty five, had no idea what he
would do. First he had to lose everything” (p. 403). As seen in this quotation, there
may be possibility to turn back to the traditional way of life in which there seems not
much risk. One can earn his/her living as long as his/her muscles are strong enough
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to work. But what is so dangerous today is that people, like Mike, cannot manage
to do so because their abilities are dulled and thwarted very much by the capit-
alist market economy in which they are considered machines to consume. Mike,
for instance, has fallen apart in his view of life, as well as in “his idea of future” (p.
401), so that he cannot recover himself and decide what to do “until the recession
lifted” It is loss of his sense of ability and centre, yet towards the end of the story,
Mike also starts to think of finding “a smaller place, sharing the household duties,
like everyone else” in life (p. 408). That Mike and his colleagues, like many other
people across the world, think of alternative way of life and earning in the post-
modern era because capitalism is full of its “contradictions” and thus is unreliable,
fragile and vulnerable to outside negative forces. In this respect, the traditional way
of life seems an alternative, even though it is not an easy option today. What was the
reason which has forced the current capitalist economic to undergo crisis and reces-
sion? The answer is given by Mike in the story: “..like many people, Mike had also
worried whether the present catastrophe was punishment for years of extravagance
and self-indulgence; that that was the debt which had to be paid back in suffering”
(p. 404; emphasis added). It is easily seen in Mike’s own life, as well as in the lives of
his family members. As the narrator informs the reader, for example, Mike’s house
is full of “paint cans, broken children’s toys, a decade’s worth of discarded purchases
and bags of credit card receipts” (p. 405; emphasis added). Alone this quotation is,
in fact, enough to show us the level and magnitude of consumption in the postmod-
ern period.

In conclusion, consumerism in its simplistic naive meaning is closely re-
lated to what Zygmunt Bauman (2007) calls “a happy life”, and “indeed, the society
of consumers is perhaps the only society in human history to promise happiness
in earthly life, and happiness here and now and in every successive ‘now’; in short,
and instant and perpetual happiness” (p. 44). Thus, today individuals pay much
attention to the charm of this temporary “happiness”, so that consumerist society,
entirely bound up with the view of capitalism based on the perpetual “profit’, always
stimulates the idea that the more we buy commodities and the more we consume
them will uphold our happiness and satisfaction in life. However, consumerism, as
Jean Baudrillard and Danielle Todd have argued above, is far beyond the mere act of
“buying” and “consuming”; it is a way of life; it is an ideology in which commodities
we buy and consume have symbolic meaning, “language” and “code” which actually
not only tell us who we are as a person but also fits us into society and culture where
we are judged and branded in the eyes of the others. In this respect, our identity is
constantly constructed and re-constructed by what we buy and what we consume,
so that we are stimulated in a perpetual way to spend more and more on commod-
ities since they will ultimately enable us to increase not only personal happiness and
satisfaction but also social status as seen in the life of Mike in The Decline of the
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West. As discussed above, on the other hand, this kind of identity and social status
is subjected to be fragile and vulnerable to possible negative conditions in the eco-
nomic system. As Kureishi represents it in the story through the life of Mike, pos-
sible negative economic imbalances may bring about disappointment, anger, frus-
tration, worry about the future and a sense of weakness once the power of “buying”
and “consuming” declines. When his power of “buying” and “consuming” declines,
Mike immediately panics and y starts to feel lonely, desolated, and insecure and in
his life, and this feeling cause him to be crippled and fragmented in his view, and
relationship not only with his family members but also the people around him.
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