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McDonaldization: The Simulation of Reality

Reality is an individual concept that we tend to form based on societal, cultural, familial, and environmental interactions or experiences.  As human beings we construct what anthropologist Stephen Sharp likes to call “field of meanings”.  According to Sharp, these databases are created by culture and generate the universe within which any individual may live.  We’re trapped in these fields which outline our approach to our environment, people and our interpretation of landscape.  In this sense, reality also becomes a collective endeavor, that is constantly changing based on human interaction, experience, and cultural interpretations.   The process of McDonaldization, is creating an alternative reality that I would argue defies the human concepts of experience, rationality, and culture.  Through corporations like McDonalds, we are losing touch with our humanness,  resorting to script-like language and interactions, diminishing the value of human compassion, and destroying the concept of authenticity throughout the world.

The success of franchise corporations such as McDonalds and concepts like the credit card initiates in the parasitic spread of American-based capitalism. According to Ritzer, “Capitalist society has undergone a shift in focus from production to consumption”.  Today’s capitalism thrives not only on the continual consumption of material goods, but a continual growth in the consumption of material goods.  Therefore, it is easy to understand how corporations providing ‘cheap, fast, dependable service and goods’ would thrive (money=time, time=money, quality?). 

As the world continues to embrace new means of consumption without bound, increased consumption both enables people to do more and constrains them to buy more and spend more than they need or should.  Economically, the amount of individual debt is rapidly on the increase; Environmentally, resources are being consumed much faster than ecologically sustainable levels; Socially, interactions between people are becoming more and more ‘planned’ and there is an actual reduction in the ‘educated consumer’ population.  

 As consumers  become more health and environmentally conscious,  the distinction between buying ‘better’ or ‘healthier’ products (recycled or organic for example) and actually buying less has not been made.  We have been programmed to believe that increased production is a sign of economic growth and increased consumption is a sign of social and economic success.  However, I would tend to argue that an increase in production (as is evident in the highly-systemized McDonalds chain) is not equated to economic growth, nor increased consumption and indicator of success.  The increase of production and efficiency in the McDonalds chain is rooted in mass-production, systemization, and technological control taking the place of human decision making.   Relatively, this results in:

1) Mass production of meat products leading to deforestation and wide-spread land use, water pollution coupled with increased water treatment plans due to feces runoff,  high fat and cholesterol foods leading to increased heart disease and medical bills

2) Systemization leading to the mass transit of unskilled, uneducated employees and consumers, lowered moral, less emphasis on the individual, restricted human interactions

3) Technological control leading to fewer and fewer available jobs, increased costs, lowering in quality and personalization of the products

 The lists could go on.  Here we see how the incorporation of McDonaldization into society is a cause and effect problem where the effects are global, long-term and far reaching. 


Reality is a dynamic concept controllable both by the individual and collectively as a society (local, regional , national or global).  Our present reality is one of increasing consumerism, pollution, limited resources, decreasing human interaction and McDonaldization.  “If we don’t change our path, we are likely to end up where we are heading (Ancient Chinese Proverb)”.  Are you happy where we are heading?
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